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OCTOBER


Faint electronica music pulsed in the air, but the music was shit, much like his mood. His body stood rigid, not moving with the rhythm, his head not bobbing in time with the distant thumps of the backbeat, his face giving off no hint that he derived any pleasure from the repetitious melody.


He did not want to be here. He wanted to be home. More than life itself, he wanted to be home. But he was trying to be a man of principle, a man of honor; he was trying to be a man.


He had made his bed, and he would damn well lie in it.


He wanted a drink. But he’d made a promise to stay sober, and he was determined to keep it.


Three months. Pay bills. Get gone.


That was all that mattered.


The EDM music throbbed in his brain, unrelenting, like the ever-present disquiet in his soul.


He stood at the open top-floor window of the Cabacum Beach Residence, ignoring the cold air blowing in as he gazed down to the swimming pool below that flashed its underwater disco lights, not jarringly out of step with the unceasing music. The crisp autumn evening had brought out hundreds of late-night revelers driving up and down Boyan Bachvarov, the twisty four-lane road beyond the pool: crowds heading to the various bars, restaurants, and nightclubs here in the Chayka district of Varna, Bulgaria.


And Charlie just stood there, a man apart from his surroundings.


Charlie Coyle was not yet twenty-five years old, and handsome, neatly dressed in a blue sharkskin suit only a little wrinkled and just slightly askew on his fit frame, evidence of a long day. He wore a five-o’clock shadow on his chin and upper lip, his skin was fair, and his strawberry-blond hair was curly and only partially tamed with chemicals.


He’d cracked the window here in the suite so that the cold would invigorate him, but as he stood there, continuing his solitary vigil, he found the lively mood at ground level depressing. A party raged all around the hotel and condo complex, and all this revelry stood in contrast to Charlie’s dark disposition and his brooding demeanor.


He glanced at his watch, an old Hamilton with a canvas strap, a reminder of his military service days gone by. It was 12:17 a.m. now; a hurried room service attendant had brought him a club sandwich with soggy fries and two bottles of Coke around ten p.m., but otherwise he’d been alone up here since he’d arrived at eight.


The music from below was suddenly drowned out by a voice in his right ear. With a strong Bulgarian accent, the man spoke in English. “Coyle, it is Videv. Boss makes meeting with man in bar, then we come up to safe room.”


Charlie furrowed his brow. He knew of no meetings scheduled for tonight. But then again, he didn’t really have much of a clue what was going on. He didn’t speak Bulgarian, after all, so he might have missed something.


This job is bollocks, he thought for maybe the fiftieth time in the past thirty-six hours.


He reached with his left hand to his beltline inside his coat, his fingers dragging over the spare pistol magazine in a carrier on his belt, kept there should he ever need to reload the Walther PDP pistol he wore on his right hip.


His hand continued on until it found the small radio next to the magazine, and he pressed a button on the top of the device, opening the line to the microphone in his earpiece.


“Copy,” he said, his Northern Irish accent toned down so he could be understood by the non-native English speaker, and then he turned away from the window and moved over to a laptop on a table inside the plush suite, taking off his jacket as he did so.


He draped the coat over the chair and sat down, blowing out a long, defeated sigh.


Charlie pressed a couple of buttons on the laptop and then waited while a connection was made. His face hung impassive, a hint of pain around the eyes, but then he shook the expression away, brushed his hair back, sat up straighter, and hurriedly adjusted his tie.


Soon a window on the monitor opened, the screen changed, and so, too, did his visage.


He flashed a wide grin now, his pale green eyes sparkling as a towheaded baby looked back at him from the computer, drool glistening his lower lip, a onesie with a row of little camels stitched on it, well-splattered with baby food.


Hands under the baby’s underarms steadied him in front of the camera.


And with that, Charlie Coyle’s immediate predicament was forgotten. In spirit, at least, he was home.


With a bright and powerful voice, along with his now thick natural accent, he said, “There’s my big man! Bein’ a good lad for your ma, are ya?”


The baby did not respond—he was six months old, after all—but Charlie detected a slight narrowing of his green eyes and the hint of a wet smile, and this was all the proof he needed that his son recognized him.


And all was right with the world.


A beautiful redheaded woman in her early twenties appeared from the right, scooting into view in front of the camera as she put the child on her knee.


Her hair was down, her curls flowing, and Charlie knew Deirdre well enough to know she’d shaken her long locks out of the bondage of a hair tie the second his FaceTime call came through, and she’d done it just for him.


He smiled even wider.


If anything, Deirdre’s voice was even more accented than Charlie’s. “How ya keepin’, love?”


“Hullo, a stór.” It was a Gaelic term of endearment that translated to my treasure. He added, “It’s late. Surprised to see our boy awake.”


“Long nap this afternoon. Put him down at eight, but we’re just up for a wee feedin’.”


“Applesauce, by the looks of his onesie.”


“Pears. Managed to get some into his belly, but he spits it out when he’s ’ad enough. Just about to put him back down, but I’m glad he was up to see his da.


“Got your tie on, I see. Workin’, still, are ya?”


Charlie’s smile remained locked in place. It was real. And it was fake. “Aye,” he said. “Just ’ad a few minutes free, thought I’d check in.”


“Well, we’re glad ya did. How’s the new job?”


Charlie’s bright smile wavered now.


The woman picked up on his unease. “That bad?”


“It’s fine.” When she did not immediately respond, he said, “It’s early days, still.”


But Deirdre wasn’t having it. “What’s going on?”


He gave a shrug and said, “Whatcha think? I got sold a bleedin’ bill of goods by Marcus.”


The woman shifted the baby on her knee. “The job’s not what he said? Again?”


A defeated sigh. “It’s bloody gangster shite, love. Same as Macedonia.”


The young woman lowered the baby completely out of frame now. “Dammit.”


“Aye.”


“Drugs, girls, guns? What’s Marcus gotten you into this time?”


A pause. Then, “Dunno, to be honest.”


“Ferfucksakes, Charlie, I don’t believe ya.”


“I’ve been here a day and a half, haven’t I? I seen fuck-all so far. The back of a car, a hotel, a couple of nightclubs, a restaurant. And everyone’s speakin’ Bulgarian other than the one that tells me what to do, so I don’t know what the rest are on about half the time.”


“Then how do ya know—”


“I know, Deirdre. These blokes have the same hard eyes that those blokes I worked for in Macedonia had. Down there it was drugs. Might be the same here, but nobody’s tellin’ the new lad, are they?”


“Who are ye guarding?”


He waved a hand in the air. “Some wanker. Sasho Minchev. Young fella, for a capo, I mean. Looks like a nepo baby crook. He didn’t make his own bleedin’ money, that’s fer certain.”


Just then, Videv’s voice came through Charlie’s earpiece again. “Coyle?”


Charlie held a finger up to his wife, then tapped the radio on his hip, opening his microphone for a transmission. “Go for Coyle.”


The Bulgarian said, “Minchev is talking to an American. Be ready to come down if it is trouble.”


Trouble? “What kind of trouble?”


“Boss give me signal. We may have problem. Stand by.”


“Aye, sir.”


Once he was off the radio, he looked back to his young family on the screen.


Deirdre said, “What’s ’appenin’?”


Coyle hadn’t a clue, but still, he brushed away any of his wife’s concerns. “The principal is meeting with some American, and maybe there’s a disagreement. I’m on standby.” He shrugged. “Minchev is a hot one; he doesn’t like anybody, so nothing new in that.”


She looked worried, so he said, “It’s fine, love. Regardless of what the boss is into, my part in this is easy. I’m the junior here. They got me securin’ the safe room, is all.”


“What’s that mean?”


“Means I’m sittin’ in a suite we took for the night, and I’m talking to you and Ronan.” He smiled a little. “The four other blokes are down with the boss in the bar. I’m sure they can manage.”


The baby made a few sounds, but Deirdre did not speak.


Charlie noted her silence. “What’s wrong?”


She said, “Sounds like you’re around a lot of alcohol. You’re not on the lash, are ya?”


“I’m dry as a bone, love. We’re not going back to that. Those days are behind the both of us.”


The young woman didn’t seem certain, but she let it go. Said, “Ya think anyone’s going to come after your protectee like they did in Macedonia?”


Charlie shrugged. “I’m ready, come what may. One thing I can be sure of is this: anyone who comes at Minchev is bound to be a right big bastard, same as he. I won’t think twice about dropping somebody who poses a threat. Down here, it’s crook against crook. No good guys to worry about.”


“You’re a good guy, and I worry about you. Look.” She hesitated, then said, “Why don’t ye just come home? We’ll figure something else out for money. This sounds like a bad situation to put yerself—”


“No, love. A man’s word’s got to stand for something. I took this job, I promised to protect my principal. That’s what I’m goin’ to do.”


After a pause, she said, “All right. I understand. But … after this … after this, I want you to find honest work.”


In his left ear Charlie heard the men on his team transmitting to one another. It was all in Bulgarian again, so he didn’t suppose it had anything to do with him.


He turned his attention back to his wife. “I’m down here just ninety days, we’ll make what we need to make, pay some bills, and I’ll move on to something better.” He smiled a little. “And no more takin’ work from Marcus bloody Maragos.”


“You know,” she said now, “there’s always another option. Isn’t there?”


Charlie cocked his head a little, then made a face of displeasure. “No. No, there’s isn’t.”


Deirdre said, “You could ask your da.”


“I’ll be makin’ my own way, love. Don’t need my father’s money.”


“But—”


Quickly, he said, “Lemme see my son again.”


She held Ronan back up. The baby’s eyes were softening; he looked like he was about to nod off, but his father wasn’t ready to say goodbye.


He feared Deirdre was going to bring up money again, bring up his issues from the past, his relationship with his father, his dirty job down here in the Balkans, all subjects Charlie Coyle was not in the mood to talk about at present, but before she began to speak, he held a finger up, because another call came through his earpiece.


Bulgarian again, but the words sounded rushed, stressed.


A man answered back quickly. Another barked into his microphone.


Deirdre saw the surprised look on Charlie’s face. “What’s going on?”


He didn’t answer her; instead, he pressed the mic button on his radio. “Coyle for Videv?”


On the laptop, his wife said, “Charlie?”


More transmissions in a foreign tongue came through the earpiece, then Charlie again. “Coyle for Videv. What’s happening?”


Now the team leader returned the transmission. His words came out quick and clipped. “Coyle. Come down. Escort boss back to safe room.”


“Copy that. En route.”


Videv added, “Meet us in the back alley, door off kitchen.”


The back alley?


Charlie acknowledged the order without question, then ended his transmission. Looking into the camera, he said, “Darlin’, I have to go collect the protectee, bring him back here.”


“Why don’t they just bring him to—”


From the balcony behind him came the unmistakable sound of a gunshot cracking in the night; the crowd by the swimming pool below his balcony screamed, and Charlie Coyle launched to his feet.


Deirdre lowered the baby quickly. “Was that a bleedin’ gun?”


“Love you both,” he said, and he slammed his laptop shut, grabbed his suit coat, then rushed to the door of the condo. Into his earpiece he shouted, “What’s happenin’, Videv?”
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Charlie rushed out into the third-floor hall, fighting with his jacket to get it on his trim frame. This done, he reached for the weapon on his hip. Running for the stairs on the north side of the building, he’d just gripped the Walther in its holster when his earpiece came alive again.


It was Videv. “American is in custody. Boss fired shot in air to scare him. We’re in the alley. Hurry.”


Charlie released his hold on the pistol and began sprinting down the stairs.


When he reached the ground floor he raced through the building, passing hotel guests, partygoers, employees of the restaurant. Some were alarmed by the gunfire, but others were oblivious, the EDM in the air, the booze, or the party drugs in their bloodstream masking the noise. He bladed his body through small crowds in the bar off the main lobby, then raced up a narrow hallway past the lavatories, pushing the drunk and the slow and the unmindful to the side as he moved, and finally he pounded his way into the kitchen.


He ignored the cooks and cleaners and servers, pressed on at speed to the back door, then shouldered it open, finding himself on a raised concrete platform in an alley between the hotel and an adjacent condo tower.


He pulled up and stopped, saw a half dozen men arrayed in the dimly lit space.


At the center, Sasho Minchev stood over a man in a gray business suit kneeling on the wet ground. The stranger faced away from Charlie; a bright smear of fresh blood on the starched white collar of his shirt shone through messy shoulder-length dark hair.


A stainless steel semiautomatic pistol dangled from Sasho Minchev’s right hand. Charlie had noticed the gun in a shoulder holster under his protectee’s arm the day before, and he’d been concerned about it ever since, because his boss didn’t seem like the type to practice safe gun handling.


Charlie had wondered if the pistol on his boss’s person might be the biggest danger he’d face on this job; he wondered it even more now, because the son of a bitch had just pulled and fired it, and now it hung in his sweaty clutches, his trigger finger twitching inside the trigger guard.


Charlie’s four colleagues stood in various stages of readiness in the alley. Videv, the team leader, had positioned himself directly behind the man on his knees. Big and burly Komitov loomed just to the left, his eyes on the prisoner. Pulev, older and with a mustache that made him look like a Balkan Saddam Hussein, stood a few steps from Charlie by the door, watching the street but not looking particularly alert. Chanev, bright-eyed, swarthy, and a couple of years younger even than Charlie, stood to the kneeling man’s right, his hand on the gun on his belt and his eyes fixed on his boss, waiting for orders.


Minchev said nothing. He just stood there, a sheen of perspiration glowing on his forehead, reflecting the light from the soft white sodium vapor lamps that hung over the alley from the rear of the condo tower; more sweat sparkled through little gaps in his dark beard. His normally slicked-back hair hung down into his eyes, and his chest heaved inside his black suit. His neck rippled with sinews emerging from the collar of his burgundy silk shirt, indicating tension in his shoulders.


Charlie hadn’t seen any cocaine around in the past day, but he now thought it was likely his boss was on something, or else he was just that damn stimulated from shooting his gun in the air and threatening the man on his knees in front of him.


Videv’s left hand rested on the prisoner’s shoulder, and he, too, looked to his boss for direction.


It was as if nobody knew what the hell the man in charge had in mind, but they all stood at the ready, prepared to help him do it.


The scene was a shit show in the making, and Charlie’s first inclination was to rush to his protectee, disarm him, and then escort him back up to the safe room and put him to bed.


But Minchev held his empty hand out, indicating he had other plans.


In English, the young Bulgarian mob boss spoke to the kneeling man. “You fucked up, Mr. Humphries. And for that you’re gonna have to pay a little price.”


The man kneeling there said nothing. He did not move; his face remained out of Coyle’s view, his head down as if in defeat.


The boss said something in Bulgarian, and then Komitov stepped forward and rifled through the American’s jacket, removing a wallet and a phone. He pocketed the wallet, then held the phone up in front of the American’s face, thereby unlocking the screen.


Then he handed it to his boss.


Minchev looked over the phone now. In English, he said, “Only two contacts.” He grinned at his prisoner. “You don’t have many friends, do you?”


Minchev tapped the phone for several seconds, held it back to the man’s face, then tapped it again. Charlie knew this move; his boss was changing the password so that he could unlock it any time he wanted.


When he finished, he said, “I’ll keep this.”


The boss held the phone up to the American a third time, took a picture. “And I’ll send this to everybody I know, tell them to be looking out for you.


“And this,” Minchev said, “this is for Bogdan.” He punched the American in the jaw, a glancing blow, unimpressively executed, though it still managed to echo in the alleyway.


Minchev shoved his pistol into his belt, then began heading towards the door back into the building.


Coyle had no idea who Bogdan was or what the American had done to him to earn the punch to the gob.


As Minchev passed by Videv, he spoke to the team leader of the security detail in Bulgarian; Videv nodded curtly, and Minchev grinned as he climbed the steps and reached Charlie’s position.


Coyle wanted to knock the smile off his employer’s face with a right cross. He didn’t know who the American was. Some thug from a rival concern, no doubt. But it didn’t matter.


Minchev himself was a piece of shit.


Everybody around here was a piece of shit.


And all Charlie Coyle wanted to do was go home.


As the capo passed him for the door, Coyle turned and followed him back inside, staying just behind and to his right.


As they moved through the building, Coyle’s training took over. A four-month course in executive protection in London just two years earlier, a course he barely passed because he’d spent his evenings in his hotel room downing bottles of cheap Monkey Shoulder blended scotch when he should have been resting up and preparing for the next day’s challenges.


But now he was all business. Clocking corners, registering dark spaces, examining the hands and the eyes of the hotel employees, seeking information about any potential threat. His right hand hovered near his weapon, but he affected a guise of calm as he directed Minchev through an employee-only access door.


As they passed through the busy kitchen, Coyle and his protectee walking at a steady pace, Minchev turned to him. The Northern Irishman kept his focus on the path ahead and not the agitated Bulgarian’s face. “This asshole shows up,” Minchev said, “tells me he knows who I am, what I do. Says he needs to go to Russia, asks me to smuggle him in. I ask him what skills he has to repay me; he tells me about a job he did here in Bulgaria five years ago.”


Coyle didn’t care. He just took the man by the arm and directed him through a doorway that led to an old utility elevator that would take them right up to the top floor.


Minchev laughed a little now. “He tells me about a Russian spy who turned up floating in the Dambovita River in Bucharest, stabbed in the ribs and the neck. The American says he did it. Asks me if I know about what happened.”


As they reached the service elevator, Minchev continued talking, his hyperagitation just getting on Coyle’s nerves now. “Yeah, I know about it. Police arrested the wrong man. A friend of mine went to prison for it, for what that American did.”


They stepped into the elevator now, and Charlie pulled the door closed, then hit the button for the top floor. The gears began grinding, the doors rattled back and forth in front of them as the pair traveled up a moment, and then Minchev spoke over the noise. “I told Videv to break both his legs and his jaw, then dump him in Priroden Park. Let that fuck crawl out of Bulgaria with his mouth wired shut.”


The young mafia man laughed at this, but Charlie did not; then they stood in silence.


To hell with all these assholes, Charlie thought, but he also thought of why he was here.


Three months. Pay bills. Get gone.


Sweat dripped from the Bulgarian’s face, and Charlie watched it splatter on the dusty wooden floor of the elevator car.


Finally, the doors rattled open.


Charlie took Minchev by the arm and led him out into the hall, turning towards the safe room, but before he’d made it two steps, he heard a blurted shout in Bulgarian coming through his earpiece.


More shouting erupted immediately after.


Minchev couldn’t hear the exchange—he wasn’t in direct comms with the security men—but Charlie put his thumb on the push-to-talk button.


A series of muffled pops came through the earpiece just before he pressed to transmit.


Gunfire.


He grabbed Minchev roughly now, began shoving him forward.


“What’s wrong?”


Charlie didn’t answer. There was a time to let the protectee take charge and a time to take charge of the protectee. As of right this moment, Charlie Coyle was running this show.


As he pushed the smaller man up the hallway, he transmitted over his radio. “Coyle for Videv.”


One of the other bodyguards seemed to have his mic open on his radio. All Charlie could hear was shooting, yelling.


Charlie unlocked the door, drew his pistol, and shoved Minchev inside. He tried to transmit again, but whoever was pressing their talk button was still overriding the network.


“Fuck!” he shouted in frustration.


Suddenly, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He snatched it out and answered it, all while holding his pistol on the door, backing up with his protectee through the living room, between the couch and the kitchen island, in the direction of the bedroom.


“Coyle.”


Videv’s voice sounded nearly frantic, his breathing labored, as if he were running at a sprint. “You have boss?”


“We’re in the safe room.”


The team leader spoke quickly, words separated by heavy breaths. “Subject has … escaped. He has … Komitov’s gun … and radio.”


Bloody hell, Charlie thought. “Where’s Komitov?”


“He’s stabbed, in the alley. Pulev is with me. Subject is fleeing. Chanev is chasing him.”


Coyle tried to clarify. “Is the subject in the building or still outside?”


A pause, though he could hear Videv’s heavy breathing in the phone. “In building.” The background sounds of screaming patrons came over the call now.


“But,” Charlie said, “he doesn’t know what room we’re in, right?”


“Hotel security said he was in building this afternoon. We don’t know where he is going.”


It was clear to Charlie that Videv didn’t have much more awareness about what the fuck was happening than he did.


This was all going so bad, so quickly.


Charlie extended his gun arm even more. Anyone coming through the door to the suite was going to catch a 9-millimeter round to the chest; this he told himself with complete assurance.


Videv added, “Me and Pulev are taking the south stairs, coming up to you.”


The building had a main elevator, a larger freight elevator for moving furniture and such, and a pair of stairwells, one on the north side and the other on the south. A lot of directions an attack could come from, so Charlie decided he’d just defend from inside the unit, because there was only one viable access point for an attacker.


Videv added, “We will be there in two minutes. Hotel security is in the elevator; they are also coming up.”


“Copy.”


The call went dead, but then Coyle heard more shouting in his earpiece. A snap of gunfire was just audible before whoever it was who was transmitting took their finger off the button.


The Northern Irishman turned around to face the bedroom behind him for the first time, and he saw that his boss had his own pistol out again, sweeping it around like a fucking idiot.


Charlie shouted. “Put it down!”


The stainless semiauto shook at the end of the man’s hand. “What’s going on?” he demanded.


Charlie closed the distance, then pulled the gun from his boss’s clutches and tossed it onto the bed up by the pillows. Angrily, he shouted, “You’re not shooting me tonight!”


Minchev looked up at him, and Charlie suddenly recognized the effects of cocaine or amphetamine or something on his employer’s face, now amplified by the terror in his eyes, and he wondered if the man was going to have a heart attack.


Charlie did nothing to lessen the chances of this when he said, “The American is in the building. He has a gun.”


Wiping sweat from his forehead with the arm of his jacket, Minchev said, “It’s no problem. It’s no problem. I … I have five guys who will—”


“You have four guys,” Coyle corrected, and then he turned away and headed back into the living room.
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Charlie went back to the door, listening for more transmissions in his earpiece, frantic for more clarity on his situation.


The gunfire below had stopped; Charlie knew this could mean the American was dead, or it could mean the attacker was well inside the building now, maybe even in the stairwell or on the elevator.


Minchev was shouting into his mobile phone, but Charlie tuned him out because he couldn’t understand.


Fuck, fuck, fuck! How can this be happening?


From behind him, back in the bedroom, he heard Minchev shout now, “Videv says the American is on the stairs now, coming up.”


“Which stairwell?”


“I … I don’t know.”


“Well, feckin’ find out!” Charlie shouted. Minchev began communicating in Bulgarian again, seemingly oblivious to the fact that his junior bodyguard was now screaming orders at him.


A new transmission came through Charlie’s earpiece, but it was garbled. The mic of the transmitting radio stayed open; it sounded like it was in a pocket, the scratching noises of someone moving quickly.


Then the boom of a pair of gunshots, fired in nearly impossible rapid succession.


A wave of terror shot through Charlie Coyle’s central nervous system as he realized what he was hearing. The person with the radio was the attacker. He’d just shot someone, or shot at someone, with the fastest double tap the young Northern Irishman had ever heard in his life, and the attacker also had the presence of mind to hijack the radio network by keeping the handset locked open as he moved through the building.


This bloke was good.


Behind Charlie, Minchev kept talking into his phone, his plaintive, panicking, coked-up tone and cadence only adding to the insanity of the moment.


Charlie Coyle felt a desire to run. To leave his responsibilities behind and just hoof it the fuck out of there.


He didn’t want to die for this criminal in this shit building in this foreign city.


He was only twenty-bloody-four.


His life was a mess, but he had time yet to sort things.


To put things right.


Charlie Coyle’s job was to keep his protectee alive, and he had been telling himself that a man’s word had to stand for something, but right now, he only thought of Ronan, of Deirdre, of getting the fuck out of here, of getting back home to Derry.


The sound of sirens audible outside the window told him the police were arriving en masse, but he had no illusions that the cops would get up here and control the scene before the American made it up the stairs and found the safe room.


Minchev shouted to him now. “The American was last seen on the southern stairs at the second floor.”


Just then, another pair of gunshots came through Charlie’s earpiece, as fast as the last salvo.


Minchev said, “Shit! Someone is shooting.” Into the phone he said, “Videv? Videv?”


Charlie ran through the living room to the front door of the suite, and he’d just made it to the glass-and-aluminum coffee table in front of the sofa when the lights went out.


Behind him, Minchev gasped.


The outside glow through the window helped Charlie negotiate his way around the coffee table to the door. Opening it, he then pulled a flashlight out of his pocket and wiped his perspiring face with the back of the suit coat of his left arm, keeping his Walther pointed at the door to the south-side stairs with his right.


He did not turn on the flashlight; he didn’t want to give away his position.


Minchev stepped up behind him. In a whisper that was still way too loud given the circumstances, he said, “Videv isn’t responding. It’s just one man. Kill this guy, Coyle!”


Charlie whispered back, fighting to keep his voice down considering the tidal waves of adrenaline coursing through him. “Say another feckin’ word and you can deal with ’im on your own.”


Minchev went silent, and Charlie heard his employer’s footsteps retreat back through the living room of the suite.


And then Charlie stood there, looking into the dark, trying to control his breathing because he was as scared as he’d ever been in his life.


The good news was he had some intelligence now. He was still only facing one enemy; his pistol was steady and aimed at where he’d been told the target would be coming from. Also, he had excellent concealment behind the door and the wall of the suite, as only a small portion of his body was exposed to the hall.


The bad news was the fact that concealment, while good, was in no way a substitute for cover.


An enemy could not shoot through cover, but an enemy could shoot through concealment.


He heard the stairwell door creak open slowly, just ten yards away from him on the right. Charlie could barely make out the movement, but he lowered to a knee quickly, making himself a smaller target.


A figure appeared.


Charlie clicked on his flashlight, his finger on the trigger of his weapon with enough pressure to take the few millimeters of slack out of it. He just needed to apply a little more force to fire a gunshot.


But the light confirmed it was Pulev, so he relaxed his finger slightly.


And then Pulev’s weapon turned towards Charlie.


The Northern Irishman turned off his light as he shouted Pulev’s name, along with a few bits of Bulgarian he’d been taught for just such a situation. “Pulev! Ne strelyai! Si Coyle!” Pulev! Don’t shoot! It’s Coyle!


Pulev got the message, apparently, because he did not fire, but then the passenger elevator door opened, just across the hall to Charlie’s left.


Videv had told him hotel security was on the way up, but he didn’t know if Pulev knew this, so he shouted again. “Ne strelyai!” Don’t shoot.


This time, however, Pulev didn’t listen. He fired three times with his Glock; the flashes illuminated the hall, revealing a man stepping out of the elevator, twisting, and then falling facedown.


Pulev shouted something Charlie didn’t understand, and then the Bulgarian shined his own flashlight on the motionless figure crumpled on the carpet.


Charlie recognized the victim immediately. It was the head of security for the beach resort. He’d only met him briefly that afternoon, and he didn’t even know his name.


“Fecking hell,” he muttered to himself.


Pulev himself muttered something that sounded like a curse, but then a two-round burst of pistol fire, flashing in the hallway from the left, dropped Pulev to his knees.


Charlie launched backwards into the suite, out of the line of fire. He landed in front of the glass coffee table, rolled onto his back, and looked up in time to see another flash of light right in front of the door as Pulev himself fired a round off in response to the person shooting at him. But then Pulev recoiled, his pistol dropped from his hand, and his flashlight went dark.


The thud of a body dropping in the hall told Charlie that his teammate was down.


Charlie rose, stepping around and then just behind the coffee table to create more distance between himself and the door to the hall, his weapon still high in front of him, searching for a target there.


But just as he made it to the other side of the table, he jolted in surprise as fresh gunfire boomed. One round, then two, then three.


He couldn’t see the origin of fire, no flashes of light, but with the fourth shot he felt a hard tug on his left thigh, and he knew he’d been hit.


He returned fire reflexively; he had no target in the darkness, but he dumped round after round in the direction of the darkened doorway.


Then he realized what was happening.


The aggressor was not at the door; he was to the left, still in the hallway somewhere, firing through the wall of the suite.


Charlie shifted aim, and as he did so, he took one step to the left, but when he planted his foot, his wounded leg gave out and he fell behind the coffee table.


On his back now, he pushed himself up onto an elbow and began raising his gun again, but before he could sight in on the doorway, a dark figure appeared, sliding into the room like a wraith.


A string of three gunshots flared; Minchev cried out from the open kitchen on Charlie’s right, just as Charlie got his weapon up and back into the fight.


The young Northern Irishman centered his aim quickly and fired once at the dark figure as it floated through the living room.


The figure spun, fell, and crashed hard onto the tile flooring on the far side of the coffee table, and through the ringing in his ears Charlie heard the clang of a pistol as it bounced away.


He fired once more as the figure fell, but Charlie couldn’t be sure he’d hit his target with the second round.


Charlie realized he’d gotten lucky by falling here on this side of the table; the attacker had not seen him lying on the floor, and he had identified and targeted Minchev instead.


But now the bloody bastard was down himself.


Charlie rose, his gun pointed towards the other side of the table, and he struggled to get an angle to fire an insurance round into the body there. He realized he’d have to stand to see his target, so he used the table’s edge to steady himself with his free hand, then pulled up, pushing off on his uninjured right leg.


When he rose to his feet, he peered through the dim light, and he saw the outline of a body lying there, crumpled, unmoving. He could make out no features, but he couldn’t ignore the possibility that the man was still alive, so he aimed at the man’s head and began to press his trigger.


Then, faster than he could squeeze off a round, the man’s legs shot out and his feet slammed into the coffee table, driving the heavy piece of furniture right into Charlie Coyle’s legs.


Charlie fell forwards; his gun fired, but he didn’t know where the round went. He crashed chest first into the table, the glass shattered, and he fell through, slamming down to the floor.


He kept hold of his weapon in his right hand and flipped quickly onto his back, flinging aluminum and glass as he did so, but just as he began to look for the man above him, the dark figure landed on him.


Charlie felt hands on his wrist, on his pistol; a knee slammed into his wounded thigh, and he vomited from the pain. He threw punches with his left fist, but his attacker was too close for the blows to have any effect.


And then it happened. The American took a hand away from the pistol, drew it back, and Charlie expected him to rain a punch down towards his face. The twenty-four-year-old turned his head to the left so that the punch would hit the side of his head and not his nose, but the punch didn’t go for his nose.


It went for his chest.


Charlie Coyle felt a sharp blade slip between his ribs just to the right of his sternum and just below his pectoral. The fist holding the knife punched him in the chest, and then the man on top of him pulled the blade out.


The American rose up to his knees, one hand still on Charlie’s gun.


Charlie saw the black knife, not in the American’s left hand but rather jutting from under his wrist.


And he knew what it was. Once, when Charlie was in the Foreign Legion and deployed in Ivory Coast, he’d met a Corsican in a bar who showed off his spring-loaded wrist stiletto, a weapon that remained hidden under his sleeve until he flexed his hand up in a certain way, at which point the narrow, razor-sharp blade fired from its scabbard and extended several inches.


He’d thought the weapon to be little more than a gimmick, but he’d just been on the receiving end of it, and he had a new appreciation of its value.


Charlie let go of his Walther because he suddenly felt very tired, and he knew instinctively that this fight was over.


He lay on his back, his feet raised over the aluminum edge of the shattered coffee table, his body covered with broken glass and twisted metal, and the man rolled off him, onto the floor, crunching more glass there as he did so.


How is this man alive? Charlie had shot him; he fecking knew he’d shot him.


It made no sense.


The American aimed the pistol with his right hand, not at Charlie but rather in the direction of the kitchen, and then he swiveled it to the front door of the suite, then back to where Minchev had been standing. The knife no longer jutted from under his left hand.


After just a moment, time counted off by the wheezes Charlie could feel in the wound in his chest, the man knelt back down to him, so close Charlie could smell his sweat. He felt a rough hand rifling through his jacket, his pants pockets. He was helpless to resist, weak, but he was able to focus on the man in the soft light above him.


Bearded, maybe forty years old, blood smeared on his neck and shirt collar, a tightness around the eyes that showed Charlie that the man was in a great deal of pain himself.


The American kept the Walther pointed up while he stripped Charlie of his one spare magazine, and then the man looked down into Charlie’s eyes briefly.


But only briefly.


Rising slowly, Charlie watched the man look away, then step towards the kitchen with not another glance to Charlie Coyle.


After a few receding footsteps across broken glass, and a few more footfalls on the tile heading toward the kitchen, he finally heard the man speak. “I’m gonna need that phone back.”


His voice was strained; he was injured, exhausted, but he somehow nevertheless sounded capable, resolute.


Utterly determined in his mission.


Minchev spoke now, his voice cracked with terror. “It’s here … sir. Take it … please. Just don’t—”


There was a quick pause; Charlie just lay there bleeding in the dark, and then Minchev screamed, “No! Please!”


A gun boomed, and an ejected shell casing bounced on the kitchen floor.


Minchev fell silent.


The attacker’s footsteps receded into the bedroom. Their cadence was unhurried, though the sirens outside seemed right on top of the location.


It was clear this man had a plan.


But that was the last Charlie thought of him.


He pressed hard into the wound on his chest now, ignoring the one in his leg. He wasn’t sure if he was dying. The leg wound was nothing; the chest wound was bad, but help was on the way. He just had to stanch the blood flow and, in all likelihood, he’d make it to a hospital.


The young Northern Irishman felt weak now, but he kept the pressure on.


There was a medical kit in the kitchen, but he couldn’t stand, couldn’t walk.


Right now, the kitchen might as well have been a hundred miles away.


Charlie Coyle leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and thought of home.


Right now, however, home might as well have been a million miles away.
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The blue-and-white squad car drove slowly past the small parking lot in front of the youth hostel on Primorski Street, a kilometer and a half west of the mayhem at the Cabacum Beach Residence, and the young officer behind the wheel shined his spotlight on a row of cars parked there.


The cop was disappointed to be relegated to searching outside the perimeter set up by his leadership; the police didn’t expect that the culprit of the mass killings a couple of blocks from the ocean an hour earlier would be this far up in the hills. No, their subject would either be hunkered down, in hiding in one of the dozens of buildings close to the action, or else he’d be out of town by now, and for this reason the officer in the squad car performed his duties perfunctorily, whipping the light around for a few moments and then rolling up Primorski to check out a pair of parked vans in front of a paint store long closed for the night.


When the squad car had moved on and out of sight, a man rose slowly up from behind a white Kia Sportage parked in front of the hostel, and he stood there in the darkness a moment, listening for sounds of danger.


Sirens wailed to the east, near the coast, and they’d been doing so for over an hour, since even before he’d climbed out of the suite of the Cabacum, lowered to a balcony, dropped onto a sharply angled balcony overhang a story below, then rolled down, grabbing the gutter before swinging to an even lower balcony. He’d continued like this, eventually making his way down to the ground.


He’d escaped the neighborhood, stumbled along in the dark, his body hunched over in pain.


Courtland Gentry had survived, he’d escaped, but everything had gone wrong, and now the pain, both physical and psychological, threatened to overtake him.


This entire night had been a disaster, and the whole thing had gone to hell about two minutes after sitting down in front of Sasho Minchev.


Court asked himself, not for the first time in the past hour, just how the hell he was supposed to have known that a buddy of the Bulgarian mobster had gone to prison for a killing Court had copped to?


Bad luck for Court.


Worse luck for Minchev.


Court’s entire body hurt now, but nowhere more than his chest, where he’d been shot. He’d not really felt it much at first; adrenaline had a pain-killing effect that Court had put to good use countless times in his career, but as the adrenaline seeped away, the dull throb in his chest, directly over his heart, had morphed into a sharp and burning sting. He’d spent most of his walk ignoring the vicious pain, focusing instead on getting out of immediate danger, then focusing on lying low while the multiple sweeps of law enforcement passed him by.


He was clear enough for now, he determined, so he retrieved an extra key fob from a small magnetized box in the front driver’s-side wheel well, opened his car door, looked around quickly to make sure no one was watching, then took off his suit coat and removed his tie.


His dress shirt came off next, and under it, he ripped the Velcro closures off the thin body armor he wore there, pulled the vest off, and quickly looked at the impact point, high on his chest on the left side. The Hyperline level IIIA armor that had saved his life tonight was the thinnest available on the market, and inspecting it, he saw that the fabric was deformed below the left clavicle, deeply indented, and Court didn’t have to feel his chest right now to know he had a nasty bruise that was only going to hurt more tomorrow.


He’d caught the round while entering the suite and engaging the asshole in the kitchen; he’d not detected an enemy lying on the floor behind some furniture in the living room, and if the shot had been about three inches higher and three inches to the left, it would have hit him right in the throat.


But instead, it had struck his soft armor. He’d paid an arm and a leg for the Hyperline in Hungary a couple of months earlier, but at the moment, it seemed like one of his better investments.


But perhaps not his best investment.


The spring-loaded stiletto he’d bought in Tirana, Albania, five months ago for two hundred euros had provided an even better return on investment, in his estimation. He’d sliced an artery of one of the goons in the alleyway, left him bleeding there, snatched a gun, shot a guy, sent the others retreating for cover, and then snagged a radio, dropping another asshole inside the building as he made his way up to the top-floor suite, where he knew he’d find the mobster who’d just stolen his phone with his face on it.


On the way, he’d detonated a remote charge in the building’s basement electrical room, plunging the facility into darkness, then he’d moved from the south stairs to the north stairs on the second floor to keep his adversary guessing, fucking with their radio transmissions in the process so that the situational awareness of the guard escorting Minchev would be less than ideal.


He would have liked to have walked away, not to have engaged a half dozen men tonight, but Sasho Minchev had taken his phone with his picture on it, and then he’d told Court to his face he was going to make it so that he could never get into Russia.


Court had to get into Russia, which meant Sasho Minchev had to die, and everyone who got between Court and Sasho Minchev had to be swept out of the way by the fastest means available.


Court Gentry was going to Russia; he had a job to do there, and no second-tier Balkan gangster and his goon squad were going to stop him.


He sighed now in the dark, in the cold air blowing against his damp T-shirt, and then he dropped the body armor on the ground.


The Bulgarians had taken his key fob, but he had the spare. He grabbed the key, tossed the box, climbed behind the wheel, and fired up the engine.


As he drove to the north, leaving the Chayka district of Varna, Bulgaria, behind, he thought about his next move.


He’d go to Romania, start from scratch with a new batch of asshole smugglers, see if they would be willing to help him get into Russia.


His spirits were low, damn low, and he had a lot to worry about, but he did not worry about what had just happened.


Bad men had gotten in his way. Some of them, he’d killed. Minchev for sure, probably the guy in the top-floor hallway, as well. Maybe the first guy on the stairs and the other one in the alley.


But the dude he’d stabbed in the wreckage of the coffee table in the penthouse might live, as would the second guy on the stairs. He didn’t really care either way; he only cared that he’d retrieved his phone and his image.


Now all he thought about as he drove north was getting clear, licking his wounds, re-arming, regrouping for his next attempt.


Court Gentry had left dead and wounded in his wake many times in his life.


And there were many ahead of him to deal with.


The Kia drove on, with a killer behind the wheel.
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St. Malachy’s Church sat on the intersection of Carrickcroppen Road and Carrickcloghan Road, on a hill surrounded by a Catholic cemetery that was bathed in rare sunlight on this frigid Sunday morning.


Inside the wooden doors of the church, Father Sean ended his mass with the Concluding Rites, turning to thank the other priests, then raising his hands towards the choir as he gave them a word of appreciation, and finally he addressed the congregation gathered in front of him.


There were fewer than eighty-five parishioners, the pews one third empty today, and this was a disappointment to Father Sean, but such were the times.


He smiled nonetheless, because those who did attend deserved his best.


His accent was strong and his countenance kind. “In your moment of prayer today, I ask you to say a special prayer thanking the Lord for family and for those you love who are not family but nevertheless hold a special place in your heart. Family and friends are the most precious gifts, so remember them in your prayers.” He spread his arms and smiled, his eyes tightening behind his thick eyeglasses. “May the Lord be with you.”


In the back pew, far to the right side of the sanctuary facing the altar, a middle-aged man in a worn but smart tweed suit, his heavy coat and his herringbone cap in his lap, spoke in cadence with the rest of the congregation now. “And with your spirit.”


Father Sean gave the sign of the cross, asked the Almighty God to bless them, then announced that the mass had ended, and that all should go forth in peace.


In the back pew, Jon Jo Sheehan stood, nodded and smiled to a few around him that he recognized from his weekly visits here at St. Malachy’s Church, but he spoke to no one. When the recessional was all but complete, he ducked out a side door alone, squinting into the bright blue Sunday sky, and a smile crossed his face.


It was cold, but the air felt crisp and clean, and the sun was welcome. It had been a good mass; Sheehan was as invigorated by the priest’s words as he was by the clear weather, and he looked forward to his next stop on this beautiful day.


The pub.


If he were honest with himself, he’d have to admit that his Sunday ritual of going to the Yellow Heifer for a daytime pint and a bowl of fisherman’s pie did almost as much to rouse him from bed on the Lord’s day as did Father Sean’s blessings.


He walked with his hands in his pockets through the hillside cemetery that surrounded the church; he passed the valiant dead of wars gone by, both foreign and domestic, both long ago and more recent, and he paid his respects to all without slowing his gait.


His Irish flat cap formed a shadow across his heavy brow and intense green eyes, but the exposed skin above his reddish-brown beard was like leather. From the neck up he could have passed for much older than his forty-seven years, but he moved nimbly, his pace vigorous; his body, though short and mostly hidden beneath his heavy coat, gave the immediate impression of physicality.


The skin on his face had been weathered by the years, beaten by the elements, but the rest of him moved as if he could handle himself.


He was a blue-collar man, and anyone who looked at him would be able to tell, but no one really looked his way.


Jon Jo installed and maintained security cameras, was a highly sought-after locksmith, and even tended to his own small flock of sheep on his tiny farm, and he felt like he’d met most of the inhabitants of this small hamlet, and those he hadn’t met through his profession, he’d likely seen at church or in one of the pubs.


He was known to all here in Camlough, but he was a close friend to none. Jon Jo kept his distance from people.


After a ten-minute stroll, he stepped through the doors of the Yellow Heifer. A bustling crowd waited for tables both outside and in, but he found a single seat at the end of the bar and took it, positioning his back to the wall.


A woman behind the bar looked up from drawing a Guinness and asked him if he’d like the usual, and Jon Jo gave a friendly nod.


His Guinness came first. He waited a few minutes before taking a sip; the pub filled even more, and his eyes flitted around from time to time. He had a phone in his pocket but he ignored it; the pregame coverage of this afternoon’s English Premier match between Bournemouth and Nottingham Forest was playing on the television, but he only caught occasional glances at it as he looked around, people-watching, as was his way.


An older couple from church gave him a subdued wave from their table in the dining room past the bar, and he acknowledged them with a nod and a smile.


A young African man who worked at the feed store where Jon Jo bought the grain he fed his sheep was deep in conversation with a woman who must have been his wife at a table in the middle of the room.


Farther down the little bar he clocked a couple of strangers. Men in their fifties. Camlough didn’t get much tourist activity, so he found them interesting, but after a couple of minutes they paid and left, and he put them out of his mind.


His fisherman’s pie came soon after; thick chunks of fish and vegetables in a creamy sauce, covered in mashed potatoes and baked in the oven. As he ate, the friendly but harried female bartender asked him if he’d like another stout, but he instead ordered a Cidona, an apple-flavored carbonated soft drink.


After lunch, he stopped at a farmer’s market, bought some jams and butters and soda bread and a couple of bottles of milk from a dairy farm nearby, and now he carried all his purchases in a pair of cloth bags he’d brought from home.


He left the hamlet behind, and the homes on either side of the lane grew farther and farther apart. He passed a rolling patchwork quilt of farms: barns and outbuildings made of stone that had stood the test of time for centuries. The pastoral land browned as winter closed in on County Armagh, but Jon Jo still found the view to be magnificent.


Chapel Road rose, then meandered to the north, and he climbed it, the exertion along with the sun working together to keep his body just warm enough, though a stronger wind blew than the one he’d encountered on his walk to church a few hours earlier.


And then, at two p.m., he turned up a pea gravel drive in front of a simple white stone cottage set back fifty meters from the lane, just one property from the road’s dead end. Last night’s rain showers had made puddles in the drive; he walked around them, careful not to muddy his shoes.


This was Jon Jo’s farm: four hectares, ten acres, just over half of it pasture, the other half woods.


A fenced rustic sheep pen lay forty meters off to the left; a dozen Scottish Blackface, their wool halfway in its growth stage, stood still as stones, watching their owner approach.


To the right was a utility shed, a broken-down 1975 Land Rover up on blocks alongside it, and directly to the right of the cottage sat a Ford Ranger pickup, black, mud-caked. Stenciled on the side, just legible behind the splatter, it read:


j. j. sheehan, security systems and locksmith


This, along with a local phone number.


Jon Jo stepped off the driveway with his two cloth bags full of market goods; he climbed three steps to the door, his legs barely noticing the six miles he’d walked today, his arms barely aware of the ten kilos he’d lugged nearly half that distance.


When his groceries were dealt with, he put the kettle on, started a fire in his fireplace to warm his three-room cottage, then changed into heavy rubber boots and exchanged his Irish cap for a knit beanie. He had some chores around the cottage he needed to tend to, so he stepped back outside to the yard, headed over to his truck, and immediately noticed that the wind had picked up even more. He zipped his coat up all the way and watched his sheep watching him, waiting to get fed.


Jon Jo had just opened the tailgate of the Ranger to get out one of his tool bags when he noticed movement over his left shoulder. A silver two-door Peugeot was just coming over the rise, sun reflecting off its windshield, and this drew his attention.


He did not recognize the car. He recognized virtually every vehicle that came down here towards the dead end.


It appeared that perhaps the driver was searching for an address. Jon Jo let go of his tool bag and rose back up, his eyes tracking the Peugeot as it neared.


The car was a beater, fifteen years old or so. There was body damage on the left rear quarter panel. The engine ran rough; he could hear it from one hundred meters away.


No one was looking at Jon Jo Sheehan at the moment, but if they had been, and if they possessed the training to discern such things, they would have detected a change in the man. In contrast to the solo churchgoer, the lonely man in the pub enjoying his meal, the pleasant solitary pedestrian moving through the market on the autumn Sunday, the man who stood on the drive just steps from the door of the stone cottage now appeared intimidating somehow: his fingers opened and closed, his shoulders came back, his eyes did not blink as they followed the unfamiliar vehicle rolling silently closer.


His breathing slowed; his jaw tightened.


The silver Peugeot arrived at the mouth of the driveway, and then it passed by; a skillful observer might have noticed Jon Jo’s shoulders coming down a fraction of an inch, the creases around his eyes relaxing, but only for an instant, because when the car came to a stop, when the transmission clanked into reverse, the shoulders flexed again, the eyes narrowed into slits, and Jon Jo Sheehan moved for the first time.


Just a single side step closer to the front door of his home, but the movement was graceful, skilled, like a ballet dancer gliding into first position in anticipation of the opening notes of the symphony.


The Peugeot reversed a few meters, shifted into drive again, then turned into Jon Jo’s driveway and began rolling slowly forward through puddles in the gravel.


Jon Jo took two more fluid sidesteps, and now he stood at the front step of his porch.


The car came to a stop two thirds up the drive, now just fifteen meters or so from where he stood.


The man in the tweed suit and the knit beanie had not averted his gaze since the Peugeot came into view.


He sensed danger, foreboding.


The hard cold wind blew into his eyes, but he ignored it.


There were forces in this world more threatening than the wind, pains deeper than dry eyes, and he knew how to prioritize.


When whatever danger he sensed presented itself, he told himself he merely had to choose the best course of action, and then he would deal with it.


The car door cracked open; Jon Jo was ready to move, either back into the home on his right, behind the grille of the Ranger to his left, or directly at whoever emerged from the car.


But a woman climbed out from behind the wheel; she was small, she seemed to be alone, and immediately her long reddish-brown hair began blowing violently in the swirling wind. She’d seen him already; this was clear, because her eyes were locked on his, even at this distance, and she took a few steps his way.


She wore a thick green anorak with dark jeans, gray boots. The coat was open; a silver cross around her neck sparkled in the sun over her black sweater.


Immediately Jon Jo’s head cocked; he recognized the young woman, and he smiled.


It was Deirdre.


His daughter-in-law.


He had not laid eyes on her for over two years.


Quickly he looked to the Peugeot; he expected to see his son climb out of the passenger side.


When he did not, he turned back to her.


Her eyes boiled with intensity. Her face was hard.


He saw unreserved hatred.


His smile faded.


And then, in another instant, somehow, he understood.


Jon Jo fixed his jaw tight but still found a way to speak through it. “Somethin’s ’appened to Charlie.”


She did not answer for a moment, did not move her body, did not soften her eyes.


Her hair whipped in the wind for several seconds, and then, finally, she spoke one word.


“Aye.”
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The driver’s license of the man in the tweed suit who lived at 28 Tullywinnie Lane just north of Camlough, Newry, County Armagh, Northern Ireland, displayed the name Jon Jo Sheehan, but the license had been created by forgers in Belfast, the name taken from a child’s grave in a cemetery somewhere up in County Tyrone.


The locksmith and security camera installer was not a Jon or a Jo or a Sheehan.


In truth, his da had the surname Coyle. His ma had decided to call him Campbell shortly after his birth in a hospital in Belfast.


And twenty-four years ago, Campbell and his then-wife Annie had named their son Charlie, after her grandfather, because there wasn’t a male in Campbell Coyle’s own family, himself very much included, that he deemed worthy of commemorating with a namesake.


With his craggy face still impassive, and just a slight crack in his voice, Campbell Coyle said, “Dead, is he?”


Those blue eyes of Deirdre’s bore into him like diamond drill bits. She said, “Hung on for eight days. Fought like the devil, he did. But the infection got him.”


“Wha … what happened?”


“Shot in the leg. Then stabbed in the ribs. But that’s not what’s done it. What’s done it was the shite medical care.”


“Where?”


“Bulgaria.”


“The feck was he doin’ in Bulgaria?” he asked, but deep inside, he knew.


“Whatcha think he was doin’? He was working, wasn’t he?”


“Bodyguarding?”


“For a bleedin’ gangster. A gangster who got himself slotted, same as Charlie.” For the first time, she reached to her face and swept her chaotic hair away from her eyes. “A right proper slaughter.”


“When?”


“Some weeks ago. We buried him in your family plot up in Ballycastle. He’d always said that’s where he wanted to end up if this happened.”


Campbell felt the cold in his bones, deep. He bit the inside of his mouth. He’d somehow known this day was coming, not the particulars, of course, not this soon, of course, but he’d long thought his only child’s trajectory could only lead him to one singular fate.


“He had straightened himself out,” Deirdre said, as if his daughter-in-law could read his thoughts. “They did blood work. In Bucharest. Not a drop of alcohol. Not a hint of drugs.”


When Campbell Coyle did not respond to this, she further confirmed that she was in his head right now. “You’re thinkin,’ ‘Then why the feck was he killed with criminals in Bulgaria if he’d got his life so bloody sorted.’ Aren’t ya?”


He was, indeed.


“He had some debts, told himself he’d take it back to the knife’s edge just one more feckin’ time, just to get the money he needed to put everything right, to start fresh. We was ninety days away from a real life, we were.”


Campbell nodded, feelings he hadn’t allowed himself to feel welling up inside him. He fought his emotions, told himself he was fighting them for the good of Deirdre. “Come in. I’ll make some tea. I’ve already got the kettle on.”


But Deirdre did not move. “I won’t be drinkin’ tea with you, Campbell Coyle. Some gangster brought hell down on Charlie. Some assassin fired the gun and stuck the knife.” She pointed at him. “But you was the one what sealed his fate. Your son’s blood is on your hands, and always will be.”


He expected this. He always knew that if his Charlie went off and did something stupid, got himself killed for it, Deirdre’s eyes would bore into him, and she would proclaim him at fault. He did not respond to her charge; he only asked a question. “Who did it?”


Her accusatory finger lowered. “An American, they say, but that’s all they’ll say. One man. Took out eight, five dead, if ya believe that. And Charlie, right there in the way. Doin’ a job he didn’t believe in for people he didn’t like.”


She looked back over her shoulder to the car a moment, and when she returned her attention to him, he realized that was the third time she’d done this.


He himself looked to the car but could see nothing save for the sun’s angry reflection on the windshield.


Something stirred within him. “What … what is—”


She spoke again. “You didn’t know. He didn’t want you to know.”


“He didn’t want me to know what?”


“You didn’t know Charlie was a father. You didn’t know that, did ya?”


His knees weakened. He locked them tight. “A … father?”


“We had a baby in the spring. Ronan’s his name. Seven months old, nearly.”


Campbell realized he was a grandfather, and the realization had come in the very same minute he’d learned his son had died.


“Why … why didn’t he tell me he—”


“’Cause he wanted nothing to do with you.” She shrugged. “He didn’t love you, you’d done too much to turn him into what he turned into for him to love you. But … for some damn reason he could never explain to his own bleedin’ wife … he wanted to be you. Wanted to be just like his da.”


A stray cloud passed, the first Campbell had noticed all day long. With it, the reflection on the Peugeot lessened and he caught a glimpse of movement in the back of the car now, and his knees unlocked suddenly, his legs nearly giving out.


He saw just the silhouette of a child’s head in a baby seat.


He began to move forward, but she put a hand up. “Not another step out of you.”


“But … but I—”


“No.”


“I can help you both, Deirdre. I have money. I have plenty of—”


“I’m sure you do. I bet you have heaps of blood-soaked money stuffed to the rafters in that wee cottage there. But I won’t be takin’ it from ya.”


“You have to let me help him … Ronan, you say? You have to let me help Ronan.”


“I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction of letting you think you put it all right with Charlie, helpin’ out his boy after it was too late to help him.”


There was no reasoning with this woman; he knew this. When he’d first met her, he’d been at his son’s bedside. Charlie Coyle had been wounded in the Legion; Campbell Coyle had learned and come to a hospital in Marseille. A nineteen-year-old girl had been there, just a waif of a lass, but she’d been strong like an army general, ordering the doctors about, making sure Campbell’s boy had everything just right.


Campbell had been impressed with her.


Since that day nearly five years ago, he’d only seen her a few times, but he’d always taken her as strong, and his son needed strength, because his son had issues.


Trauma, addictions. Weaknesses.


Deirdre had no doubt kept him alive, but she’d also done her part to keep Charlie’s dad away.


Campbell finally said, “What can I do?”


Deirdre all but yelled back at him. “You can go right to hell! No doubt you know your way there.”


His body felt weak, unsteady. He felt much older than his forty-seven years, maybe because he’d learned his boy was dead, maybe because he’d learned he was now a grandfather, but maybe also because he felt the weight of all his life’s decisions on his back like he never had before.


But something occurred to him. “Why did you even come down from Derry? To tell me that my son died? If you want nothing from me, owe nothing to me, then why do you even care that I know?”


She pushed the shining auburn hair from her eyes. “Because I hope it will eat at you like a bloody cancer. Charlie was half your age but twice the man. He could have been anything, done anything, but your life’s what poisoned him.” She added, “I pray his death’s what poisons you.”


Campbell said nothing.


She looked away a moment, towards the sheep pen, then back to him. “One more reason I came.”


“Yes?”


“Marcus Maragos.”


Campbell cocked his head. “I don’t know who that is.”


“You wouldn’t. He’s a Greek. A fixer. A handler of men like you. He’s the one that tricked Charlie to go down and work for bloody gangsters.”


Campbell was confused. “What do you want—”


Deirdre’s eyes managed to find a way to look even angrier as they ripped into the man’s soul. She held an arm up, pointed a finger to the southeast. “You might have that wee little village fooled. They might think you are a kind and gentle stranger, a friend to all, a harm to no one.


“But I know what you are, Campbell Coyle. And if there’s one person on God’s green earth I loathe as much as you right now, it is Marcus Maragos.


“He’s in London. That’s all I know. I pray you find him.” She stared in silence a long time; the wind blew her hair across her eyes multiple times before she spoke. “And I pray you’ll do what you do. The only thing you were ever any bloody good at.”


At this, she began to turn away, but he called after her.


“You’ve come all this way. Just bring the baby in, have some tea and—”


“No!” she shouted back.


“But … what are you going to do?”


As she faced away, a gust of wind hit, but through it he thought he heard her laugh. She turned back to him, her eyes distant now, blue and shining with tears.


“I’m gonna go home. I’m gonna do my best to raise me boy right. So he doesn’t end up dead like his da, doesn’t end up broken and empty like his grandda. Doesn’t end up murdered in the bloody street for his sins like his great-grandda.”


Coyle’s fists balled. He didn’t want to hit Deirdre. He loved her. He loved her for loving his boy. For doing her best with him.


But he wanted to hit something, to pummel someone.


He hadn’t felt such feelings in a long time, but those feelings were back now, just like that.


The woman with the wild hair raging in the gusty afternoon said, “I’ve got mighty work to do to accomplish all that, don’t I, so I’d best be gettin’ to it.”


And then she turned away again, made it back to her car. He called after her once more, but his voice cracked as it was lost in another blast of swirling air.


Campbell Coyle stood there in the frigid sunshine, in the whisking wind, looking on as the Peugeot turned around on the driveway. A ray from the sky entered the backseat of the car for the first time, and it shone on a blond-headed baby boy.


He watched the car until it disappeared up the road, certain he would never see that boy again.


Campbell Coyle dug into the cold earth, his sharp spade piercing just a few inches with each violent stab, and then he flung the dirt into the ever-expanding pile next to the hole he stood in.


The half moon glowed through low clouds, giving only the faintest illumination to his work, but when he took little breaks here and there, he could see the steam pouring from his face.


It was past midnight; he worked in darkness, although he did not really think this security measure was crucial. He dug behind his sheep pen; the nearest neighboring home was two hundred meters away, and Campbell doubted eighty-three-year-old Mrs. Brown’s cataract-clouded eyes would have noticed if he’d lit a bonfire on his roof and danced in front of it in a clown suit.


Still, Coyle continued digging in the darkness, remaining as quiet as possible.


It had been ten hours since his daughter-in-law left him standing in his driveway, and he’d spent the majority of the time since then sitting at his simple wooden kitchen table, looking out his back window. Past his sheep, out into the neighbor’s pasture, into the sunny afternoon, then the evening sky, and finally the darkness.


All this time he thought of his son, of his father, of his grandfather and his grandson.


And now and then he’d even thought a little about his own life.


Young Deirdre had been right about a great many things. Most things. The more he pondered over all she’d said, he wasn’t sure she’d been wrong about a word of it.


There was no getting around it. Just as Deirdre had asserted this afternoon, Campbell Coyle was a very bad man.


He was a bad man with a dark history, and he came from a long line of men with dark histories.


Campbell had hoped his dark days were behind him, but somehow he’d always had an inkling that this day would come.


The day when he stopped being Jon Jo Sheehan and once again became Campbell Finley Coyle.


He continued digging his hole, his body using all his muscles for the work but his mind occupied, as well.


Back before Campbell Coyle had moved to Camlough, back before he’d changed his name to Jon Jo Sheehan, back before he’d spent four years living off-grid after ten years traveling the world as a hired assassin, back before his time in Libya and Lebanon, even back before his teens and very early twenties, fighting in the French Foreign Legion.


Back before all that.


Back before he was born, Campbell Coyle was being made into the man he would someday become.


Campbell’s father, Rory Coyle, had grown up in Belfast, a member of the IRA. He’d been trusted by Provisional leadership; they trained him, they turned him into a killer, they sent him abroad to assassinate with guns and bombs. He’d worked in London and in Dublin and in Newcastle and in Liverpool. He ran an Active Service Unit—a small team of Provos— was chased across the UK, across the European continent, by the Brits, by Interpol, but they couldn’t catch Rory.


In the end, it seemed it was his own people that got him. Called back to Belfast in the mid-nineties, he went to a meeting late one afternoon and did not return.


Campbell was fifteen at the time. He remembered that his father seemed to know and trust the two men who came for him; he went willingly, said he’d be back in an hour, and Campbell heard laughter out in the street as the three IRA men, his da and the two others, bundled into a black hatchback, then drove off.


An hour later his family sat at the dinner table looking at the door; stayed there till evening turned to night.


Rory Coyle turned up dead in an oil drum in an alleyway culvert the next morning.


He’d been shot in the back of the neck.


Campbell told himself he was going to find those who killed him, and he would make them pay.


He joined the French Foreign Legion when he was seventeen; they taught him how to fight and to kill, to live with the utmost austerity, and they gave him an outlet for his rage. In Africa he fought wars. He learned to be comfortable being miserable, and to understand the world as a dark place where primal forces reigned supreme.


He was twenty when he left the Legion; he went back to Belfast and, with some help, he eventually tracked down those who had killed his father.


There had been five of them involved, he’d learned, an Active Service Unit who murdered Rory because of a personal beef having to do with missing money, and Campbell killed every last one of them.


When Campbell was done, he was just twenty-three. By now he had a young wife and a baby; he took work at a factory in Derry, but soon he realized he could not leave his old life behind. He was a fighter. He was a killer.


So he began killing for money. Campbell worked for the British, the sworn enemy of his father, but he didn’t care. His da had been killed by the IRA; the British were no better and no worse, and their money spent the same.


He’d continued his training in Libya, in East Africa, in the Middle East, and he’d killed men in Asia and America and Europe.


And then, before he turned forty years old, he’d retired from it all. He had more money than a simple man could spend, and he’d lost his taste for killing.


Mostly estranged from his ex-wife and his young son, he moved back to Northern Ireland, but to a village far away from Derry, down south, where no one knew of his family, and he’d started his life over. His ex-wife died of a stroke, and he’d tried to reconcile with his son, more than once, but Charlie eventually became a Legionnaire himself, now fighting France’s international battles, and he’d wanted nothing to do with his da.


Campbell Coyle became Jon Jo Sheehan. Part-time shepherd, full-time security camera installer and locksmith, and regular churchgoer.


Campbell Coyle had been a very, very bad man in his past, but he had worked so hard to put his past behind him, to erase any vestige of what he’d been, that now, now that everything had fucking changed with the murder of Charlie in some coastal town down in Bulgaria, he had to ask himself if he could possibly be a killer again.


Physically, it wasn’t a problem. He was still strong from the rigors of his life. His eyes were good and sharp at distance, though he used readers for small print up close.


Small print up close wasn’t crucial to an assassin’s trade.


Yes, he was physically better than he’d been when he was twenty-five, injured in a gunfight and recovering in a hospital in the Philippines, or thirty, in prison in Senegal and nearly starving on rotten rations. Or thirty-five, in hiding in France and barely seeing the sun and getting no exercise.


Now he was fit, fast, sharp, and capable.


Physically, he was all he needed to be to do what had to be done now.


But mentally? Did he still have what it took to look a man in the eyes and end his life?


The bad news was he did not know the answer to that question, but the good news was he did know exactly how to find out.


It took Campbell Coyle another five minutes before his spade struck what he was looking for, and a few minutes more to dig it out.


Three cases, each the size of a roll-aboard, and each covered in electrician’s tape and thick plastic tarp to keep them safe from decay.


He’d buried them here years ago, hoped he’d never need to retrieve them, but something that had always been ticking in the back of his brain told him that a day like this might come.


Finished with this stage of tonight’s work, he tossed the shovel out of the hole, climbed out with a plastic-wrapped case, and carried it back to a small equipment shed next to his house.


He retraced his steps twice more, and soon he had all three cases on a long simple table in his shed under the light of a single bare bulb.


Casting a long shadow as he worked, he used gardening shears to cut the plastic and tape away, then hung the shears back on the wall and looked at the hard plastic boxes that he had not laid eyes on for such a long time.


They were not numbered; he realized he should have numbered them, but he put that out of his mind and opened the one on the far left first.


It was full of cash. Euros and pounds sterling, U.S. dollars, wrapped in tight plastic bundles.


He retrieved a duffel bag from inside the cottage, then returned, pulled a pack of each, and tossed them into the bag.


He opened the next case and looked down at several handguns packed in foam along with extra magazines and three suppressors.


There were six pistols in all, but he chose only one. A Russian Makarov.


It was loaded with a magazine full of .380 rounds, and he pulled three more mags out of the case and put them on the table.


The gun would need cleaning, the extra mags would need loading. He retrieved the suppressor for the corresponding caliber of the weapon, and this went right into the duffel bag.


In the third case he found ammunition and small gold bars.


He was almost certain he would not need gold where he was going, but he was damn sure he would need the ammo. He took three hundred rounds of .380 ball ammunition and another hundred rounds of .380 hollow-point, and he put these on the table.


It was nearly two a.m. by now, but he had hours’ more work to do before the sun rose.


He cleaned the Makarov, screwed on a long suppressor, loaded his mags, and walked outside, again into the cold.


He’d do target practice under cover of darkness. Again tomorrow. During the day he would train in his cottage with his knives. He would run in the hills, pore over his false identities to rememorize everything on them.


He would train with the pistol, train with the knives, work his body as he worked his mind, because though he was still a very fit man, the muscle memory of his past life needed to be refired somehow, and that could only happen if he put himself through the paces of training.


And then, maybe in a month, maybe in two, he would reach out to a neighbor—not Mrs. Brown—about watching over his livestock and his home, and he would map out his plans for the next days, weeks, maybe months.


He did not know what the future would hold, but the drive to fulfill his objective had grown in him from the moment he had looked in the back of that Peugeot in his driveway twelve hours earlier, and each minute since.


He had spent nearly a decade playing the role of Jon Jo Sheehan. A kind man. A simple man.


But now he was Campbell Coyle again.


No longer kind, but still simple.


No longer kind, because he endeavored to cut a bloody swath across this earth to achieve his mission.


But still simple, because his one singular objective in life was to find and kill the man who had murdered his son.
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Washington, D.C., awoke to a slushy December morning; the deep gray dawn and foreboding skies warned of more harsh weather to come, but through the curtains of the bay windows on the second floor of the big row house on Dent Place in Georgetown, the man standing in front of the bathroom mirror had already showered, and that after two cups of coffee.


James Arthur Westwood III ran a comb through his thick salt-and-pepper hair, forming the part the same as he had done ever since he was in grammar school in New Hampshire.


He had just turned sixty the week prior, and although he’d forgone the elliptical trainer in his basement this morning because he had an early meeting to get to, he exercised almost every day, with long rides on his bike, in his home gym downstairs, or in his afternoon pickleball league at the club.


Westwood was proud of how he was holding up, but his quest for vitality wasn’t just for the sake of vanity.


One also had to look good for the cameras. Vigor conveyed authority, influence, relevance.


He hadn’t been in front of the media in a few years; he’d been a man in the shadows, but he held out hope that he’d soon enough be back in the light, and he wanted to be ready.


To that end, he told himself he’d go to the club on Massachusetts Avenue right after work, spend an hour on the free weights, then stretch before his dinner with a couple of senators (Indiana and Vermont) at Fiola, a Michelin-star restaurant in Capitol Hill.


Although Westwood did not presently serve as a member of the U.S. government, he had strolled the corridors of Washington power for nearly thirty years, and dinner with senators was a relatively common occurrence for him.


Westwood’s father, James Arthur Westwood Jr., had been a lawyer, a congressman, then secretary of energy in the Ford administration. Westwood Jr. had run for governor of New York in the eighties and narrowly lost, then joined the boards of several Fortune 500 companies, living out the rest of his days on the lecture circuit when he wasn’t at home in his Greenwich Village brownstone on West 10th.


James the Third, “J.W.” to everyone who really knew him, had been raised in New Hampshire but then moved with his parents to Washington, then to New York. J.W. went to Harvard, then Harvard Law, and then spent a year clerking for a Supreme Court justice.


He practiced law in Concord, then ran for and won a congressional seat. He served four terms, was known as a dealmaker and a moderate, and was well liked by all, back in those days when friendships extended beyond party lines.


J.W. left Congress to move to the executive branch, serving two years as undersecretary of state before being appointed U.S. ambassador to Singapore by the then-president, a close family friend.


That stint lasted three years, and then he left the Department of State to take over as the director of an international think tank based here in Washington, D.C.


But running a think tank was a means to an end for J.W. Westwood. The vehicle that would take him where he really wanted to go.


A Senate seat would open up in New Hampshire in just two years, and J.W. Westwood had every intention of running, and of winning.


He’d be a senator in time, of this he was certain.


And then, God willing, he’d be president. He knew he had the right stuff.


And, perhaps more importantly, he knew that if he kept his end of a hard bargain, he would get all the help he needed to make it happen.


Westwood’s two children were both at Stanford; his wife had left him a year earlier to no great protest from him, and though their divorce remained unfinalized, he’d been living as a bachelor here in D.C. for a lot longer than he’d been separated, so if anything, his breakup actually facilitated his lifestyle.


He had just pulled a dark gray sweater vest out of his closet and slipped it on over his crisp white shirt and red tie when he heard a noise downstairs. A door opening, male voices.


This was no cause for alarm; a man resided in J.W.’s converted carriage house apartment out back and had the run of the place.


The man’s name was Michael Scardino, but most of his friends and coworkers just referred to him as “Big Mike.”


Big Mike worked—nominally, anyway—as J.W.’s bodyguard, but Scardino was so much more than that.
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