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PART ONE









ONE


Stairs were dangerous. They killed more people per year than Victor could in ten lifetimes. If a person died of an accident in the home then chances were it would be the stairs that killed them. Despite a long career, he had never once assassinated a target by pushing them down the stairs. So, for now at least, that particular methodology remained in waiting.


The stairs ahead of him were more dangerous than most. Not from any risk of falling. They formed a perfect chokepoint.


If his enemies were any good, at least one would be covering them.


The first flight rose only ten steps until it met a mezzanine-hallway that extended perpendicularly left and right deeper into the building. A longer flight of stairs rose parallel to the first before it reached a strip of bare landing from which more stairs led to the next floor. Victor leaned over the banister to glance up – a darting motion in case an ambusher was on a higher storey and looking down with a gun aimed.


He saw no one.


Just stairs and banisters rising up and stretching towards a vanishing point beyond the uppermost ceiling.


These stairs were designed for large volumes of foot traffic. They had wide steps – almost two metres from wall to banister, which might have been wrought iron beneath the heavy layer of gloss green paint. He saw where the once sharp edge of each step had been smoothed away, an uneven distribution of wear that stretched from the banister to about the midpoint. This area of the step had been dulled by the soles of dozens or even hundreds of people every weekday.


This was where Victor ascended, close to the banister, where he knew the erosion of the stone meant a rougher texture that absorbed the energy of his footfalls more than the less worn areas would. An imperceptible reduction in noise to him. Yet a gunman on the floor above might misjudge Victor’s location on sound alone, failing to hear his assault for a second longer than he might have otherwise.


Long experience had taught him a single second was exactly enough time to be a second too late.


He climbed the stairs one at a time, a slow deliberate pattern, knowing anyone lurking out of sight in the hallway ahead would hear each quiet tap of his sole on the stone steps and picture him coming closer and closer. The corridor extending to both the left and the right meant two potential ambush points, but not both at the same time. A gunman in each might kill one another if they both shot at an enemy appearing between them.


If there was an ambusher, he would be in the hallway to Victor’s right.


That hallway because it provided a shooter a greater chance of catching an ascending target in the back as he headed for the next flight of stairs. A gunman in the left hallway was more likely to meet that same target face to face, and assassins weren’t exactly known for playing fair.


They weren’t known for poor tactical positioning, either. They wouldn’t be standing in the middle of the hallway, as exposed and vulnerable as the day they were born. They would be close to a wall. Nine-in-ten odds a gunman would be right-handed, and that right-handed shooter would want his left shoulder near a wall so his weapon wasn’t impeded by one. Those walls all had a two-tone paint job. The lower third had an almost clinical washed-out green whereas the upper two-thirds was a warm beige.


When Victor reached the eighth of the ten steps, he paused, interrupting the rhythmic pattern of his footfalls – just long enough to throw off the mental image of a potential ambusher – before he switched the gun into his left hand and sprang up the final two steps in a single bound, ducking low as he swivelled his head to peer down the right hallway, his left arm bent at the elbow and flat against his chest so the pistol extended past his lead shoulder.


The first enemy was hiding where Victor had anticipated.


Reaction was always slower than action, so Victor had a split-second advantage, which he needed to find his mark because the gunman had positioned himself halfway into an adjoining room. Most of his person was out of sight, only his head, arms and shoulder were through the doorway.


They shot at the same time, the gunman surprised by the sudden appearance of Victor and firing a panicked snapshot with his aim too high, expecting an upright man caught off guard from behind, not one doubled over and looking straight at him.


Victor’s first round was a little off, catching his target on the side of his skull and glancing away as blood erupted in an atomised cloud from the superficial temporal artery. The second hit him in the upper chest as he jerked in response to the glancing headshot and staggered out of the doorway’s cover.


The gunman stayed upright, alive but suffering the shock of sudden injury, so Victor took an extra beat before he squeezed the trigger a third time, putting the bullet between the man’s eyes. He fell down to the floor.


A young guy. Twenty-two or -three.


He didn’t look like a professional under Victor’s definition. No doubt ex-military and maybe he had even executed his share of paid targets, yet this could have been the kid’s first proper gunfight.


Blood drained from the hole in his forehead to form a glossy pool. Little pieces of brain were ferried along by the current, funnelled by gaps in the parquet flooring into stretching red fingers.


A messy end, yet quick. All over inside two seconds. Whatever the kid’s expectations for how the ambush was going to play out, this hadn’t been it.


Victor sympathised to an extent. He had understood nothing at that age too.


But he had been a quick learner.


He kept his pistol pointed down the corridor in case another enemy responding to the gunshots appeared through one of the many doors. They had had the same green colour as the lower third of the walls, although they seemed a little brighter and cleaner except where flakes of paint had chipped away. The morning sun brightened the space before the occasional open doorway, leaving shadowed sections between.


Several offices. Too many spaces to clear.


He didn’t like the idea of leaving rooms uncleared behind him as he ascended, but he knew for certain that more enemies were higher up in the building. He couldn’t imagine individuals already down here running to hide deeper into the building in one of those offices. And if they had, it meant they were scared and had no stomach for confronting him, which was fine for the time being.


Victor let off a bullet down the empty hallway, both in case anyone was so hiding and to encourage them to stay there, and also to signal to his enemies higher in the building that his focus was elsewhere. He hurried forward a couple of steps and shot the young guy’s corpse, extending the audible tale he was telling to those on the floors above him. Different acoustics than the previous shot. Maybe interpreted as an extended shootout between him and the still-alive ambusher, or maybe as him stalking deeper into the building in pursuit of a fleeing enemy or to finish off a wounded one. Either way, if anyone above was inclined to exploit Victor’s perceived distraction, now would be the time.


He gave them a few seconds to descend then darted back out into the stairwell.


Again, he took his enemy by surprise, only this gunman was on the stairs above and out in the open without the concealment and cover of a doorway to protect him.


As such, Victor needed no split-second to find his aim.


He double-tapped the man on the stairs, both bullets punching bloody holes through his T-shirt, before a third hit him in the forehead and painted the two-tone wall behind him in a single shade. He had already been on the move, descending the stairs, and that forward momentum tipped him over and he tumbled down the remaining steps, smearing them with blood and brain matter, before coming to a stop at the foot of the stairs, a confused expression on his dead face where eagerness and anticipation had been moments beforehand.


Muscle spasms had kept the pistol in his hand. Victor prised it free and tucked it into the rear of his waistband. While not the best pistol in the world, it was always good to have a backup with a full magazine.


He noticed an elevator in the hallway to the left of the stairwell. He did a quick check to make sure no one else was inching down the stairs, then used a knuckle to hit the call button. A slight delay, then the steel door retracted and he stepped inside the car. The walls were bare steel, scuffed and marked except where it had been polished smooth on the rear wall by the countless coats and jackets of weary workers leaning against it. Again using his knuckle, he tapped the buttons for every floor above in ascending order. They each lit up in a dim yellow glow, one after the other.


He stepped back out before the steel door could extend back to seal the car. A slow process. He heard the hum and whine of old machinery.


He was already creeping up the stairs when the elevator started to rise.


Not the most imaginative of mis-directions. Still, no competent kill team consisted of only two gunmen, so if the elevator ascending and stopping on every floor caused even a single enemy a mere moment’s distraction then it would give Victor a huge advantage.


He might need every advantage he could engineer because no competent kill team organised by his own long-term broker to assassinate her most experienced contractor would be counted in single figures.


He could flee, of course, although that would not solve the problem, only delay it. They would try again, maybe with greater numbers, and with a better understanding of their target after this warm-up. Maybe he wouldn’t spot them coming next time and he already had them on the back foot now. They had been expecting to ambush him, not have him assault their position before they were ready to act themselves.


No way was Victor prepared to waste such an advantage.


Given the choice, he always attacked.









TWO


The elevator sounded a ding when it stopped on the first floor.


Victor, crouched halfway up the intervening staircase, waited. Shoulder blades pressed against the two-tone wall, restricting the width of the target he presented to any enemy above.


Should one or more be waiting for him, at the very least they would glance towards the elevator as the door opened. If they had been covering the stairs they couldn’t afford for a threat to emerge behind them, and if they were covering the elevator itself – fooled into thinking Victor was suicidal enough to trap himself when he didn’t need to – they were already facing the wrong way.


Either worked for him.


There were other possible scenarios, though Victor gave them no thought. After so many years in the world’s most dangerous profession he considered himself pretty adept at reading likely eventualities.


He was still alive, after all.


He always imagined what he would do if the roles were reversed. That way, if that worst-case scenario proved true, he already had a head start in countering it. If he overestimated his enemy’s proficiency then it hardly mattered that he gave incompetents too much credit.


In this instance, he gave about the right amount.


Someone had been covering the elevator, because a roar of automatic gunfire sounded an instant after the ding – before the doors had fully opened to reveal the car and who was inside, which meant he was twitchy.


He, because twitchy gunmen were always gunmen in Victor’s experience.


Testosterone’s powerful effect on subcortical signalling, he expected. It encouraged impulsiveness in stressful situations.


Instincts could not be overruled, he knew, only circumvented. At best they could be delayed after endless practice.


A couple of seconds’ panicked fire emptied the guy’s gun. He hadn’t practised.


Victor used that painful roar of sound – suppressed and yet still as loud as thunder echoing in the stairwell – to cover his dashing footsteps on the stone stairs.


He reached the floor to see the gunman near the elevator fumbling to reload his sub-machine gun. A second guy with an SMG – positioned to cover the stairs – wasn’t looking at what he should be doing.


The thirty-two bullets unloaded in close proximity had drawn his attention away from the stairs for longer than any elevator’s ding. No matter how composed, no one could ignore all that nearby noise.


He pivoted back towards the staircase when he received a headshake from the other guy to say the elevator was empty and all those bullets were for nothing.


Nothing for them, not for Victor.


He shot the guy covering the stairs before he had finished pivoting so he collapsed down in a spiralling motion.


The corpse ended up in a neat folded pile that caused Victor no delay dashing by, his sudden appearance and the unexpected death of the gunman covering the stairs combining to startle the twitchy shooter so much that he dropped his replacement mag before it could be slammed into the receiver.


Two squeezes of the trigger and the shooter fell through the open door of the elevator, ending up facedown inside the car, legs left out in the hallway.


Before reloading himself, Victor put a second bullet in the guy folded into a neat pile when a hissing groan sounded. Maybe the man’s last breath or the first breath of renewed consciousness but for certain the last breath now.


Victor still had a few rounds in the magazine, although nowhere near enough if there were another four guys elsewhere in the building – which he expected, and more besides. His pistol was a Five-seveN made by Fabrique Nationale of Belgium: his preferred weapon in most professional situations at close range. He had managed to obtain a couple of the twenty-round magazines usually only available to military or law-enforcement personnel. He was neither, of course. A German fixer named Georg could often do what most others could not. She kept stressing arms dealing was not her true business and this transaction would be the final time she did him a favour.


There had been many such final favours over the years.


He had only the single spare magazine, however. She was not a miracle worker, as she told him often. Still, that was why he had the collected pistol in his waistband. He ignored the SMG dropped by the shooter half inside the elevator. A nine-millimetre Ingram. Incredible rate of fire, as the twitchy shooter had demonstrated, yet Victor would take accuracy and control over raw firepower in almost every circumstance.


All of their weapons were suppressed, as was his own. Combined with subsonic ammunition, the generated decibels were greatly reduced. Nowhere near silent, however. More than loud enough to hide approaching footsteps and carry to the city outside.


A quiet Sunday morning in Nice’s Old Town. Less busy than on a weekday, although the café across the street had three patrons enjoying breakfast or a coffee. Victor had been one himself only moments beforehand as he sipped one of the best espressos he had ever tasted outside of Italy. Cops might already have been called, which was why he wasted no time continuing his attack.


He had maybe four minutes to kill the rest of Phoenix’s team and obtain some answers before he had to flee. He wanted to do both but would settle for achieving only the former. Answers alone could shoot no one.


Behind him, the elevator door tried to close. The door stopped on contact with the dead legs, retracted, and then tried again.


The pattern would repeat long after Victor had gone, he was sure, only stopping when some official examining the scene grew annoyed and frustrated with the noise and ordered a subordinate to shut it down.


The twitchy shooter’s left foot twitched.









THREE


Only the triumphant yell of an over-eager gunman warned Victor of the impending danger another two floors up. The gunman ascended the stairs behind him, having elected to wait until he was sure Victor had passed by unlike the four dead guys had done.


A smart move, because now Victor had enemies above and below him.


He reacted by dashing along one of the hallways leading from the stairwell, and throwing himself into the cover of the closest open doorway, chased by bullets that the gunman unloaded from his MP5 in a brief burst that splintered the wood of the frame a split-second after he passed it.


The gunman called out again, this time with more control, as he raced up the remaining steps.


‘Hurry, hurry,’ he yelled, speaking English with a coarse British accent. ‘I’ve got him.’


Not entirely accurate, but Victor didn’t correct the man just yet. He would do so without words in a few moments.


Popping back out of cover, they exchanged fire down the hallway, maybe ten metres of open space between them made greater by the difference in elevation. The guy was using the stairs as cover, the angle hiding at least half of his silhouette. Victor was shooting down while the gunman aimed back up at him.


Automatic fire from the MP5 didn’t need to be accurate to catch him, whereas Victor needed a truer aim to find his target. One of his bullets hit the floor mere centimetres in front of the gunman, encouraging him to duck out of sight after he had unleashed another burst Victor’s way.


He heard eager footsteps pounding on the stone stairs and pictured another man – from below or above – rushing to aid the one already there, so Victor changed position.


Bullets hounded him as he dashed further down the hallway until he was out of their line of sight.


He took cover at the corner of an intersecting corridor, waited a couple of seconds to encourage them to leave the stairwell and pursue, then leaned out to catch them while they were vulnerable.


They had expected such a tactic, their SMGs putting so much volume of fire his way he had to withdraw before he could squeeze the trigger even once.


Bullets exploded plaster and sent clouds of dust into the air as the corner of the wall disintegrated.


Fragments of masonry peppered the floor at Victor’s feet.


With a better picture of their positions, he tried again, although he dared not pop out of cover for longer than an instant to loose a couple of snapshots their way.


They rushed forward as they shot back, each one now close to a different wall and making it harder for him to exploit his better position. Rounds shot at one man slowed his advance yet let the other hurry closer. If Victor switched between both targets then his shooting was not accurate enough to delay either.


He saw he wasn’t going to win this particular firefight. These guys were a step above the previous four. They had the initiative and he was the one reacting this time.


Leaving the cover of the corner, Victor backed deeper inside the building. He needed a more defensible location to stand his ground or, better still, an entirely different battlefield that neutered their superior numbers and firepower.


He hurried down the corridor, trying door handles as he went. Every door was locked. No time to kick one open in case the first kick was not enough. When the two guys with SMGs made it around the corner he could not be out in the open. They would shred him before a second kick did its job. He had to gamble one of the doors would be unlocked.


One handle emitted the telltale click of a bolt retracting and he shoved it open, throwing himself through it as he saw in his peripheral vision the two guys appearing.


Bullets zipped his way. Some struck the doorframe, others the walls around it.


His error was immediately apparent.


The reason the door had been unlocked was because this office was unoccupied. Either no one was leasing it or there was no current use for the space. Not entirely empty – there were some desks and chairs – but he saw nothing he could use to his advantage and nowhere to make an effective stand.


He had trapped himself.


Rushing to the closest window, he peered through the dusty glass to see no convenient fire escape or terrace. He would have taken a drainpipe had there been one, whatever its rigidity. Nowhere to leap to, either. It had to be ten metres to the other side of the street. He had ascended too many floors even to think about dropping from the window. He would risk a turned ankle; he wasn’t so keen on breaking his neck.


The two guys with MP5s didn’t rush. They might not understand the full extent of Victor’s lack of options, yet their instincts told them he was going nowhere. They remained cautious. They had the numerical advantage and a considerable edge in firepower so neither wanted to rush needlessly into the inevitable path of his bullets. He pictured them whispering and gesturing, maybe each urging the other to be the first one through the doorway. In his rush to escape the hallway, he’d had no time to close the door again without staying within their line of fire. For this reason, they were staying back. He figured they were waiting maybe a metre or two from the doorway, working on the assumption Victor had his gun aimed at the open space.


Which would be correct of them, because as he tested out potential positions he kept the muzzle of the pistol pointed at the doorway at all times. It would have been ideal if they had pursued him with more recklessness and dashed into the empty office moments after him. He would have dropped the first, and there would have been a small chance he could have hit the second in a vital area before the SMG swung his way.


Maybe one-in-ten odds of living through it.


Nowhere near good enough to be a course of action worth gambling on.


He needed an edge.


He just couldn’t think of one.









FOUR


Victor’s only advantage was they couldn’t know where in the office he would be positioned, while he knew for sure they had to come through the doorway. Had their roles been reversed, he would be tapping the internal wall between them to test if it was part of the original structure and composed of brick, or a newer construction and only aluminium-framed plasterboard painted to blend in with the original features. The building was old and had been refurbished and remodelled many times over the years.


Which was the conclusion they came to themselves a few moments later.


Only they did not understand how to test the wall by sound alone and so used bullets instead.


Plaster dust sprayed from the wall in dense, violent clouds. The MP5s were no Ingrams. They could unleash around eight hundred rounds per minute to the Ingram’s twelve hundred. The former was still an incredible rate of fire from Victor’s perspective when on the receiving end of it. Dozens of bullet holes appeared in crazed lines on his side of the wall.


He dropped prone to the thin carpet and waited. There was not much else he could do besides waste rounds he could not spare shooting back at them. He could not deduce their exact positions based on the pattern of random bullet holes. He guessed they were not standing still as they squeezed their triggers, instead stepping back and forth along the wall to cover the largest possible area inside the office.


They aimed at too steep an angle, however, not realising the extent of the space available for Victor to be within. After passing through the partition wall, most of the bullets buried themselves in the floor in the middle of the room. Victor, near the external wall, was well clear, although a ricochet caused plaster and brick dust to shower him from above.


The shooting only lasted a few seconds, the two gunmen firing in controlled bursts, each unleashing three or four bullets at a time. Though he tried to count their rounds, the high cyclic rate and their overlapping bursts made it impossible. He wanted to time it so he was leaping to his feet at the exact moment they were empty so he could dash out of the doorway and kill them both while they were mid-reload.


Perhaps they understood this possibility themselves because they staggered their reloads. When the shooting did stop he caught the sound of a fresh magazine being slammed home.


They were smart, so Victor abandoned that plan.


Instead, he played a hunch and rolled laterally across the floor of the office while the second gunman reloaded. That guy was competent, although no expert, and it took him a few seconds longer than necessary to discard the empty mag and push in another. Victor had plenty of time to cross the floor and come to a stop parallel to the partition wall. The carpet was thin, as was the wall, but he made far less noise going shoulder to shoulder than he would have with even his lightest footstep. No doubt while the guy was reloading, the other gunman was straining to hear any movement in an attempt to gauge Victor’s position.


More than anyone, Victor knew reaction was slower than action. If they rushed inside the office – even if they didn’t notice him straightaway – he would be playing catch-up by default. He had no reason to think they had any abnormal sluggishness, and ready for violence and expecting resistance, stress hormones were elevating their speed and response times. Lying on the floor by the wall might put him in their blind spot, although for no longer than a moment. If he didn’t react to their presence and kill them both fast enough, he would be the easiest target in the world to a spray of automatic fire.


Victor didn’t like these odds, either.


With no better option, he took the looted gun from his waistband into his left hand. Maybe two pistols’ worth of gunfire could make up the shortfall in his plan.


Once the second guy had finished reloading, there was silence. In that silence, Victor knew they were preparing to enter. Whether that would be in two seconds or nine, he couldn’t know for sure. Even though he could predict a lot, there was always a limit.


Reaction slower than action.


Playing catch-up by default.


He blinked sweat from his eyes.


‘Are you as ready for this as I am?’ he heard one whisper on the other side of the wall.


The over-eager gunman, of course.


The return whisper answered, ‘Let’s do this.’


Victor appreciated the heads-up.


‘On three,’ the first whispered.


Victor almost smiled. It wasn’t often those trying to kill him were considerate enough to warn him in advance, let alone volunteer their exact schedule.


‘Three, two … ’


Right on cue, they charged in.


The open doorway provided them with a view into the room so they had already seen the door was in the corner with a wall running perpendicular to it. Which meant they knew Victor could only be to their right as they entered and so that was the direction in which they charged. They had their weapons up before their faces, gazes fixed along the iron sights for fast target acquisition but at the cost of peripheral vision.


To make room for the second guy, the first had to dash in a few more steps, taking him past Victor’s position without the man noticing, so Victor shot him in the back of the head with the Five-seveN.


He used the pistol in his offhand to kill the second with a headshot too, only to the side of the skull as that guy didn’t rush in as far, partly to give the lead gunman room to manoeuvre and partly because the first guy’s head disintegrated right in front of him. He had just enough time to see Victor out of the corner of his eye before the wall above and to the left of where he stood was plastered with a glistening smear.


The resulting muscle spasms caused the dead guy’s index finger to compress the MP5’s trigger and the gun unloaded as the corpse tumbled to the floor, bullets blowing holes in the ceiling and wall.


The gun clicked dry as the body hit the thin carpet and Victor found himself peering at the black void of the smoking muzzle pointing his way.


He took a breath and hopped to his feet.


It seemed pointless to thank two corpses and yet he really was grateful for all of their assistance.


And their guns, too, one of which had a fresh magazine, fully loaded.


Excellent weapons. Much better than the Ingram downstairs. Each was an MP5K. The compact version of the Heckler & Koch sub-machine gun had been around for decades yet was still the first choice when it came to close-quarters battle for many militaries, police forces and intelligence agencies the world over. He wasn’t a huge fan of nine-millimetre ammunition in general, preferring something better able to penetrate body armour or makeshift cover – hence the Five-seveN – but the MP5K’s rate of fire, accuracy and target acquisition were beyond reproach. They had forgone any straps, however, so Victor only took one of the two weapons.


The one with the fresh mag because he saw they had no spares, which was unfortunate. He supposed taking three each had seemed enough when they had sourced them. One-hundred-and-eighty rounds between them to kill one man would seem enough on paper, especially when they had other teammates with guns of their own. But most things seemed adequate until they did not on the battlefield.


He discarded the looted pistol and replaced it with his Five-seveN, even though it was almost empty, tucking it into the back of his waistband. It could never be traced back to him, although there was a chance it could be linked to Georg and he did not want to put her at needless risk of repercussions. And he might need another one of her final favours before too long.


He couldn’t be certain how many more were in the team or if backup was on the way. The six might be all those inside the building with more nearby. Maybe on standby in vehicles ready to make a getaway after the finished assassination, or on surveillance or guarding the perimeter. Or the rest of the team could still be ahead of him, which he expected to find because they hadn’t been ready for him.


Regardless of the remaining opposition’s locations he wanted to manage his ammunition better than these two guys had, especially with no spare mags, so he thumbed the selector on the MP5 to single shot.


If he had been correct in his prediction regarding the composition of Phoenix’s kill team then there were still at least four enemies who now had had plenty of time to organise a proper resistance. However, with six dead and an SMG in hand Victor still felt good about the odds.


The only trouble was he had perhaps as little as three minutes left before the cops arrived on the scene.


After his recent interactions with US law enforcement, Victor didn’t relish another brush with the police any time soon.


Protocol dictated that he should withdraw from an uncontrollable situation as soon as an opportunity presented itself. However, protocol also stated that threats in close proximity should never be disregarded.


Victor took the stairs to the next floor.









FIVE


He found the window with the open shutters that looked out over the street. From this height, the café opposite seemed benign, almost tranquil, and not the site of a trap organised by his broker.


Such a simple ambush, and yet he had almost walked straight into it.


Victor felt naïve.


Of all flaws, this one seemed the most egregious to a man who strived for professional perfection. She had betrayed him, yes, and yet he could not have made it any easier for her.


The window was in one of the large offices on the sixth floor. This office had an expansive open-plan area filled with desks and cubicles, surrounded on three sides by conference rooms and individual offices. Nothing Victor could see indicated what kind of work took place here. What little wall art broke up the greys and beige tones was abstract and revealed nothing. Could be an insurance firm. Could be for professional phishing scams.


The kill team had chosen a decent enough observation point. Victor would have gone a floor lower, to improve the angle on the café and provide a clearer view of the strike point. Perhaps they had favoured seeing more of the street itself because in the Old Town the streets were narrow and the buildings tall. They could have preferred to give themselves a better chance of seeing their target coming, instead of seeing him more clearly when he arrived. Regardless, Victor would never have chosen to wait in an unoccupied building like this one. Any activity where there should be none was always easier to spot than that which was hidden inside the crowd of regularity.


Still, no strike point was ever perfect. There were always compromises. Victor was sure they, like himself, planned every single facet of their work to the nth degree. No matter the validity of a plan, some things always came down to improvisation.


They had done their best with what they had.


It just hadn’t been good enough.


He saw waxed-card coffee cups as he stalked through the open-plan area and checked the adjoining rooms. Eight coffee cups in total. No doubt from the café across the street, which seemed unnecessarily crass given they intended to fill it full of lead soon afterwards. The cup he tested was room temperature against the back of his hand so they had been here a while. Did the number of cups mean there were eight of them in the kill team or just that not all of them had wanted caffeine? All he knew for sure was that eight of them had been gathered in this office at some point in the last few hours.


He expected they had been planning to wait a few more minutes before attacking. The café might as well have been a shooting gallery: small, with only one way in and out because the staff door to the rear of the establishment had a push-button lock and the customer lavatory needed a key from behind the counter. Given some had SMGs, they could have stood in the street and emptied their weapons through the plate-glass front of the café and killed him and everyone else inside within seconds.


If so, they had waited far too long. They had allowed him more than enough time in which to give themselves away. Or maybe they had been waiting for him to leave again, to follow him and kill him elsewhere with a little more subtlety. It didn’t matter, although he was curious as to whether they had all been here finishing their preparations when he had crossed the street or if they had already been spread out in the building. The kill team as a whole might have been comprised of several smaller elements who kept to themselves when they didn’t need to be together.


Assassins weren’t famous for their social skills, after all.


Spread out or not, they should have organised their defence better. Numbers always beat proficiency if those numbers were utilised. On the back foot, they had not been able to coordinate. Victor had given them no time in which to exploit their numerical advantage.


He figured those remaining had caught up by now, however. The firefights on the floors below had lasted maybe two minutes, including ascending up the stairs. If the remainder of the kill team could not get themselves together within two minutes they would never have been granted the contract to murder him in the first place. They had to have proved their competency in advance. Phoenix knew exactly what Victor would do if they failed. They must have convinced her somehow.


He had no more time to speculate. Cops were on their way and there were still more gunmen nearby—


One of which, in baggy joggers and matching sweatshirt, appeared from a blind spot in the next office.


Victor was first to react, his snapshot missing by millimetres and tearing a chunk from a doorframe. The second missed too because the gunman retreated, almost falling over in panic as the bullets came his way. Victor chased after him, letting go of the MP5’s foregrip with his left hand so he could extend his right arm at full length and pivot it through the doorway ahead of the rest of him, the muzzle already pointed in the direction of the panicked gunman before Victor caught up.


He shot the man in the back as he tried to scramble away, already losing his balance in his desperation to flee and using the wall for support to stop himself falling. The bullet hit high on his left side, entering through his shoulder blade and into his chest cavity. He cried out and twisted, rebounding away from the wall and tumbling over a desk, knocking over a letter tray and scattering paperwork before he hit the floor behind it.


Victor hurried forward, rounding the desk to see the gunman lying on his back with his palms out before him. He was shaking his head, a terrified expression on his face. A tiny .22 pocket gun lay nearby – close enough to reach and use, and yet the guy had no interest in going for it. No blood stained the front of the sweatshirt so the bullet had not exited from his chest. Victor pictured it buried in a rib.


With the side of his foot, he kicked the .22 away and it slid beneath a desk. The guy on the floor seemed to have no other weapons and the pocket gun was no good for the primary weapon of a hired killer going after a fellow professional. It was for protection not attack. This guy wasn’t expecting to have to use a gun at all.


‘You’re in charge,’ Victor said.


The guy said nothing in response, only gasping as he struggled to breathe.


‘Tell me your name.’


‘Walker,’ a weak voice said.


Another British accent, so no thrown-together assortment of Phoenix’s contractors; this was a tried-and-tested unit. The offshoot of a single private security enterprise, Victor figured, or a loyal cohort of soldiers turned mercenaries, then assassins.


Irrelevant, because all Victor needed to know right now was—


‘How many?’


Walker shook his head as if he did not understand, only pushing his raised hands higher.


Victor checked his flanks, then shot Walker in the guts.


The bullet in the back was already affecting his breathing, so Walker’s cries emitted as keening exhales. He clutched a hand to the hole in his belly. It made no real difference to the rate of blood loss because the wound was no immediate threat. Victor had aimed to miss the abdominal aorta and vital organs. He didn’t want Walker bleeding out or succumbing to shock, only to suffer.


He managed to control his pain enough to make a whispered grunt that could be an attempt to talk or a pretence of muteness. His eyes begged for patience, for mercy.


Victor, no stranger to such pleas, was unmoved.


Which was clear to Walker. He swallowed and opened his mouth to answer … and then didn’t. Instead, he broke eye contact, glancing to somewhere behind Victor.


Who was throwing himself to the floor before bullets came his way.


Automatic fire. More MP5s. Two for sure.


Three if it really wasn’t his day.









SIX


Victor scrambled behind a desk – then darted to another – nine-millimetre subsonics chasing him, plugging holes through wood and fibreboard; burying themselves in the floor or wall.


He returned fire, shooting blind in the direction of the gunfire, switching to automatic himself to increase the chances that one of his bullets would find a target he hadn’t even yet seen.


Prone on the carpet, he peered beneath the desk shielding him, viewing a skewed slice of the office: carpet, chair casters, table legs … legs.


A quick squeeze of the trigger and he shredded the shins of one of his attackers.


That man fell straight down, falling into Victor’s skewed line of sight, so he put a second burst into the guy’s contorted face.


‘Coward,’ another gunman yelled in response, loosing off a burst of his own.


He must have forgotten they weren’t playing to any rules, Victor thought, using the sound of the guy’s shout to better picture his position before popping up to shoot in that direction.


A single gunman stalking closer.


Victor’s abrupt appearance gave him a split second in which to shoot. He hadn’t pictured the guy’s exact location so he had to adjust his aim before letting off a burst.


One of the bullets hit the guy in the shoulder and he flinched and stumbled, throwing off the aim of his returning fire, providing Victor with the perfect opportunity to finish him.


Except the MP5 was empty.


Victor dropped it, snapped a hand to the back of his waistband – to draw the Five-seveN while the guy was still vulnerable – but his fingers found only the leather of his belt.


The pistol must have fallen free when he had thrown himself to the floor.


Not good.


With no gun, and far too much distance between them to have any chance of getting to him, Victor dashed for the closest door.


He charged into an adjoining office room and flung the door shut behind him. A small square box of a room that might as well have been a coffin. A desk and chair, a filing cabinet. Little else. On the desk sat a large monitor, keyboard, mouse, in-and out-trays, a tidy of pens and a chunk of volcanic rock used as a paperweight. Nothing that would make a good improvised weapon against a guy with an SMG.


No way out except a single window.


‘Coward,’ the guy yelled again.


Victor was in no position to disagree.


He passed the desk to hurry to the window, which overlooked a narrow side street and had no shutters like the ones at the front of the building. Just as before there was nowhere to go: no drainpipe, no terrace, nowhere he could hope to reach with a jump.


The gunman’s footsteps sounded on the floor beyond the room and Victor was already rolling over the desk – knocking away everything but the monitor in the process – on to the carpet before bullets punched through the door.


They blew neat holes through the computer monitor, the wall beyond, the desk and the floor as the gunman adjusted his aim.


Victor scrambled to his feet before the shooting ceased, keeping outside of the cone of fire coming through the door. When the silence came, he was stood along the wall with his shoulder against the doorframe.


For a moment, it seemed to Victor that the wounded man would empty the MP5, and yet there was no sudden click. He must have reloaded before chasing Victor here.


The door would shield him when it opened inward. He might remain unseen just long enough to catch the guy by surprise. Unless he anticipated that this was Victor’s only real option and simply shot him through the door once it was open.


Either way, the gunman didn’t charge into the room. He must have deduced the confined space on the other side and wasn’t prepared to give away his advantage in firepower by allowing Victor any opportunity to get close. Victor didn’t blame him.


The guy wasn’t coming in and there was no way Victor was stepping out into the line of fire.


A temporary standoff.


Except Victor could do nothing in the small office to improve his odds, whereas the gunman outside could be calling for backup, preparing to set the building on fire, or simply waiting him out.


Within the next minute or so, the cops were going to arrive and Victor could not let that happen.


He scooped up the chunk of volcanic rock from the floor where it had fallen and tossed it at the window. He threw it in a fast, snapping motion.


The pane shattered as the rock smashed straight through it and sailed out into the air beyond.


In response, the door flew open, kicked in by—


The wounded gunman, who rushed into the room and headed to the window to pursue a fleeing coward.


A big guy, quick and agile on his feet, the MP5K held tight to his chest to minimise the risk of being disarmed. A competent professional. A significant threat eager to complete his job, who realised his error as he reached the broken pane and noticed the jagged shards around the frame that would have been cleared before someone climbed through.


The realisation came fast, yet not fast enough to stop Victor rushing up from behind, dropping to a squat that he exploded out of as he planted two open palms against the man’s shoulder blades to shove him straight through the broken window.


With both hands clutching the SMG, the guy could do nothing to prevent it.


Victor would have liked to have taken the weapon to use himself, but it had been far too good an opportunity to waste.


The guy’s screech of surprise and terror was also somewhat satisfying.


Turned out he wasn’t so brave himself when it came to it.









SEVEN


After locating his Five-seveN, Victor found Walker was now breathing in a fast, erratic pattern. He was still on the floor where Victor had left him, still on his back, still clutching his wounded abdomen. The way he breathed told Victor the pressure of his chest cavity had been compromised by the bullet through the shoulder blade, making it increasingly difficult for his lungs to inflate and deflate. It helped that he lay on his back. He might already be dead otherwise. The floor was doing a passable job at closing the hole in his shoulder blade so not all of the internal pressure could escape. If he rolled on to his side, it would hiss out of him in seconds and he would not be able to breathe at all.


Victor used a foot to roll Walker on to his side.


The man’s lungs deflated and he gasped in a vain, desperate effort to suck in air.


‘I take no pleasure from this,’ Victor assured. ‘I assume you, like me, are one of Phoenix’s contractors. Which means we’re almost colleagues. In a different line of work we might both have been on the company bowling team.’


He waited until Walker’s face had turned as blue as his sweatshirt before rolling him on to his back. He made a sharp wheezing sound as the hole in his shoulder blade closed enough for the internal pressure to increase sufficiently for his lungs to reinflate.


‘Where’s Phoenix?’


Walker’s face reddened in seconds and he took in massive, gasping gulps of air.


‘This must be because of what took place in the US,’ Victor began. ‘The Russian contracts, naturally. But was killing me part of the terms, or is this just Phoenix’s personalised way of saying my services are no longer required?’


Walker let out coughing exhales that spattered frothy blood over his chin and chest.


‘Whatever she told you, you need to tell me. Any scrap of information you overheard, anything you might have figured out on your own, even educated guesses … You understand, I’m sure, that you need to tell me something if you value oxygen at all.’


Victor wasn’t certain Walker heard him or, if he had heard, that he understood. All his efforts were on each desperate and agonising breath, none of which were anything close to enough to take away the feeling of suffocation.


‘You’re a smoker, aren’t you?’ Victor said with a sigh. ‘Which is unfortunate. Because it means your cardiovascular health was a mess and your lung capacity a joke back when they could inflate unimpeded. I used to be a smoker too, so I do sympathise.’ He paused, pad of index finger rubbing against thumb. ‘Of course, I say “used to”, only that’s not entirely accurate, is it? No one is ever a former smoker, are they? I’m just a smoker not currently smoking.’


Walker gasped.


‘Trouble is,’ Victor continued, ‘that’s where my sympathies end. I look human, granted, but I may as well be an entirely different species. I am capable of empathy now and again, much to my chagrin, though you really have to catch me in the right kind of mood.’


Walker gasped again.


‘Be a sport and at least try to say something,’ Victor said. ‘Because if you’re admitting this impasse can only be broken with you on an operating table surrounded by talented surgeons then we can skip to the end. Likewise, if this happens to be a bluff then now would be the right moment to let me in on the performance as neither of us has time on our side. I’m in a rush, true, yet your life happens to be tethered to my good nature.’ He shrugged a little. ‘By now you may have guessed that today I’m not in one of those rare merciful moods we talked about.’


Walker really tried to speak, Victor could see, though only a strange, guttural sound escaped his lips. Croaking, almost.


Victor took this as a definite answer. He used the same foot to roll the man back on to his side and then tipped him over on to his front.


‘This is not cruelty,’ Victor assured him, backing away. ‘I’m simply low on ammunition, and your choice of pistol is as bad as your sense of fashion.’


Walker was too weak to roll himself back, as Victor knew would be the case, but he tried anyway, managing little more than to wriggle and shudder for a few seconds before he just lay there trembling until even that was too much.


Since Walker seemed to be the last of them, that made nine gunmen organised by Phoenix. Given Victor would never have expected her to send a kill team numbering single figures, he was a little insulted.


Did she genuinely have such a low opinion of him?


Just before he killed her, he intended to ask Phoenix exactly that.


Sirens growing louder by the second urged Victor to leave without delay, so he hurried down the stairwell, leaping the last four or five steps of every flight. Though he knew he had spent too long with Walker, it had been the best and only chance of finding the answers he needed to track down Phoenix. Still, if Victor was fast, he could be out of the building before the first responders had reached it.


He was not fast enough.


When he was passing the bloody corpses of the first two gunmen, with only one flight of steps left before him, the building entrance was already swinging open to reveal the bright blue uniform of a man rushing into the building.


The police had arrived.









PART TWO


One week earlier









EIGHT


The first cop looked young from a few metres away. His narrow jaw and clean shave gave his face an immature appearance. The blue eyes and light eyebrows only exaggerated the air of youthfulness. As he approached, he seemed to age at an exponential rate. The blue eyes became washed out and the shadows beneath them darker. Up close, the lines at the corners became apparent, as did the creases either side of his mouth. He was thin, too. Beneath the weak chin, his Adam’s apple jutted out, sharp and prominent. It might as well have been a flashing target to Victor, who assessed everyone he encountered on the level of threat they posed, and then on the most efficient ways to maim and kill them.


He was sitting in the booth furthest from the door. The sports bar was the basic small-town kind, yet had a certain charm Victor had come to appreciate on top of its uncommon cleanliness. He never liked keeping to a routine – even in character – yet his options were limited in a town of only a few thousand inhabitants. Still, he hadn’t yet eaten here enough times to be recognised by the serving staff. The big screens helped him out in that department. He could appear distracted by the game, never needing to make small talk, although those screens were now showing sports news during the lunchtime slot.


Which meant the bar was busy with diners eating burgers and wings. The waitress running his section never stopped moving and yet never seemed rushed. She was a stone-cold pro. No one ever had to wait more than a moment for service. No order was served incorrectly. No pick-up grew cold on the counter. No customer reached the end of their first coffee without it refreshed. Victor was pretty sure he hadn’t needed to tell her how he wanted his omelettes; she had simply read his mind instead.


He put down his knife and fork. Useful implements for all sorts of attacks, but he preferred open hands until he knew for sure he needed weapons.


Especially given the fact his dexterity was currently impeded.


The cop was safe for now. He had his service handgun on his hip, as well as a baton and mace, all of which made for effective weapons, although the cop wasn’t planning on using any of them. The holster was clasped. Mittens protected his hands from the Minnesota cold outside. Should it come to it, Victor could take the cop’s gun into his own hand quicker than the cop could.


A safe town. Low crime rate. The kind of place where police officers didn’t feel the need to have their weapons ready. The kind of cops who only shot those weapons at the range and only when there was an evaluation.


Victor liked it here. No one cursed. No one blasphemed either. They said oh, shoot, and ah, heck, and some even followed up such exclamations with apologies for their bad language.


It was chilly, too. The kind of temperature that reminded him of Iceland and Saint-Maurice in the winter. Victor was no fan of the sun. He preferred it when everyone wore long coats and hats, when covering up was the norm, when he could disappear into any crowd without even trying.


He estimated the first cop was in his mid-thirties. Maybe seventy kilograms in weight if he stepped on the scales right now in uniform, winter coat, and with all his gear. Six feet tall in his shoes.


The second cop was a little taller and a lot heavier – a hundred kilos, give or take. Most of it around the waist. He had a thick moustache and a haze of stubble despite the middling hour. His eyes seemed small, shaded under bushy brows and half hidden by rounded cheeks reddened by the cold and high blood pressure. He looked tired. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.


His size made him a minor threat. A hundred kilos was a lot of inertia. He took off his mittens as he neared, stuffing them into a pocket of his department-issue coat. He had thick fingers that would take some effort to break. The kind of hands that wouldn’t give up a weapon with ease. If it came to it, Victor would attack him first. He would go for the legs – knees or ankles – using those hundred kilos against the cop. He would be writhing on the floor before the thin cop could react. Victor wasn’t sure if he would go for the gun next or put the thin cop on the ground first. A half-decent strike would be all it took. Victor didn’t need to overcomplicate the details.


He wouldn’t kill them, whatever happened. He knew that for sure.


The thin cop might come out of it with nothing worse than a concussion. The big cop was looking at a cast and crutches. Maybe a wheelchair. But only after the surgery to set bones and reattach tendons. Or multiple surgeries could be needed. Either way it would be weeks of convalescing. Potentially months of physical therapy to help him walk again. Then more to address the muscle wastage and imbalances. A good chance he would never fully recover. Joints were complicated, after all. He might need further surgeries a year or more down the line. A limp and consigned to a desk for the rest of his career was as likely as not.


A steep price to pay for removing his mittens.


They were here for him, of course. Which was a novelty. Victor had killed no one. Recently, at least. He had committed more crimes than both officers had investigated between them in their careers, he was sure. They wouldn’t believe him if he told them the extent of his criminal activities. They would laugh. They would think he was joking.


He was in their town for business. That went without saying, although he had no intention of telling them about the intricacies of his current contract.


‘Got a minute?’ the big cop asked.


Victor nodded. ‘Sure.’


The cop slid into the booth, opposite him. The shiny vinyl seat covering squeaked. The thin cop took a seat at the table perpendicular to Victor. Which was either a smart, tactical move or an accident of chance. Either way, Victor was boxed in – not a feeling he liked even when there was no threat. He made a subtle adjustment to how he sat so he could see both cops without needing to first turn his head.


‘That’s quite the lunch,’ the big cop noted.


It was supper for Victor, who spent the night awake. He preferred to sleep in the morning or afternoon when he could, although that did not suit his plans for later today. He had two omelettes on his plate and had already eaten the third. He wanted lots of slow-digesting fats and protein in his system because he didn’t know when he would get another meal.


‘What can I do for you?’ Victor asked.


The big cop said, ‘Are you William Pendleton?’


‘I am,’ Victor said. ‘What’s this about?’


The thin cop answered. ‘Where were you last night? Around three.’


Victor had been sat in an armchair, studying his next target while he kept watch for enemies, so he said, ‘I was sleeping.’


‘Anyone to corroborate that?’ the thin cop asked.


‘No.’


The two cops exchanged glances.


The big cop fished out a black notebook, opened it. ‘Do you happen to drive an olive-green pickup?’ He recited a licence.


Victor said, ‘I do,’ and the two police officers exchanged glances again. ‘It’s outside, if that matters.’


‘Where was your truck while you were at home?’


‘Parked on the driveway, where else?’


The big cop said, ‘Then you need to come with us.’


‘Why?’


‘Because that truck is connected to a crime committed last night. While you were supposedly at home asleep and it was parked on your drive. Can you explain that?’


‘No.’


The big cop said again, ‘Then you need to come with us.’


‘What kind of crime are we talking about?’ Victor asked.


The thin cop said, ‘A murder.’


The big cop said, ‘So either you come with us willingly to the station to have a little chat,’ still polite, ‘or I’m afraid we’ll have to put you under arrest.’


Victor gestured for the cheque.
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