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      Killing was the easy part. Getting away with it was the true skill. Victor had been doing both for half his lifetime. The realisation came to him in a rare moment of self-reflection and was summarily dismissed because to be lost in thought meant to be unaware of his surroundings. Whilst thinking of his past he was not evaluating the people around him, judging angles of attack and lines of sight, deciding on the best choke, gouge or strike to neutralise threats, nor could he determine the best method of subsequent escape.

      To kill required little more than the ability to point and shoot. Almost anyone could do it. To escape required the successful diversion of blame. As a professional assassin, Victor’s motive for killing was either money or self-defence, the latter always related to the pursuit of the former. He killed who he was paid to, and who he had to. Because he had little-to-no connection with his victims he could sidestep almost all of the blame. That was focused at his clients – those who had the most to gain from application of Victor’s talents.

      The idea of blame was in his thoughts as his gaze shifted to assess the men and women in the carriage around him. There were families and couples, and of those travelling as singles most were too old or young or wore the wrong clothes. No one caused so much as a ping on his threat radar.

      There was only one other man around Victor’s age. He sat opposite Victor, nursing a cup of cold tea. Even without trying Victor saw there were nine brown rings in the cup and a scum had formed on the remaining tea.

      The train was the famous Red Arrow that made the long overnight journey from Moscow to St Petersburg. It was a nine-hour trip north through the Russian countryside, and one the Red Arrow had been doing for over half a century. Modern rolling stock did the journey in half the time, but half the style. Victor’s private cabin in the first-class carriage was small but opulent. It even had its own shower. An extravagant way to travel, but worth every penny to Victor, who placed considerable value on his privacy.

      The man seated opposite Victor wore dark chinos and a loose shirt of thick white cotton, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. The shirt was creased from the day’s wear. The man looked alert but also tired. It was nearing midnight and he had red in his eyes and dark circles beneath them but was wide awake and fidgeting. Victor allowed their gazes to meet, which the man took as an invitation to begin talking.

      ‘This is how we were meant to travel.’ The man was British and had a deep, well-spoken accent. ‘Flying? No, thanks. That’s for those that don’t know any better. A car? That’s like being your own chauffeur.’ He frowned and turned the corners of his mouth down. ‘Trains are for the civilised chap.’

      He smiled to show he wasn’t being wholly serious, but Victor saw the smile as the probe it was, testing the boundaries of a stranger and hoping to find common ground and with it someone to while away the hours.

      Victor remained silent. In his experience, less was more when it came to conversation.

      ‘I’ve taken this trip before,’ the British man said. ‘I can let you know which window to look out of and when. For when it gets light, I mean. Like a tour guide. You don’t have to pay me, of course. Unless you want to.’

      This time the smile was genuine.

      ‘I’ve always liked trains,’ Victor said. ‘Or rather, I used to. When I was a boy.’

      ‘First time on this one?’

      Victor nodded.

      ‘Then you’re in for a treat.’ He offered his hand. ‘I’m Leonard Fletcher.’

      Victor didn’t like shaking hands. He didn’t like physical contact at all. People who wanted to touch him usually wanted to do him harm. He shook the hand anyway, because the man offered no threat to him and Victor needed to engage in such actions to maintain his façade of normality.

      ‘My name’s Jonathan.’

      ‘Nice to meet you, Jon. I was worried it would be all couples or old people. Sometimes it is. No one to talk to. Beautiful scenery is great and all, but you can’t see it at night, can you? Going to bed early isn’t an option; I’m something of a night owl. I’m not interrupting, am I?’

      ‘Not at all,’ Victor said.

      ‘That’s what I thought. I figured you were bored too. I hope you don’t mind me coming over.’

      ‘Not at all,’ Victor said again.

      An announcement emanated from the public address system. The dinner car was closing soon.

      ‘Have you tried the Croatian red?’

      Victor shook his head. ‘I’m not much of a wine drinker. Unless it’s a good dessert wine.’

      The British man was undeterred. ‘You really should. The Merlot is a treat. And cheap too, which is always a bonus.’

      ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

      They sat in silence for a minute. The British man began to grow agitated in the silence; he wanted to talk, but was struggling to keep the conversation flowing. Victor’s stilted answers meant the other guy had to do the heavy lifting.

      The man rewound through what had already been said and found something to roll with: ‘You mentioned before that you liked trains when you were a kid. Were you a bit of a trainspotter?’

      He grinned at the taunt. He wanted to provoke a response, whatever it might be.

      Victor shook his head. ‘I had more practical hobbies when I was a boy. I enjoyed making things, so I’m not sure why I liked trains. I would see them from my window, coming and going from the railway station. I watched them all day long sometimes. Maybe it was the noise; the steady rumble of trains can be soothing, like music.’

      ‘Hold on, you’re saying you literally watched them all day? Are you serious?’

      Victor nodded.

      ‘No television in your house?’

      Victor shook his head.

      The man said, ‘Wow, your childhood must have been boring as shit. I feel sorry for you.’

      ‘We don’t miss what we never had, do we?’

      ‘I wouldn’t know. I was a spoilt brat. We had every gadget and toy. Mother drank and left us to the nanny and Father didn’t know how to communicate with us, so parenting meant buying us stuff we didn’t need. Funny you say you liked trains because he had a train set up in the loft. I guess it was his own toy. A good excuse to avoid the brats and have some quiet time. He could spend hours up there. He tried to get me into it once, but I didn’t understand the point of it. You watch the train go round once, you’ve seen everything you’re going to see. I don’t know why anyone would think that was fun. That way madness lies, if you ask me.’

      ‘That’s the thing,’ Victor said, leaning forward, ‘it’s not just about the train going round the track. It’s about the miniature world. The detail. The perfection. It’s about the static grass and the trees carefully crafted from twigs and coloured lichen and the tiny model people going about their lives in a timeless, idyllic landscape. There’s an incredible beauty to it, but you have to want to see it.’

      Fletcher sucked air through his teeth, feeling awkward. ‘Oh right. Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. I didn’t realise you had one yourself. I should have guessed, shouldn’t I? You said you liked trains as a kid.’

      Victor shook his head again, sitting back. ‘No, I never had a train set either. I wanted one more than anything in the world. But no TV. No train set. Just the window I had to climb up on the sideboard to see out of. Nearest thing to a real train set was a picture that I tore from a magazine. When it was too dark outside to see the real trains I would use a torch I’d made and look at the picture and imagine the train was moving along the track, the electric motor whirring as I worked the controls.’

      Fletcher stared at him. ‘Are you winding me up?’

      ‘Not even a little bit. Believe it or not, that picture was my most prized possession.’

      ‘Well, that’s a kid’s imagination for you. Where does it go? I don’t think I ever had one because I had a Nintendo. No reason for creating make-believe worlds for yourself when they’re on the screen, is there? I don’t think I read a book until I was seventeen, and then it was only to impress some girl at my college.’ He laughed and tapped the tabletop with his palm. ‘I wasted a whole week reading this massive boring tome of shite and I didn’t get so much as a snog out of it. Things we do for women, eh? So, what happened to the picture? Keep it in your wallet still?’ He was joking.

      Victor said, ‘Not exactly. But it’s sitting in an airtight bag inside a safety deposit box within the most secure bank vault in Switzerland.’

      Fletcher laughed again, longer and louder, and had to wipe tears from his eyes once he had taken control of himself. He then saw that Victor hadn’t been joking.

      ‘You’re kidding me?’ the man breathed. ‘That must cost you a small fortune.’

      He shrugged. ‘I spent years hiding it from the others. The older boys would have taken it for themselves or torn it up just for fun. I’m not typically nostalgic. I don’t think about my past if I can help it. But that picture of the train set is one link to who I used to be that I haven’t been able to fully bury. If the picture was valuable to me then, now it’s priceless. I suppose you could say I’ve never stopped protecting it.’

      ‘I have to say,’ Fletcher said, rubbing a finger on his chin, ‘you might very well be the weirdest person I’ve ever met on this journey. And I’ve met a few. I don’t mean that in a bad way,’ he was quick to add.

      ‘I didn’t take it as such,’ Victor said. ‘I’m a difficult man to offend.’

      ‘What’s your story then? How come you’re alone on a hellishly expensive overnight train?’

      ‘Work,’ Victor said. ‘You?’

      ‘I told you I don’t like to fly. Well, the truth is I can’t fly. My firm hates it, but they can’t do anything about it because it’s classed as a medical condition. We have some great employee protection in the UK. Yay for socialism, right?’

      ‘Who do you work for?’

      Fletcher hesitated – only for an instant, but Victor saw it – then said, ‘An accountancy firm in London.’

      ‘You’re an accountant?’

      Fletcher nodded.

      Victor imitated the nod. ‘You know, in my experience, people who don’t want to be asked questions about their work often say they’re accountants. No one wants to talk about percentages and liabilities, do they?’

      Fletcher laughed once more despite Victor’s neutral expression.

      ‘I know this,’ Victor said, ‘because sometimes I too say I’m an accountant.’

      The laugh faded to a smile while the man’s gaze searched Victor for answers to questions not yet asked. Victor was silent while he let the man think. He didn’t need long to say:

      ‘You know who I am, don’t you?’

      Victor said, ‘Yes.’

      Fletcher considered this. His fingers tapped on the tabletop. ‘St Paul’s Cathedral…’

      ‘Used to be one hundred feet higher,’ Victor finished.

      ‘Cleric?’ Fletcher asked.

      Victor nodded and said, ‘The original spire was destroyed in the Great Fire of London. The lead from the roof formed a molten river of metal through the street.’

      Fletcher stared for a while as he replayed events and realised Victor knew enough about him to know he would seek out a bored-looking man to chat to.

      ‘I didn’t know any of that about the fire,’ Fletcher said. ‘I just knew the code. I’m supposed to meet you in Helsinki.’

      ‘Last-minute change of plan.’

      A frown creased Fletcher’s forehead. ‘They never change the plan. Do you have any idea how much effort – how much paperwork – it takes?’

      Victor remained silent.

      ‘You don’t look as I thought you would,’ Fletcher said. ‘I mean: your file has no photographs or physical details.’

      ‘Which was a condition of my servitude.’

      ‘Servitude? You make it sound so sordid.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’

      ‘I almost didn’t believe some of the things I read about you. I expected you to be, well, terrifying. Yet… you look so bloody normal. Like you’re just a regular no one.’

      ‘I work very hard at that.’

      ‘Well, you succeed. I never would have guessed you were Cleric if you hadn’t made that clear. But, I suppose, that’s why they pay you so much money.’

      ‘That’s not the only reason.’

      Fletcher laughed a little to disguise his nervousness. ‘Why did you engage in small talk first? Why not get the code in earlier?’

      ‘I wanted to be sure you didn’t know me. I wanted to know for certain that no photographs of me were on file.’

      ‘Are you saying I wouldn’t have been able to bluff it?’

      There was a measure of offence in Fletcher’s question.

      ‘Yes,’ Victor said. ‘That’s what I was saying.’

      Fletcher’s lips stayed closed for a moment and his face was rigid, but it relaxed as he decided to let the slight to his skills go. He said, ‘So, why the train face-to-face and not in Helsinki as planned?’

      ‘Chinese Secret Service are waiting to follow you when we get to St Petersburg.’

      ‘Damn,’ Fletcher said. ‘They’ve never left me alone since I was stationed in Hong Kong.’

      ‘Persistence is a Chinese virtue.’

      ‘Isn’t that the truth? Well, this carriage is as good a place as any to discuss your next assignment. I take it you’ve checked it?’

      Victor nodded. ‘No one is watching or listening.’

      ‘Of course,’ Fletcher said. ‘Else you wouldn’t have been talking about your childhood, would you?’

      ‘That’s correct.’

      ‘But that could have been lies for all I know. There are no personal details in your file, after all.’

      ‘I assure you that I was telling the truth.’

      Fletcher accepted this and scratched the back of his neck. As before, Victor let him come to his own conclusion. It took longer this time, because Fletcher didn’t want to come to the inevitable truth.

      ‘There are no personal details in your file,’ Fletcher said for the second time.

      ‘There would be a lot of trouble if there were.’

      ‘The photographs and physical description were omitted, as per your request. But aside from your work for us and what we know of your jobs for the CIA, there is nothing else about you because we don’t know anything about you.’

      ‘Good,’ Victor said as Fletcher stared.

      ‘There was a line like subject values anonymity and protects this ruthlessly…’

      ‘The information is accurate. It’s a necessity, for protection against current threats and potential future ones.’

      ‘I get that. You don’t want us to know anything more about you than the minimum, in case we ever turn on you.’

      Victor nodded.

      ‘Yet now I know about the photograph of a train set in a Swiss vault.’

      Victor said nothing.

      ‘But it doesn’t matter if I know,’ Fletcher said, pointed and knowing. His gaze was locked on to Victor. The skin to the left of his Adam’s apple trembled with the thundering pulse below it. ‘It doesn’t matter what I know about you because I’m never going to become a threat to you. Because you’re here to kill me, aren’t you?’

      ‘Yes,’ Victor said.
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      Fletcher was calm. He didn’t bolt from his seat or attack. He just sat there, looking at Victor for almost a minute as he processed the fact he was facing his killer.

      Fletcher cleared his throat and said, ‘Can I know why?’

      ‘Your mistress from Hong Kong has been passing on your pillow talk to Beijing.’

      He thought about this, then said, ‘That can’t be the reason. That’s no reason to have me killed.’

      ‘London thinks you know,’ Victor explained. ‘They believe you are complicit. They believe you to be a traitor.’

      Fletcher looked at his hands. His palms were on the tabletop and his fingers spread wide. He took a breath and spent a while exhaling.

      ‘I wasn’t at first,’ he confessed. ‘Not when I met her. I was a fool who thought this beautiful young woman was genuinely interested in me. God, it was such a basic bloody honeytrap. So obvious in retrospect. She approached me. In my regular bar, of all places. Can you believe I fell for that? She even drank the same whisky. What a coincidence. The Chinese are still using the spy playbook from the sixties, yet I didn’t see it because I couldn’t take my eyes from her lips. She has the most amazing lips I’ve ever seen. Of course, eventually I realised what was going on. She wasn’t as careful as she should have been asking about work and my movements, which, given the sledgehammer subtlety of her approach, shouldn’t have been any surprise. But it was. I couldn’t believe it because I was already in love with her. Well, in lust anyway. Same thing though, right?’

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ Victor said. ‘But I don’t need to know any of this.’

      ‘Well, I’m telling you, so you’re going to have to listen. Unless you’re planning on doing it right here in the open.’

      ‘I’m not,’ Victor admitted.

      ‘My point, exactly,’ Fletcher said with a measure of triumph, revelling in any victory he could claim while it was still possible. ‘So, yeah, by the time I found out she was an agent I was too into her to break it off. I just couldn’t, even though I knew deep down she only wanted intel, I carried on regardless. I needed those lips on mine, whatever the price. Shit, I’m such an idiot.’

      Victor agreed, but he felt it impolite to voice agreement. Likewise, it seemed rude in this instance to tell a condemned man to watch his language.

      Fletcher sat back in his seat. ‘But even if London found out about me and Ling, that can’t be the only reason they sent you. It can’t be. Not for that alone. Not you.’

      ‘That’s what I was told.’

      ‘Then they’re lying to you.’

      ‘I don’t care,’ Victor said.

      Fletcher frowned. ‘You don’t care that you’re being fooled and manipulated?’

      ‘No one in this business ever tells me the truth. I get over it.’

      Fletcher showed an angry smirk. ‘So you’re nothing more than a yes-man?’

      ‘Yes.’

      The smirk became a sneer that faded away to a sad sigh. ‘Will it hurt?’

      ‘Not for a second.’

      ‘I suppose I should thank you for that small mercy,’ Fletcher said. ‘How are you going to do it?’

      ‘Do you really want to know?’

      Fletcher thought for a moment and Victor saw him going back and forth on the idea before he nodded. ‘Yes, I need to know.’

      ‘Suicide,’ Victor explained. ‘You’re going to go back to your couchette and take an overdose of painkillers. You’ll drift off to sleep and never wake up again. Quiet. Peaceful. No mess. No fuss. No pain.’

      He set a bottle of prescription painkillers on the table. Fletcher stared at it.

      ‘They’re mine, for my bad back.’

      Victor nodded.

      ‘Your fingerprints are on the bottle,’ Fletcher said, looking from the bottle to Victor’s hands.

      ‘No, they’re not.’

      Fletcher slid the bottle closer. ‘I don’t want to be a suicide. I don’t want to die like that.’

      Victor said, ‘You don’t really have a choice. I’m going to accompany you back to your couchette. Trust me when I say that it’s in your best interests to take the pills willingly.’

      Fletcher swallowed. ‘No, you misunderstand. I’m not going to fight or run.’

      ‘I don’t worry,’ Victor said. ‘And it wouldn’t make a difference if you did.’

      Fletcher sighed. ‘I know. Like I said, I read your file. I read the reports. I even saw a video of a massacre you committed in Minsk. I’m a pencil-pusher with a slipped disc who’s terrified of flying. I know there’s nothing I can do to stop the one they call Cleric. But what I mean is: I don’t want my wife to think I killed myself. My wife is a good woman. She doesn’t deserve to have to grieve for me and hate me for leaving her at the same time. Just because I can’t say no to a beautiful woman doesn’t mean I don’t love her. I do, with all my heart, despite what you think.’

      ‘I don’t care if you love your wife or not.’

      ‘And my daughter,’ Fletcher said, composure starting to crack. ‘Sweet Ella. She’s too young to understand, but one day she’ll find out what really happened to her dad and then she’ll think I didn’t love her enough to stay alive to watch her grow up.’

      Victor remained silent.

      Fletcher said, ‘Can’t you shoot me or break my neck? Anything but a suicide.’

      ‘No. Beijing can’t know the leak was found. London want to use your mistress without her knowledge. There can’t be any blame.’

      ‘Then an accident, for God’s sake,’ Fletcher said, talking faster than he was thinking. ‘I can fall in front of a train at the station. I can tie my shoelace and slip and —’

      ‘No,’ Victor said again, insistent but calm and level. ‘You’ll look coerced on the CCTV recordings. It won’t convince anyone.’

      ‘There has to be some other way. There simply has to be. I’ll do anything.’

      Victor thought for a moment. It seemed only polite to consider the plea from a target to alter the method of his own death, whilst accepting the death itself as inevitable. In all his years as a professional assassin, he had never been in such a situation. People had begged before, to no avail, but always to survive, never to die in a manner of their own choosing. Pulling off an accident that attracted no suspicion was no small feat – hence the overdose, either with cooperation or forced – but an accident with the victim’s assistance was a different matter.

      ‘Go to the dining car before it closes,’ he told Fletcher once he had thought through the particulars, ‘and order yourself some dinner.’

      ‘Dinner?’

      Victor said, ‘The dining car’s open, but not for much longer. There is a steak option on the menu.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘When we’ve finished this conversation I’ll sit here and you go order a nice slab of sirloin. Ask for it well-done. Cut off a big piece. Don’t chew too much before you swallow. The rest will take care of itself.’

      ‘Oh, I see. I’m going to choke to death. Shit.’

      Fletcher was pale, as if the reality of the situation had only just occurred to him. His cheeks expanded and his lips pursed with heavy breaths. He touched his throat. After a moment, the inevitable question was asked:

      ‘How long will it take?’

      Victor had already worked it out. ‘You’re mid-thirties and out of shape, so maybe ninety seconds until you pass out and don’t wake up.’

      ‘That doesn’t seem very long.’

      Victor didn’t say that it would seem like an eternity to Fletcher while his lungs burned for oxygen they were never going to get.

      He shook his head. ‘My wife doesn’t let me eat red meat. We’re trying to be healthy.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ Victor said. ‘It’ll make it more convincing. You’re not used to it.’

      ‘God, when I think of all the pissing quinoa I’ve had to endure, and for what? I should have eaten nothing but bacon. It wouldn’t have made any difference, would it?’

      ‘I suppose not.’

      ‘She could blame herself, couldn’t she? My wife might think it was her fault for me not being used to steak.’

      ‘Yes,’ Victor admitted. ‘At first perhaps, but people will help her through that. Choking kills almost as many people as fires.’

      ‘And far better than to think I killed myself, right? That’s like leaving her as well as dying. This way I just die.’

      Victor didn’t know. He didn’t understand, but he nodded because he saw Fletcher wanted reassurance.

      ‘Make sure you smile at the waiter while you make your order,’ Victor said.

      ‘I don’t feel like smiling. Smiling is the last thing I want to do. Well, second last.’

      ‘That’s why I’m reminding you. This isn’t going to work if you look like a condemned man.’

      Fletcher nodded his understanding and agreement. He was quiet for a moment.

      ‘Will it…?’

      ‘Yes,’ Victor said. ‘It will hurt. After the first forty-five seconds without oxygen it’s going to be bad, very bad, so think why you’re doing it; picture your wife and daughter. Not long after that it won’t hurt at all, I promise. All the pain will go. You won’t be afraid. Oxygen deprivation will make you feel euphoric. You’ll pass out feeling good.’

      ‘Like autoerotic asphyxiation,’ Fletcher said in a monotone, eyes focused on a point somewhere on the other side of Victor’s head. ‘I didn’t really believe that was true though. I always thought it was kind of an urban myth. Now, I wish I’d tried it. I wish I’d tried everything. I wish I’d told my wife I loved her more often.’

      Victor said nothing. He watched Fletcher’s face. He had aged ten years in ten minutes.

      ‘Have you ever been strangled? Do you know what it’s like?’

      ‘Yes,’ Victor admitted. ‘A few times. But it never reached the euphoric stage, otherwise I wouldn’t be here now.’

      Fletcher said, ‘Then how can you truly know I’ll pass out feeling good?’

      ‘It’s part of the job description to understand how the body works,’ Victor explained. ‘And sometimes, when I’ve choked people to death, they almost look happy at the very end.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              THREE
            

          

        

      

      Victor watched Fletcher stand and walk away along the carriage. He said nothing further, but before he turned around had worn the stern expression of both commitment and resolve. He was afraid, but he hid it with a straight back and his head held high. He left the bottle of painkillers on the table. He didn’t need them.

      Victor collected them up and slipped them back into a pocket.

      The dining car was in the middle of the train. Fletcher would be there within three minutes. With only a short time waiting to be served at this time of night, then a moment for ordering, and then cooking and delivering of Fletcher’s food, he should be choking to death in no longer than fifteen minutes. If there hadn’t been an announcement for any doctor on board to head to the dining car within twenty minutes then Victor would go and find out why. The train journeyed nonstop through the night, so there were no scheduled stops to interrupt, and even an emergency one wouldn’t make a difference.

      Fletcher’s acceptance of his fate left a curious impression on Victor, who was glad the job was to be completed as specified by his employer, but he didn’t understand how. He knew enough about psychology and acceptance and fatality to understand that Fletcher would kill himself because he believed he had no other choice, but Victor didn’t get it. His own survival instinct was ingrained so deep and so strong he didn’t know any other way. Civilians lived through each day, thinking of work, families, sex or their favourite TV show, whereas Victor had to survive those same days, knowing one mistake, one unchecked angle or decision made for comfort over security would be enough. Surviving had become unbreakable habit long ago.

      Fletcher stepped through the far door and out of the carriage. Ten minutes later, the door opened again and a man entered.

      The man was all wrong.

      Everything about him said trouble. On Victor’s checklist of telltale signs of a threat, he ticked each and every one. He was the right age to be an effective operative; in this case early forties. He was in shape; strong but not bulky. He had the kind of clothes Victor would select: footwear with a decent tread for running and climbing, and an outfit that was smart but forgettable and on the larger side to aid manoeuvrability. He wore dark trousers and a black hip-length leather jacket, unbuttoned, over a thin sweater of brown wool. Victor didn’t wear gloves because his hands were coated in silicone solution, but this man did. They were slate grey and thin, made of supple leather; maybe calf’s. There was no innocent reason to wear them on a well-heated train that hadn’t been on a cold platform for almost two hours.

      The man had used his left hand to ease open the carriage door, but it was clear he was right-handed from his leading left step. Victor pretended not to register him just as the man pretended not to recognise Victor. The man wasn’t aware he’d been made because he was at a considerable disadvantage: there were a dozen other occupants in the carriage competing for his attention. By the time his gaze found its intended target, Victor had already noticed, assessed and drawn his conclusions, and his eyes were diverted.

      The primary response to any threat was to avoid it. On a train, escape was impractical. Not impossible, because Victor could pull the emergency alarm and when the train stopped and the doors unlocked he could disappear into the night. That, however, would be impractical because Victor’s suit offered no protection against the Russian winter outside.

      Inaction, or waiting, could sometimes be considered the next best option. A threat didn’t always signify an imminent risk. Circumstances could change. A premature reaction would lose the advantage of surprise that might better be exploited at a future point.

      The man approached.

      His hair was short and greying. He had a neat beard that was darker than his hair. The skin between was pale; another sign of a threat in a Caucasian because it meant he didn’t see much sunlight because he most often operated at night.

      With distance and seats between them, the man would need to close in if he intended to fire a gun, and come closer still if he had a knife or other melee weapon to employ. Going up against an enemy with a firearm was always complicated, the more so when Victor himself was unarmed, which was the norm. He had passed through far more metal detectors, and undergone far more pat-downs or wand searches by bodyguards or security personnel than he ever had encountered gunmen. In this instance, Victor had only the door behind him as a means of escape, and to reach it he would have to leave the cover of the seats and make a straight line down the aisle to safety he had next to no chance of reaching because he had yet to encounter an assassin too poor a shot to miss his back at that range.

      But Victor saw the assassin was not going to attempt the fulfilment of his contract here and now. The man knew how to dress so he wasn’t stupid, and only a stupid killer would strike in a crowded train carriage monitored by CCTV. This was reconnaissance. He was locating his target.

      The man tried to hide it, but his shoulders squared a fraction as he spotted Victor. The gait didn’t change, and he continued walking along the aisle, moving in a half-shuffled step because the space between seats was too narrow for a man of his size to pass through without skewing hips and shoulders.

      As he neared, Victor remained stationary, his head tilted and his eyes in the direction of the window and the black world outside of it, but his focus on the moving shape in his peripheral vision and reflected on the window glass.

      The man passed him and Victor listened to the footsteps until they were lost within the ambient train noise and the door hissed open at the end of the carriage.

      Waiting in this instance could not be considered a wise choice. It was another seven hours to St Petersburg. Circumstances could not improve in that time, only worsen as the killer had ample opportunity to put into practice whatever he had planned.

      Victor waited for two minutes and stood to follow.

      When escape was impractical and inaction unreasonable, attack was always preferable.
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      Victor left the carriage and stepped through the narrow vestibule that bridged the gap to the next carriage. The door hissed open and he felt the change of air pressure on his face. He detected a faint scent of deodorant, left behind by the assassin. The new carriage was identical to the one where he had conversed with Fletcher. It was occupied by a sparse spread of travellers – Victor counted nine individuals with a quick glance. Other night owls, like himself or Fletcher.

      At the far end of the carriage the man with greying hair was stepping through the doorway.

      Victor followed him, moving down the aisle while picturing the layout of the train – seven carriages, three of which were seating, one dining car, with the rear three housing sleeping compartments. The assassin had entered the first of the three sleeping carriages. Victor’s own cabin was in the first-class carriage at the rear of the train.

      Which particular cabin would be a difficult thing for an enemy to find out, but no more difficult than ascertaining his whereabouts in the first place. He had to assume an assassin who had tracked him down to this particular train would know.

      The reconnaissance had not only been to locate Victor but to make sure he was not in his cabin at the present time. The assassin could then enter and wait for Victor’s return, for the purposes of both surprise and privacy.

      A simple enough ambush, but an effective one if executed well. Had Victor not identified the threat, the chances of dealing with it would have dropped by an exponential degree if he first became aware of it upon returning to the cabin.

      He slowed his pace when he reached the narrow corridor to the right of the line of sleeping compartments. He wanted to give the assassin more time to prepare his ambush. A false sense of readiness would work in Victor’s favour. Overconfidence was a killer.

      Victor’s cabin was the third of four occupying the first-class carriage. It was not his preference to have cabins either side of him, but his options had been limited at the time of booking.

      He pictured the interior of the cabin: a comfortable space in which to travel but a confined box in which to ambush someone. A padded bench occupied the wall on the right perpendicular to the doorway, which converted to a cot to sleep on. There was space underneath it for luggage. A separated water closet was opposite the bench, with a door that opened inward. The cabin’s door opened outward and to the right.

      The space for luggage beneath the bench could accommodate a person lying down, and was low enough that they would be hidden from view. That would be Victor’s preferred strike point, but only if he was there to kill a civilian. A fellow professional would check such a space before settling down to sleep.

      The next logical point would be the water closet. Due to the inward-opening door there was insufficient room for an attack, but these deluxe cabins had their own shower cubicles. They were tiny, even for a man of Victor’s leanness, but would enable the assassin the advantages of standing upright and being forewarned of the target’s presence, first by the cabin door opening and then their imminent appearance as the water closet door opened. A knife attack would be next to impossible to defend against when employed in those confines with the benefit of surprise, while a gun could be aimed in anticipation and no shot could miss at such a range.

      Even taking away the assassin’s advantage of surprise did not negate the danger. With a gun of his own, Victor could open the bathroom door and expose only his hand and part of his arm. There would be no way of cleaning up such a mess or removing the body, however, and a shot-dead assassin would disrupt the narrative of Fletcher’s subsequent accidental death. Chinese Secret Service would never believe the two to be unrelated.

      Victor opened the door to his cabin and stepped inside. To his left, no more than three feet away and separated by only two inches of aluminium and plasterboard was a man who wanted to kill him.

      He closed the door behind him, blunting the rattling noise of the train that was amplified in the narrow corridor outside. He knew the assassin hiding in the shower cubicle had heard the door open and close, and maybe even detected the sound of Victor’s footfalls on the cabin floor. It was a little warmer inside and the air was still.

      He checked under the bench seat because he was thorough, unsurprised to find the space empty. Beneath the cabin window on the opposite wall was a small table on which rested complimentary snacks, sachets for hot beverages and cutlery. Victor took the knife and fork from their napkin and held one in each hand in downward ice-pick grips – the fork in the right; knife in the left.

      He stood before the door to the water closet.

      The assassin with greying hair was six feet tall. Standing in the shower cubicle put him about one metre from the door, therefore if he had a gun he would not have his arms extended, since that would place the gun far too close to the target, making the shot more difficult and increasing the risk of being disarmed. The gun would be near to the assassin, secondary hand supporting the primary from beneath the grip. At point-blank range it wasn’t necessary to aim, so the muzzle could be as low as chest height. Victor was the taller man, so the muzzle would be at an angle to shoot him in the heart or head. Victor expected the assassin would go for the heart. Less chance of the bullet over-penetrating. Even a low-powered handgun round could blow a hole out of the back of the skull. The bullet might then go on to break a window or bury itself in a wall, leaving behind more evidence, along with the blood, bone and brain matter.

      Aiming for the heart meant there was a safe area of space up to four feet from the floor.

      Victor bent his knees and used the fork to twist the door catch.

      He lowered himself further, took a breath, released it, and powered forward, knocking the door open with his left shoulder and twisting into the water closet as he sank even lower, below four feet, whipping out his right hand to throw the fork as distraction to give him an extra split-second to cover the distance and drive the knife into the assassin’s neck.

      The fork struck the waterproofed wall and clattered on the cubicle floor, rattling against the plughole guard.

      No assassin with greying hair.

      Victor rose and turned, realising his mistake. The reconnaissance hadn’t been reconnaissance at all. It had been a lure. The man with greying hair had wanted to be spotted and followed.

      Victor had done the hard work for him. He had trapped himself.

      He darted out of the water closet in time to see the assassin enter the cabin, closing the door behind him as a drawn pistol rose to fire.
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      The assassin with greying hair had been smart to trick Victor, but he had made a mistake with his weapon. It was a long-barrelled Glock automatic made longer still with a suppressor. At such close confines all that length slowed down target acquisition. The shorter the gun, the faster it could be aimed.

      By the time the muzzle had swung Victor’s way he was close enough to disarm it, striking the assassin’s inner wrist to shock and weaken the hand’s grip before batting the weapon free. The gun bounced off the padded bench and skidded beneath the cabin’s table.

      The assassin slipped Victor’s subsequent knife thrust and directed his momentum into the closed door. The swaying motion of the train aided the stumble and Victor had to drop the knife to use the palm as a brake and pivot to spin back around in time to ward off an elbow meant for the back of his skull.

      Though a little shorter and a little older, the assassin was the stronger of the two. His free left hand hammered into Victor’s flank, compressing ribs and driving the air from his lungs to interrupt any attempt to grapple, forcing him to sidestep away from the power of the blow and the intense pain.

      There was no room to create distance and give himself an instant to recover, even without the unsteady floor that fought his precarious balance. The assassin took advantage of this and launched a barrage of strikes.

      Victor hunkered over with his left hand gripping the back of his own neck so the folded arm guarded the side of his face and head, whilst his right hand held on to his left wrist, forearm creating a shield across his lower face. The assassin tried to punch and elbow through these defences but struck only solid skull, damaging his own knuckles more than he did Victor’s head.

      The assassin tried an uppercut – the only way to get past Victor’s guard – but it was an inevitable punch that Victor knew was coming. He blocked it by snapping his elbows together, catching the fist between them, but releasing it a split-second later because the move left him defenceless to the assassin’s free hand.

      He didn’t attack with it, however, instead scooping up the dropped butter knife that had landed on the padded bench within his reach.

      A combat knife with a razor edge would have caused Victor to dodge away, but a slash to the inner wrist or neck from the blunted blade would fail to cut deep enough to sever even the most delicate of arteries. Only a direct thrust delivered with huge force posed any real risk, and this was the option the assassin chose, aiming at Victor’s groin.

      The blade glinted in a fast upwards arc. Unconcerned about the knife’s edges, Victor used his forearm to intercept the attack, only realising it had been a feint to open his guard when the assassin body-slammed him backwards.

      Victor hit the small table with his lower back while his upper body continued backwards until his head smacked off the cabin’s window. He saw stars and his senses faltered. He still had the instincts to kick out at his attacker, catching the assassin’s inner thigh with a heel before he could exploit Victor’s vulnerability.

      A grunt escaped the assassin’s lips – the first noise he had made – and hearing it energised Victor enough to propel himself forward and land an elbow.

      It hit the jawbone and the assassin’s head twisted away with another grunt.

      Vision blurry, but knowing he had the advantage, Victor snapped out some fast strikes to stop the assassin recovering.

      The flurry worked, forcing the assassin on the defensive, enabling Victor to position himself to get his enemy where he wanted him – overwhelmed and concentrating on blocking so he wouldn’t see the chokehold coming until it was too late.

      Four carriages away, Leonard Fletcher had swallowed a piece of well-done steak far too large for him to have any reasonable chance of swallowing it. Within twenty seconds a concerned diner, having heard Fletcher choking, pulled the emergency alarm. In reaction the driver deactivated the accelerator and applied the brakes. The train was old and some of its mechanics outdated, but it was maintained to impeccable standards. Metal screeched and sparks brightened the night and several hundred tons of moving train rapidly decelerated.

      The sudden change in momentum took Victor from his feet and he fell through the open doorway to the water closet, where he collided with the sink, before collapsing to the floor.

      The assassin hit the doorway, and only fell to his knees. He ignored Victor, prone on the water closet floor, and went for the fallen gun, now sitting nearby after sliding out and into view from under the table.

      To reach it, he turned away from Victor, who threw himself through the doorway and at the back of the assassin, who twisted over as they tipped forward, bringing the gun round to fire.

      Victor grabbed the suppressor before it could be aimed at his face and for a moment they remained a frozen tangle on the cabin floor as they struggled for control of the weapon. The assassin might be stronger, but Victor was above him and had gravity on his side.

      No stalemate could endure for ever, and Victor felt the assassin starting to weaken beneath him. While he was breathing hard from the exertion, the assassin was gasping.

      The assassin’s arms began to shake. His face reddened. Soon, Victor thought.

      His enemy knew it too, and his eyes, until then staring unblinking at Victor’s own, darted to the left, then to the right – looking, searching.

      They widened. The assassin let go of the gun and his arm snapped out while Victor tore the weapon free from the remaining hand. He twisted the gun around, taking the grip in his palm, index finger slipping inside the trigger guard, angling the muzzle down at the assassin’s face, and —

      A sickening wave of agony exploded through him as the assassin drove the butter knife into his thigh. The blunted blade didn’t penetrate far into his flesh, but was well-aimed and struck the femoral nerve.

      The shock and incredible pain made Victor recoil and throw himself off his enemy, his central nervous system overloaded in a maelstrom of electrical signals, all thoughts of the gun and killing the threat overridden by base instinct to flee.

      He realised the gun had come out of his hand as he scrambled to his feet, the explosion of pain short-lived and dissipating.

      Fatigue meant the assassin was no faster to his feet and they faced one another across the small cabin as an announcement came over the public address system. There was less than two metres between the two men. The assassin still held the knife in hand, the blade now smeared with an inch of Victor’s blood.

      The gun was between them, but closer to Victor. If he went for it, he would grab it before the assassin could, but would Victor be fast enough to angle it and shoot before he was stabbed again?

      He saw the assassin was asking himself the same question.

      The train slowed to a stop.

      ‘Do you speak Russian?’ Victor asked.

      The assassin didn’t answer, but his eyes said yes.

      ‘So you understood the announcement. They’re asking for anyone with medical knowledge to go to the dining car. Someone’s in trouble. They need help.’

      The assassin didn’t respond. He looked from the gun to Victor’s eyes and back again.

      ‘That’s why the train is stopping,’ Victor continued. ‘The authorities will be coming, police. Do you want to end up in a Russian jail? I don’t.’

      ‘What are you saying?’

      The assassin’s Russian was excellent, but Victor recognised the German accent behind it.

      ‘Whatever your out was, you didn’t count on police being on the train when you tried to slip away. If you try and get off before they arrive, there’s snow-covered wilderness in every direction. It’s sub-zero out there. You’ll die long before you make it to safety.’

      ‘What’s it to you if I freeze to death or end up in prison?’ the German asked.

      ‘You’re a professional,’ Victor said. ‘You don’t hate me. You’ve been hired to kill me. I’m a job. That’s all.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘So the job’s over. Because even if you’re the one to walk out of this cabin instead of me, you’re going nowhere. I’m not worth a lifetime in prison and I’m not worth freezing to death for. You’ve failed, so give it up and we can both walk away.’

      There was no pause to deliberate because Victor was right and they both knew it.

      ‘How do you propose we do this?’ the German asked, civil and polite – two colleagues discussing a work problem.

      ‘I reach behind me and open the door,’ Victor explained. ‘Neither of us will act then. We don’t want witnesses.’

      ‘Correct,’ the German agreed with a nod.

      ‘Then I’ll kick the gun under the bench and go. Which gives you the chance to take your weapon back and come after me, of course. But by then I’ll be out in the corridor with CCTV watching.’

      He saw the German thinking about this for a moment before he shrugged, accepting the fact he could pursue Victor and finish his contract, but not with any hope of getting away with it clean.

      ‘So, we’re in agreement?’ Victor asked.

      ‘Okay, I accept your proposal,’ the German said. ‘There’s no reason we cannot behave like gentlemen, like professionals.’

      ‘My sentiments.’

      Without taking his gaze from the German, Victor reached his left hand behind his back to work the door open. Cool air and noise rushed inside.

      Victor waited, because whatever the assassin claimed, he wasn’t about to trust his word. When Victor heard voices in the carriage as other passengers responded to the announcement by coming out of their cabins for more news, he kicked the gun behind the bench.

      A smile played on the German’s lips, because maybe he had been debating whether to shoot Victor anyway and take his chances with the CCTV, but he wasn’t going to risk eyewitnesses too.

      The German said, ‘I’ll see you again soon.’

      Victor said, ‘I have no doubt,’ and backed out of the cabin.
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      Krieger watched his target disappear through the doorway and out of sight. He did not pursue him. There were cameras and witnesses and a host of other problems not conducive to a successful completion of his contract. The mission had been unsuccessful. Chasing a lost cause was beneath the German. There was no dignified way of running after a departing bus. More than that, they had an agreement. Krieger was a man of his word. An insignificant degree of honour when considering the nature of his profession, he knew, but humanity was not a binary equation.

      He waited in the target’s cabin until the train stopped at a small rural station to allow paramedics access. Krieger took his leave.

      Krieger disposed of the Glock and stared at the moon, bright in the clear night sky, for answers. In return, it was silent. A wise decision, even for a celestial body.

      He was not sorry to get rid of the pistol. A decent all-round handgun, but it offended him with its very being. Russia was not his primary field of operations. He had acquired the Glock in country from a fixer in the suburbs of Moscow. Krieger had requested a compact pistol as he would be operating on a train. He would be at close quarters. The fixer had assured him he could fulfil such requirements. The fixer had lied or had been incompetent. Krieger couldn’t tell which was the case because he had strangled the fixer to death for the failure. As a man of his word, the assassin expected – demanded – the same from others.

      That failure had cost Krieger. The contract would have been fulfilled otherwise. He would have shot the target in that orchestrated instance of surprise, neat and simple. Instead, the split-second delay had been enough to save the man’s life.

      Krieger, who believed in the hand of fate, had a hard time rationalising such interference, but at the same time took comfort instead of anger. If that was to be his script, there was little he could do to alter it.

      There would be other opportunities to exploit, he knew. Until then, he had another contract to pursue.

      He tasted something both sweet and bitter. Salt. Glucose. Iron. He touched the tip of his tongue to the back of his hand, leaving a smudge of orange spittle behind. Blood. He had a cut in his mouth.

      Krieger was stunned.

      He knew the taste of blood well, but only that of his victims or enemies. He had never tasted his own before. Maybe once as a boy he might have fallen and cut himself, but any such incident was so far back in the swirling mists of time that he had no memory of the taste to draw upon.

      He found he liked the taste of his blood. It was rich with platelets and strong with minerals.

      Krieger prided himself in having no ego. That no one had ever hurt him like this was a statement of cold fact. Every violent encounter was met on his terms. People didn’t hurt him. He hurt them. That was how the world spun. It was an immutable law of the universe. That law had been broken. He was not happy to have his reality altered.

      But as an enthusiast of mythology he reminded himself that Odin, king of the Norse gods, the All Father, had elected to give up his eye to acquire the most precious treasure of all: wisdom.

      A little blood was a small price for Krieger to pay for his own.
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