
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
COPYRIGHT



Published by Hachette Digital


ISBN: 978-0-748-12285-1


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2010 Tom Hinshelwood



The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk.



      

      
      In loving memory of 
my brother Simon, my truest believer

   
      
      

      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      

      
      Paris, France

      
      Monday

      
      06:19 CET

      
      The target looked older than in the photographs. The glow from the streetlight accentuated the deep lines in his face and
         pallid, almost sickly complexion. To Victor the man seemed on edge, either high on nervous energy or maybe just too much caffeine.
         But whatever the explanation, it wasn’t going to matter thirty seconds from now.
      

      
      The name on the dossier was Andris Ozols. Latvian national. Fifty-eight years old. Five-feet-nine-inches tall. One hundred
         and sixty pounds. He was right handed. No noticeable scars. His greying hair was cut short and neat, as was his moustache.
         Ozols’s eyes were blue. He wore glasses for short-sightedness. He was smartly dressed, a dark suit beneath his overcoat, polished
         shoes. With both hands he clutched a small leather attaché case to his stomach.
      

      
      At the entrance to the alleyway Ozols glanced over his shoulder, an amateurish move, too obvious to trip up a shadow, too
         quick to register one if he did. Ozols didn’t see the man standing in the shadows just a few yards away. The man who was there
         to kill him.
      

      
      Victor waited until Ozols had passed out of the light before squeezing the trigger with smooth, even pressure.

      
      Suppressed gunshots interrupted the early morning stillness. Ozols was hit in the sternum, twice in rapid succession. The
         bullets were low powered, subsonic 5.7 mm, but larger rounds could have been no more fatal. Copper-encased lead tore through
         skin, bone, and heart before lodging side by side between vertebrae. Ozols collapsed backward, hitting the ground with a dull
         thud, arms outstretched, head rolling to one side.
      

      
      Victor melted out of the darkness and took a measured step forward. He angled the FN Five-seveN and put a bullet through Ozols’s
         temple. He was already dead, but in Victor’s opinion there was no such thing as overkill.
      

      
      The expended cartridge clinked on the paving stones and came to rest in a puddle shimmering with sodium-orange light. A quiet
         whistling from the twin holes in Ozols’s chest was the only other sound. Air was escaping from the still-inflated lungs –
         the last breath he never had a chance to release.
      

      
      The morning was cold and dark, the approaching dawn only beginning to tinge the eastern sky with colour. Victor was in the
         heart of Paris, a neighbourhood of narrow avenues and twisting side streets. The alleyway was secluded – no overlooking windows
         – but Victor spent a moment checking that nobody had observed the killing. No one could have heard it. With subsonic ammunition
         and a suppressor, the noise of each shot had been muffled to a quiet clack, but that couldn’t stop the random chance of someone deciding this particular location was a good place to relieve their bladder.
      

      
      Satisfied he was alone, Victor squatted down next to the body, careful to avoid the gore draining from the quarter-inch exit wound in his victim’s temple. Using his left hand, Victor unzipped
         the attaché case and checked inside. The item was there as he expected but otherwise the case was empty. Victor took the flash
         drive and slipped it into his inside jacket pocket. Small and innocuous, it barely seemed reason enough to have a man killed,
         but it was. One reason was as good as another, Victor reminded himself. It was all a matter of perspective. Victor liked to
         believe he did nothing more than get paid to do that which the human race had been perfecting for millennia. He was simply
         the culmination of that evolution.
      

      
      He frisked the body thoroughly to confirm there was nothing else he should know about. Just pocket litter and a wallet, which
         Victor opened and tilted into the light. It contained the usual: credit cards and a driver’s license in the Latvian’s name,
         cash, as well as a faded photograph of a younger Ozols with the wife and kids. A good-looking family, healthy.
      

      
      Victor put the wallet back and rose to his feet, mentally rechecking how many rounds he’d fired. Two to the chest, one to
         the head. Seventeen left in the FN’s magazine. It was simple math but protocol nonetheless. He knew the day he lost count
         would be the day he squeezed the trigger only to hear the dreaded dead man’s click. He’d heard it before when the gun had
         been in another’s hand, and he’d promised himself then that he would never die like that.
      

      
      His gaze swept the area again for signs of exposure, but there were no people or cars in sight, no footsteps to be heard.
         Victor unscrewed the suppressor and placed it into a pocket of his overcoat. With the suppressor in place the gun was too
         long to be properly concealed and too slow to draw with speed. He turned on the spot, locating and retrieving the three empty
         cartridges before the spreading blood reached them. Two were still warm but the one from the puddle was cool.
      

      

      
      The half moon was bright in the sky above. Somewhere beyond the stars the universe continued forever, but from where Victor
         stood the world was small and time all too short. He could feel his pulse, slow and steady, but maybe four whole beats per
         minute above his resting heart rate. He was surprised it was so high. He wanted a cigarette. These days he always did.
      

      
      He’d been in Paris for a week awaiting the go-ahead – and he was glad the job was almost over. All that remained was to stash
         the item tonight and contact the broker with its location. It hadn’t been a difficult or even risky contract; if anything,
         it had been simple, boring. A standard kill and collect, beneath his skills, but if the client was willing to pay his outrageous
         fee for a job any amateur could have fulfilled, it wasn’t Victor’s place to argue. Though something in the back of his mind
         warned him it had been too easy.
      

      
      He left the alley, shoes virtually silent on the hard, uneven ground. Before he disappeared into the city he took one last
         look at the man he’d murdered without word or conscience. In the dim light he saw the wide, accusing eyes of his victim staring
         after him. The whites already black from the haemorrhaging.
      

   
      

      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      

      
      08:24 CET

      
      There were two of them.

      
      Medium build, casually attired, nothing remarkable about either except for the fact that they were too unremarkable. The Hôtel
         de Ponto was on Paris’s chic Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, and its guests were wealthy tourists and business executives, men
         and women adorned with designer garments. In an everyday crowd the two would blend in. But not here.
      

      
      Victor saw them the instant he was through the main entrance. They were standing in front of the elevators at the far end
         of the lobby, backs to him. Both stood completely still, one with hands in pockets, the other with arms folded, waiting. If
         any words passed between them they did so without any change in body language.
      

      
      The grand lobby was quiet, less than a dozen people occupying space. It had a high ceiling, marbled floor and pillars, an
         abundance of exotic potted plants set throughout, green leather armchairs grouped together in the corners and central space.
         Victor headed toward the front desk that ran along the wall to his right, walking at a relaxed, casual pace despite the potential
         danger. He kept the men in his peripheral vision at all times, ready to act should one look his way. He hadn’t fully made
         up his mind about the duo but in Victor’s business a potential threat was a definite threat until proved otherwise. In the
         lobby he was exposed, vulnerable, but nothing in his demeanour betrayed that. He drew no attention from the other people in
         the room. He acted and looked just like them.
      

      
      Fellow practitioners of Victor’s profession were popularly believed to dress only in black, but looking like a cliché wasn’t
         high on Victor’s priorities. Like most people he looked good in black, too good for someone whose life might depend on going
         unnoticed. Dressed in a charcoal suit, white cotton shirt, and monochrome silver tie, Victor looked every inch the respectable
         businessman. The suit was wool, off the rack, excellent quality but one size too big to give him extra room at the hips, thighs,
         arms, and shoulders, but without appearing too ill fitting. His Oxford shoes were black, polished but not overly so, high
         around the ankles and with a thick, treaded sole. His glasses were simple, his haircut boring.
      

      
      He chose his attire to create a bland, neutral persona. Anyone who tried to remember Victor would find it difficult to describe
         him accurately. He was a man in a suit, like countless others. Aside from the easily removable glasses, the only distinguishing
         feature that might be noticed, and was present only to divert attention from elsewhere, would be shaved off later. He was
         smart without being stylish, neat but ordinary, confident not arrogant. Forgettable.
      

      
      He reached the desk and smiled politely as the raven-haired receptionist looked up from her work. She had tanned skin and
         large eyes, her features skilfully and subtly made up. Her returning smile was cheerfully false. She hid it well but Victor knew she would rather be anywhere else.
      

      
      ‘Bonjour,’ he said, but not too loudly. ‘Chambre 407, je suis Mr Bishop. Pouvez-vous me dire si j’ai reçu des messages?’

      
      ‘Un moment, s’il vous plaît.’

      
      She made a curt nod and checked the log. There was a large mirror mounted on the wall behind the desk in which Victor watched
         the reflections of the two men. The elevator doors opened and they parted to allow a couple to exit before entering themselves,
         almost in unison. He saw their hands. They were wearing gloves.
      

      
      Victor moved position to get an angle on the elevator interior but could see only the reflection of one of the men inside.
         Victor kept his head tilted to one side, face partially shielded in case the man looked his way. The man had fair skin and
         a square face, clean shaven. He wore a focused expression, staring straight ahead, arms limp at his sides. His gloves were
         brown leather. Either he had a deformed ribcage or something handgun shaped was concealed beneath his nylon jacket. Any doubts
         Victor harboured about their motives now evaporated.
      

      
      Were they police? No, he decided. It was barely two hours since he’d killed Ozols and there was no way he could have been
         linked to the crime in such a short time frame. They weren’t operatives either. Intelligence agents wouldn’t need to wear
         gloves. That left only one occupation.
      

      
      Victor guessed Eastern European – a Czech or Hungarian or may be from the Balkans, which tended to produce particularly effective
         killers. He’d seen two, but there could easily be more. Two guns are better than one but a whole team would be better still
         for obvious reasons, especially when the target was an experienced contract killer. Only the very best can afford to work
         alone.
      

      

      
      The way the men acted suggested there were others. They had no care of their surroundings, no worry about security. That said
         surveillance. That said a larger team. There could be as few as four or as many as ten. If there were more Victor didn’t give
         himself much chance.
      

      
      That they knew where he was staying required a considerable level of proficiency or accuracy of intelligence. Until Victor
         knew who he was up against he couldn’t afford to underestimate them. He had to work on the assumption that they were at least
         his equal. Should he be proved wrong it would only be to his advantage.
      

      
      The receptionist finished checking the log and shook her head. ‘Monsieur, il n’y a aucun message pour vous.’

      
      As he thanked her he watched the man in the elevator’s focused expression disappear, replaced for a moment with pain or deep
         concentration. The man raised a finger to his right ear before looking quickly to his associate. His mouth opened to speak
         as he reached to stop the doors from shutting, but he was too late. Victor managed to read the first words on his lips before
         the doors closed.
      

      
      He’s in the lobby …
      

      
      They were wearing radios. He’d been spotted.

      
      Victor turned around and surveyed the area, taking a few seconds to study each person in case he’d missed other members of
         the kill team. In the physiological response to danger the adrenal glands flooded his bloodstream with adrenaline to increase
         his heart rate, to make the body ready for action. But relying on instinct was not something he welcomed. In the wild it only
         ever came down to two choices – fight or flight. For Victor decisions were rarely that simple.
      

      
      He swallowed down the adrenaline jolt, breathed deeply, forcing his body to calm down again. He needed to think. There was nothing to gain by acting quickly if in doing so he did the wrong thing. In Victor’s line of work those who made a first
         mistake were rarely around long enough to make a second.
      

      
      He counted ten people in the lobby. A middle-aged man and his trophy escort were heading toward the adjoining bar. A group
         of stiff-backed old men sat laughing on the leather chairs. The alluring receptionist was stifling a yawn. Walking toward
         the exit a businessman shouted into his cell phone. Near the elevator a mother struggled to control her toddler. No one who
         might be with the two men, but more could be entering the hotel through the tradesman’s entrance at the back or maybe through
         the kitchen, simultaneously cutting off all avenues of retreat as they closed in on their prey. It was textbook. But no use
         if that prey wasn’t where he was supposed to be.
      

      
      For some reason their timing was off and whatever plan they’d been following had fallen apart. They would be shaken, worried
         they’d been compromised and that their target might escape. They’d lost sight of him and needed to re-establish that contact.
         Or perhaps they would just abandon any pretence of stealth and try to kill him now, while they thought him vulnerable and
         off guard. Victor had no intentions of being either.
      

      
      He studied the display above the elevator. It flashed 4, reaching his floor. He watched it intently for a moment. A few seconds
         later it flashed 3. On the way back down.
      

      
      Victor glanced at the main entrance. If he left now he would only have those on surveillance outside to contend with. They
         might not be prepared to go after him out in the street, and if he was fast he might escape without shots fired. But he couldn’t
         leave. In his hotel room he had his passport and credit cards. All for a false identity but they already knew too much about
         him.
      

      
      He could use the stairs but not if one of them had taken that way down to make sure he didn’t. Because there was another problem. He was unarmed. The FN that killed Ozols had been stripped
         and each piece disposed of separately. The barrel in the Seine, slide down a storm drain, guide rod and recoil spring in a
         Dumpster, magazine in a trash can. Victor only ever used a gun once. Walking around with all the evidence a jury would ever
         need to convict him was not his style. If he could get to his backup he could at least defend himself.
      

      
      There was only one functioning elevator though. An out-of-order sign dangled from the other’s doors. Victor strolled across
         the lobby and stood in front of the working elevator the two men had used. He cracked the knuckles of his right hand one by
         one with his thumb.
      

      
      There was a ting as the elevator reached the lobby. Just before the doors began to open Victor stepped to one side and pressed his back against
         the adjacent wall in a small recess where an elaborately decorated vase stood. He remained motionless, ignoring the bewildered
         gaze of a small boy. Everyone else was too preoccupied to notice him.
      

      
      One of the two assassins walked out of the elevator and took a few steps into the lobby. The second didn’t follow, obviously
         on his way down through the stairwell. The man with his back to Victor was compact, thick at the neck, ex-military by his
         build and gait. He was standing casually, no head movement. Even though apparently motionless Victor knew he was surveying
         the room, but with his head fixed, just moving his eyes, not wanting to draw unnecessary attention his way. He was good, but
         not so good as to look behind himself.
      

      
      Victor waited until the last possible moment before slipping between the closing elevator doors. He passed within six inches
         of the assassin.
      

      
      A second before the doors fully closed the man noticed the young boy pointing in Victor’s direction and turned. Random chance. For an instant the man looked directly at Victor.
      

      
      Recognition flashed in the assassin’s eyes.

      
      The doors closed.

   

      


      

      CHAPTER 3


      

      


      

      08:27 CET


      

      Victor took a series of deep breaths, pulling the air into the very bottom of his lungs, holding it to the count of four before

         exhaling. The adrenaline in his system caused his heart rate to soar to better supply his muscles with essential oxygen. But

         beyond one hundred and twenty beats per minute the ability to use fine motor skills – those that require small muscle movements,

         such as accurately lining up a set of gun sights – were reduced. At above one hundred and thirty those skills are almost entirely

         lost. To the body such abilities aren’t immediately necessary to survival.

      


      

      Victor would beg to differ.


      

      By controlling his breathing Victor interrupted the normal working of the autonomic nervous system, effectively putting the

         brakes on his climbing heart rate. Victor couldn’t override his instincts but fortunately he could manipulate them.

      


      

      He figured the guy in the lobby wouldn’t waste any time in contacting the other units, informing them they had been spotted

         and the target was on the run, heading upstairs. Victor could get off at any floor, find a window and be gone in a matter

         of moments. But he needed his effects. If the kill team didn’t get to them the authorities eventually would. Passports had stamps of countries

         and dates. Credit-card numbers could be traced. The gun would ensure they investigated him thoroughly. Every piece of documentation

         was for an alias, but one that he had used before. He took every precaution imaginable, but there was always a trail to follow

         for those who knew how to look, and at the end of that trail was the real him. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

      


      

      The elevator passed the first two floors without stopping. Victor kept his breathing steady. He counted off each long second

         until the ting.


      

      Victor was out in the hallway while the doors were still opening, moving fast, heading left toward the stairwell at the end

         of the corridor, maybe thirty feet from the elevator. Closed.

      


      

      He didn’t need to press his ear against the door to hear two sets of feet leaping up the stairs. They were fit, strong, maybe

         twenty seconds away. He needed time to secure his things, time he didn’t have. Unless he made it for himself.

      


      

      A fire axe hung on the wall farther along the corridor. Victor smashed the glass with his elbow and lifted it from its perch.

         Returning to the stairwell he pushed the blade under the door handle, wedging the bottom of the haft on the floor. It was

         a good fit, sturdy.

      


      

      A fire extinguisher stood beneath where he’d taken the axe. Victor hoisted it up in his left hand and moved back to the elevator.

         It was still on the fourth floor. He pressed the button to open the doors.

      


      

      Suddenly the stairwell door shook but the handle remained rigid, the axe preventing it from turning. They tried again, more

         forcefully, but again the handle didn’t move regardless of how much strength was applied. After that there were no more attempts.

      


      


      

      Victor turned his attention back to the elevator. He placed the fire extinguisher between the open doors, leaned inside, and

         pressed the button for the lobby. They closed as far as the extinguisher before the retracting and repeating the endless cycle.

         Victor estimated he’d bought himself at least two minutes. He needed less than one.

      


      

      He reached his room without a sound and stood before the door. There could be others waiting for him inside. They’d be alert,

         ready. He kicked the door open and went in, immediately dropping into a low crouch, reducing his profile, head lower than

         where centre mass would typically be. It took a split second to survey the room, another second to check the en suite bathroom.

      


      

      No one.


      

      There were the two in the stairwell, plus surveillance outside, and possibly others elsewhere in the hotel. They were good,

         organized. If they were really good they would have a sniper in a building across the street.

      


      

      Victor didn’t go anywhere near the window.


      

      In the bathroom Victor took the lid off the toilet tank and retrieved the ziplock bags from inside. One contained his passport,

         plane ticket, and credit cards. He removed the items and placed them inside his jacket. The second had another fully loaded

         FN Five-seveN and sound suppressor. It always paid to prepare for the worst, Victor reminded himself. He tore the bag open,

         took the gun, screwed the suppressor in place, and pulled the slide to put one in the chamber.

      


      

      An attaché case containing a change of clothes and the rest of his possessions was already packed and sitting on the bed.

         Victor grabbed it with his left hand and went, keeping his gun out of sight down by his right side. He walked briskly down

         the corridor, alert, away from the stairs and elevator, heading for the fire escape. He would be gone long before they realized what was happening.

      


      

      He stopped.


      

      If he left he would leave knowing nothing about his would-be killers. Whoever had sent them wouldn’t just call them off. He

         was on someone’s hit list now. If they had found him once they could do so again. Next time he might not spot them so quickly,

         if at all.

      


      

      They were a numerically superior force but they had lost the initiative. One of the first things he’d learned about combat

         was to never give away an advantage.

      


      

      Victor turned around.


      

      They came to his room breathless, guns in hand. One moved to the right of the door, the other stayed to the left. The target’s

         door was ajar, the lock broken. The taller of the two, the more senior, took a second to double-click the send button of the

         radio transmitter in his inside pocket. A whisper came through his wireless flesh-coloured earpiece.

      


      

      The assassin made a quick hand signal to his partner and they burst into the room. The first went in fast and low so the second

         could fire over him as he followed directly behind. The first man swept the left-hand side of the room, the other the right.

         Maximum speed, aggression, and surprise to make anyone inside defensive, stunned, slow to react.

      


      

      The room was empty. They checked the bathroom – it was the same. While one covered the other they examined the closet, under

         the bed, anywhere that might conceal a man, no matter how unlikely. They had been told to be thorough, to leave nothing to

         chance. They checked behind the curtains, first holding out a hand across the window to give the marksman in the building

         opposite the signal not to fire. Their faces glistened with perspiration.

      


      


      

      Each room was a mess. The target had obviously fled in a hurry, not hanging around long enough to take all his belongings.

         Clothes were strewn about the floor, the bed was unmade, toiletries left by the sink. It was sloppy, unprofessional.

      


      

      Both men relaxed slightly, breathed a little easier. He was gone. They hid their guns in case anyone came their way. When

         the elevator had refused to appear they’d had no other choice but to run back up the stairs and break down the stairwell door.

         It hadn’t exactly been quiet.

      


      

      They left the room, pulling the door shut behind them. The more senior of the two lifted his collar and reported into the

         attached microphone that the target was gone. He was careful with his choice of words not to imply any mistake on his part.

         They weren’t worried, all of the building’s exits were covered, one of the other team members would spot him and move in –

         might even be doing so at this very moment. The target was as good as dead. Each of the team members was due a large bonus

         when the job was complete, and they hadn’t even had to fire a single shot.

      


      

      Their boss had told them to be careful, that their target was dangerous, but now the nerves they’d felt seemed misplaced.

         Their dangerous target had fled at the first chance he had and was now someone else’s problem. They shared the same thought. Easy money.

      


      

      Their faces changed when they learned the target hadn’t left the building, that none of the others had even reported a visual.

         The two men looked at each other, their expressions silently echoing the same question.

      


      

      Then where was he?


      

      Victor stepped away from the spy hole of the door opposite and raised his gun. He fired, squeezing the trigger ten times in

         rapid succession, emptying the magazine of exactly half its ammunition. The hotel door was thick, solid pine, but the bullets in the FiveseveN were shaped like rifle rounds and cut through it with

         barely any loss in velocity.

      


      

      Two heavy objects hit the carpet, one thud after the other.


      

      The door creaked in front of him. He’d kept it shut with his foot, having broken the lock to gain entry. He pulled it open

         with his left hand and stepped into the hallway. In front of him the first man was slumped on the floor, propped up against

         the door frame of Victor’s room, head hung forward, blood running from the mouth and collecting into a pool on the carpet.

         Apart from a twitching left foot he made no movement.

      


      

      The other was still alive, lying face down on the floor, making a quiet gurgling noise. He’d been hit several times – in the

         gut, chest, and neck where the ruptured carotid artery sprayed the wall with long crimson arcs. He was trying to crawl away,

         his mouth open as if screaming for help but making no sound.

      


      

      Victor ignored him and reached inside the dead man’s jacket, searching unsuccessfully for a wallet. He went to take the man’s

         radio receiver, but it was in pieces, a bullet having passed straight through on the way to his heart. In a shoulder holster

         Victor found a 9 mm Beretta 92F handgun and two spare magazines in a pocket. The Beretta was a good, reliable weapon with

         a fifteenround mag, but a heavy, bulky gun that, even without the attached suppressor, was impossible to conceal completely.

         With subsonic ammunition the stopping power wasn’t great either. For this kind of work it was a poor choice of pistol. If

         the guy wasn’t dead Victor might have told him so.

      


      

      The Beretta wouldn’t normally have been his preference but at times like this there was no such thing as too many guns. Victor

         took the weapon and tucked it into the back of his suit pants, the grip supported by his belt, the suppressor down by his

         coccyx. The body jerked suddenly, perhaps from some muscle spasm, and tipped forward. The jaw fell open and a cascade of collected blood poured out, followed by half a bitten-through tongue flopping

         onto the carpet. Victor stepped away and turned his attention to the one who wasn’t dead. Yet.

      


      

      He stopped crawling when Victor’s heel pressed down between his shoulder blades. Victor rolled the man onto his back and squatted

         down next to him, pushing the Five-seveN’s suppressor hard into the man’s cheek. He forced his head to one side to keep the

         violent arterial spray directed at the wall and away from himself. Where it hit, the pressurized blood tore at the floral

         paper.

      


      

      The man was trying to speak but could only manage a wheezing exhale. The bullet in his neck had ripped through his larynx,

         and he could make only the most basic of sounds. He tugged at Victor’s sleeve, tried to claw at him, not giving up the fight

         despite the inevitability of the wound. Victor respected his perseverance.

      


      

      Like his partner, he was also armed with a Beretta but no radio and earpiece. Victor unloaded the gun and checked the rest

         of his pockets. They were empty except for a few sticks of chewing gum, more ammo, and a crumpled receipt. He took the gum

         and the receipt, seeing it was for half a dozen coffees and discarded it. Victor unwrapped one of the sticks of gum and folded

         it into his mouth. Peppermint. He nodded his approval.

      


      

      ‘Thanks.’


      

      He shook off the hand and moved to the stairwell to check for others. No sign of any more assassins but voices carried up

         from below, female, complaining about the elevator. Victor made his way back down the corridor, careful to avoid the dark

         stains on the carpet and moved the fire extinguisher from between the elevator doors. He stepped inside and pressed the button

         for the lobby. He’d left some of his belongings in the room, but he wasn’t concerned. The toiletries were brand-new, the clothes

         hadn’t yet been worn, and everything that had been handled would be free from fingerprints thanks to the silicone solution on his hands.

      


      

      In the corridor the dying man had at last ceased his thrashing. Blood no longer spurted from his neck but simply oozed out

         onto the drenched carpet. Victor couldn’t help but admire the pattern of red on the wall above the corpse. The criss-crossed

         lines had a certain aesthetic quality that reminded him of a Jackson Pollock.

      


      

      Victor examined his reflection in the mirrored elevator walls and took a moment to straighten his appearance. In his current

         surroundings if he looked anything but presentable he would be noted. The elevator doors closed as a shrill scream echoed

         from the direction of the stairwell. Someone had just received something of a surprise.

      


      

      Victor guessed she wasn’t a great fan of Pollock’s work.


   
      

      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      

      
      08:34 CET

      
      In the lobby Victor waited patiently as panic erupted around him. The hotel manager, a short slim man with a surprisingly
         loud voice, had to shout just to be heard above the frightened guests. Some were only half-dressed, rudely pulled from their
         beds by screams of a massacre. The manager was trying to explain that the police were on the way and everyone should remain
         calm. But it was far too late for that.
      

      
      Victor sat in one of the luxurious leather armchairs in a corner of the lobby. It was very comfortable. He’d angled the chair
         so he could watch the main entrance in the middle of the far wall and most of the lobby without moving his head. He kept the
         entrance to the hotel bar and stairwell in his peripheral vision. He doubted anyone would use the elevators to his right,
         but if they did he was close enough to see them exiting before they noticed him.
      

      
      The police would arrive soon, and the remaining members of the kill team were quickly running out of time to fulfil their
         contract. They would be panicking by now, having worked out that two of their men were dead. Either they would escape, which Victor didn’t expect, or they would try and finish the job. In
         the mêlée of guests and staff members fleeing the lobby it would be too crowded to kill him on the streets outside and too
         risky with cops on the way.
      

      
      It took about a minute, longer than Victor had anticipated, and he marked their skills down a notch for the delay. He spotted
         them easily, first one man trying to negotiate his way through the crowd desperately struggling to get out. A moment later
         the second rushed into the lobby from a ground-floor corridor. The first man had blond hair, his right hand wedged into the
         pocket of his black leather jacket, his left outstretched, trying to guide himself through the horde of people. The other
         guy was tall, heavy set with a dark beard. Bulky jacket. He used both hands to shove people out of his path, no pretence of
         subtlety. Victor therefore deduced the blond man to be higher up the food chain and hence far more appetizing.
      

      
      They reached each other in the centre of the lobby and conferred briefly. They made a cursory look around the room, quickly
         glancing into the bar as they passed through the lobby, the blond man heading for the stairs, the big guy to the elevator.
         Given the mass of people between them and Victor it was an understandable mistake not to spot him, but one that was going
         to cost them all the same.
      

      
      Victor stood, timed his movements so a family exiting the elevator shielded him from the big guy’s view as they passed each
         other, and headed for the stairwell door. Victor was fast, coming up behind the man in the leather jacket just as he was pushing
         through.
      

      
      The blond man saw the approaching shadow too late. He tried to pull out his gun but stopped immediately when a suppressor
         pushed against his ribs. Victor angled it upward, aiming at the heart. In the same instant Victor’s left hand grabbed hold of the guy’s testicles and squeezed with much of his considerable
         strength.
      

      
      The man gasped and almost dropped to the floor under the sudden excruciating pain. Victor pushed him through the doorway and
         whispered into his ear in French.
      

      
      ‘Right hand – take it out of your pocket. Leave the gun.’

      
      The man obeyed.

      
      ‘How many of you are there?’ Victor demanded.

      
      The man struggled to remain standing, fought to keep his breathing steady enough to speak. He was terrified. Victor didn’t
         blame him. He only managed to form a single word.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Victor guided him up the first flight of stairs, tightening his grip on the man’s balls to dismiss any thoughts of his trying
         something foolish. It was hardly necessary.
      

      
      ‘This way.’

      
      They continued up the next flight and over to the door on the first floor.

      
      ‘Through there. Open it.’

      
      The man reached out a shaking hand and turned the handle. The door was half open when Victor pushed him through and headed
         down the hallway. They passed a maid hurrying along to the stairwell. An old woman, hair pulled tightly back in a bun, barely
         five feet tall. Victor heard her gasp – maybe due to the man’s contorted face or the hand clamped to his groin. Victor kept
         his own head positioned behind his prisoner’s so she couldn’t see his face.
      

      
      He could kill her just for extra prudence, but another corpse in a corridor would only cause him more problems, and it wasn’t
         her fault she happened to be there. By the time she’d told someone who mattered he would be long gone.
      

      

      
      They turned a corner into another corridor. It was quiet, every guest now congregated in the lobby or in the street outside.

      
      ‘Open a door,’ Victor ordered.

      
      The man was trembling, his voice laboured. ‘Which one?’

      
      Victor put three bullets through where the lock met the door frame. A single bullet only worked in the movies. ‘That one.’
         The man hesitated, and Victor applied more pressure. ‘Open it. Now.’
      

      
      He was slow to turn the handle, and so Victor shoved him through. He knocked the door closed behind him with his foot as he
         followed.
      

      
      ‘Throw the gun on the bed.’

      
      The man reached into his pocket and slowly pulled out his handgun, gripping it with only thumb and forefinger. He threw it
         onto the bed. It landed in the centre. Not a bad throw considering.
      

      
      Victor let go of the blond guy and hurled him forward. He stumbled and collapsed to the floor. He lay in a crumpled heap,
         almost foetal, clutching at his damaged testicles. His Casanova days were very over. He was younger than the other three,
         twenty-seven at most. His features were different, his demeanour more controlled. Victor regarded him curiously, recognizing
         that he didn’t quite fit in with the others. An outsider. Or leader.
      

      
      The man’s eyes flicked toward his right foot then quickly looked away. In a black leather shin holster, barely visible where
         the right pants cuff had come up in the fall, was a black snubnosed revolver. He saw that Victor had seen him look and read
         his thought process.
      

      
      Victor shook his head just once.

      
      He took a step forward, levelled the gun at the centre of the man’s forehead. ‘How many of you are there?’

      
      ‘Seven.’

      
      ‘Including you?’

      

      
      He nodded, grimacing, not able to speak for a moment because of the agony in his groin. Excluding the big guy in the elevator,
         somewhere there were three more.
      

      
      ‘How many cars did you bring?’

      
      The blond man was quick to answer, spitting the word out as fast as he could. ‘One.’

      
      ‘Just one?’

      
      ‘It’s a van.’

      
      ‘What’s the registration?’

      
      ‘I … I don’t know.’

      
      Victor put a 5.7 mm into the floor between his legs. It wasn’t very economical with the remaining bullets but he didn’t have
         time for a lengthy interrogation.
      

      
      The blond man stared at the singed hole in the carpet. ‘I swear.’

      
      ‘What make is it?’

      
      ‘I don’t know … it’s blue. A rental.’

      
      His French was good but not fluent, not a native speaker.

      
      Victor asked, ‘Do you know who I am?’

      
      He didn’t answer straightaway. Victor took another step closer and the man found his voice. ‘No.’

      
      ‘No?’

      
      ‘Just an alias, we had a picture …’

      
      ‘How did you know where I’m staying?’

      
      ‘We were given the name of the hotel.’

      
      ‘When?’

      
      ‘Three days ago.’

      
      Then his accent clicked. Victor switched to English. ‘You’re American.’

      
      He spoke back in English. ‘Yes.’ He was from the South, Texas maybe.

      
      ‘Who’s in charge?’ Victor asked.

      

      
      ‘I am.’

      
      ‘Private sector?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Have you been following me?’

      
      ‘We tried to but you always lost us.’

      
      ‘Why wait until now to kill me?’

      
      The American paused for a moment before answering. ‘We had to wait for the green light.’

      
      ‘Which you received when?’

      
      ‘Oh-five-thirty.’

      
      Victor could tell he had decided to tell the truth, perhaps thinking he might have a chance if he answered honestly. Blissful
         ignorance.
      

      
      ‘Why did you send those two guys in before I’d returned?’

      
      The blond man grimaced again. ‘I lost my nerve. Thought you weren’t coming back. I sent them in to check.’ He scowled despite
         the pain. ‘Bad timing.’
      

      
      ‘That wasn’t very smart,’ Victor said. ‘What about the flash drive?’

      
      ‘We had to make sure you had it, then secure it and wait for instructions.’

      
      Victor’s eyes narrowed. ‘Who are you working for?’

      
      The man’s head slumped. Tears streamed down his cheeks. ‘Please …’

      
      ‘Who are you working for?’

      
      He looked up at Victor, saw in his eyes that there was no mercy, no pity. He sobbed.

      
      ‘How the hell would I know?’

      
      Victor believed him.

      
      He shot him twice in the face.

      
      He knelt down by the body, looking for some identification, and saw a radio in the inside jacket pocket, switched to send,
         the light flickering. There was a microphone attached to the underside of his collar.
      

      
      A floorboard creaked.

      
      Victor froze, looked over his shoulder.

      
      Through the crack under the door Victor could see a shadow moving in the corridor outside. He dived to the right as the big
         guy with the dark beard burst into the room, submachine gun in hand, already firing before he’d acquired a target. It was
         a compact MP5K fitted with a long suppressor, its rapid reports reduced to a series of sustained muffled clicks.
      

      
      The gunman shifted his aim, following Victor’s path as he leaped into the adjacent bathroom, bullets blowing a line of neat
         holes out of the wall behind him. Ejected brass cases clinked together on the carpet around the assassin’s feet.
      

      
      In the bathroom, Victor came out of his roll into a crouch, letting off a quick shot, firing blind before he’d fully turned
         around. The bullet whizzed through the open doorway, sending up a puff of plaster as it struck the wall on the other side.
      

      
      The bathroom was no more than six feet by four, a tiled box containing a bath, sink, and toilet. There were no defensible
         corners or objects behind which to take cover. On fully automatic the MP5K could unload its mag of thirty in just two and
         a quarter seconds. At this range, and with that volume of fire, the gunman literally couldn’t miss.
      

      
      With his left hand Victor pulled the Beretta from the back of his waistband and pointed both guns at the doorway, one in each
         hand. Not so good for aiming accurately but he needed the extra stopping power if he was going to drop the gunman before he
         could open fire. He was a big guy and neither subsonic 5.7 mm or 9 mm rounds were going to guarantee putting him down instantly
         unless he was shot in the head, heart, or spine. But with enough bullets it wouldn’t matter where Victor hit. He held the
         Beretta directly below the FN so he could still line up one set of sights. Victor had seen amateurs hold two guns at arm’s
         length, hands shoulder-width apart, trying to emulate their favourite action movie stars. They always died quickly.
      

      
      He heard something thud on the carpet and clink against the spent 9 mm casings on the floor. A second later came the sound
         of a gun reloading and the MP5K recocked. It hadn’t clicked empty but his attacker had loaded a full magazine anyway while
         he had the chance.
      

      
      Victor stayed in a crouch, as far away from the opening as possible. If his enemy was smart enough to reload before he was
         empty he wouldn’t be stupid enough to burst into the room when all he had to do was point the gun around the door frame and
         spray in some rounds. Victor sensed the gunman was creeping along the dividing wall to do exactly that. In his current position
         Victor knew he was a dead man. He forced himself to stay calm.
      

      
      He needed to do something, and quick.

      
      He looked around, saw a towel on a rail, a line of toiletries above the wash basin – toothpaste, shaving foam, antiperspirant,
         a razor, aftershave.
      

      
      His eyes fixed on the can of antiperspirant.

      
      Victor fired another round from the Five-seveN at the doorway to act as a deterrent, then another a few seconds later to buy
         himself some time, to make the gunman wary. He placed the Beretta down in front of him, switched the FN to his left hand,
         stood, and grabbed the can of antiperspirant from above the sink.
      

      
      Squatting back down, he fired through the doorway with the Five-seveN, twice more so the weapon clicked dry, advertising that
         he was out of ammo, giving the gunman all the incentive he needed to seize his chance.
      

      
      Victor dropped the empty gun, switched the antiperspirant to his left hand, and took up the Beretta in his right. Jumping
         to his feet, he flung the aerosol through the doorway just below the top of the frame as the submachine gun’s muzzle rounded the
         corner.
      

      
      Victor fired the Beretta three times.

      
      The last bullet hit and the aerosol exploded in midair.

      
      Victor was already running before he heard the scream, darting through the doorway, bent over, even as the panicking gunman
         opened fire.
      

      
      The bullets missed, flying clear above him. The man was stumbling backward, pressed against the wall, the only thing keeping
         him on his feet. His gun was still raised at shoulder height, and he fired in desperation, spraying wildly.
      

      
      Slim shards of glinting metal protruded from his scorched face and eyes. His hair was on fire.

      
      The gun clicked empty, and for a moment the man’s groans subsided and his breaths came quick and sharp. He blindly looked
         around the room, weapon still raised in some last pitiful defence. The air smelled like roasted pork.
      

      
      Victor stood up straight, pointed the Beretta at the centre of the gunman’s chest, and put two right through his heart.

   
      

      
      CHAPTER 5

      
      

      
      08:38 CET

      
      Victor made his way through the hotel, walking quickly, keeping the Beretta in hand and hidden under his jacket. He had his
         empty FN in a pocket. He made his way through the corridors of the ground floor, in his head visualizing the hotel plans he’d
         memorized on his first night. He came to a door marked staff only.

      
      He could hear policemen elsewhere on the floor, talking loudly, overwhelmed. They would be patrolmen first on the scene, responding
         to the emergency call. Others would be coming fast. If Victor wasn’t gone soon, he knew the hotel would be sealed off, the
         street following, and then probably the whole block. Victor wanted to be long gone before that happened.
      

      
      He drew out the Beretta and pushed open the door to the kitchens with his left hand, using his knuckles out of habit despite
         the silicone coating on his fingertips.
      

      
      It was surprisingly cool inside. The back door had been wedged open, perhaps in the mass exodus of frightened guests and employees.
         A refreshing breeze funnelled through. Victor noticed for the first time he was sweating. There were no members of the kitchen staff. Everyone had wisely fled. Victor drew the smell of cooked breakfasts into his nostrils. Eggs
         were burning in pans on the stove. Bread and croissants baked in ovens.
      

      
      He continued breathing deeply to keep his pulse down and gripped the Beretta in both hands as he walked forward, slow, cautious
         of the large open space and the blind spots created by rows of appliances and storage. He kept his eyes moving as he crept
         toward the door, wary that there were three other gunman very much alive. He had to assume they were still after him, leaderless
         or not. If they hadn’t withdrawn they wouldn’t have left this exit unguarded.
      

      
      He moved closer, staying near to cupboards and work surfaces for cover in case someone burst through from the alleyway beyond.
         An approaching siren beckoned him to walk faster, but his awareness of the current danger ensured his movements were slow
         and controlled.
      

      
      If another gunman was waiting in the alley and covering the doorway, Victor would need to have surprise on his side to stand
         a chance of making it out alive. Hurrying would only make an enemy’s job easier. They were going to have to earn their money
         today.
      

      
      He took another step and stopped.

      
      Movement.

      
      A reflection on the stainless steel cupboard door to his left. Just a blur of motion, but he understood its meaning and spun
         around to see a pantry door swinging open hard, a dark-haired woman charging out of the darkness, her handgun rapidly coming
         into line with his position.
      

      
      Victor reacted faster, shooting first, two shots, hitting centre mass. The impact knocked her off her feet and threw her backwards
         into the adjoining room from where she’d emerged.
      

      

      
      He covered the distance fast, saw her lying on her back, alive, eyes closed, two small circles of blood around the scorch
         marks in her blouse. She was gasping, one lung collapsed. The gun was right next to her, but she didn’t try to get to it.
         She was too scared.
      

      
      Victor’s shadow fell over her and she looked up. She was surprisingly attractive, twenty-eight or -nine, pain in her delicate
         features, terror in her piercing eyes. She stared at him, gaze pleading, tears spilling down her cheeks, lips he would have
         liked to kiss, moving but making no sound, not enough air in her lungs to speak, to beg. Or to tell him anything useful. He
         spared a moment to consider how someone like her could have ended up in this business. But whatever her story had been, it
         was about to have a depressing end. Her head shook slowly from side to side.
      

      
      The smoking cartridge bounced on the floor tiles.

      
      He searched her. Like the others she had no wallet, no identification of any kind. They were clearly smart operators even
         if they had been dumb enough to take this contract. One of those left had to have something Victor could use. He didn’t want
         to entertain the thought that they might not.
      

      
      He discarded the Beretta and picked up the dead woman’s gun. It was a good weapon, a Heckler and Koch USP, compact version,
         .45 calibre, with a short, stubby suppressor. He pulled out the eight-round magazine, saw the match-grade hollow-point rounds,
         and slammed the mag back in. Obviously a killer who took pride in the tools of her trade. Well, used to.
      

      
      He grabbed a couple of spare mags from her jacket before rushing out the back entrance and into the alleyway, keeping low,
         gazing left, then right, sweeping the HK as he looked. No one. He hid the gun in his waistband and headed toward the main
         street, pleased that finally one of them had a decent gun for him to steal. Assassins could have such very poor taste.
      

      

      
      
         With the woman dead that made five down.

         Only two to go.

      

      
      There was a large crowd outside the front of the hotel. Guests and employees alike, shocked, overawed and scared, seeking
         solace together. Only a handful of people knew what was lying in a corridor on the fourth floor, but talk of blood and bodies
         had spread fast. A single policeman was doing his best to try and move them back. Pedestrians were rushing to the scene to
         find out what was happening.
      

      
      Victor exited the alleyway and walked among the crowd, his pace brisk but no quicker than anyone else’s, moving laterally
         as much as he could, not wanting to give any possible snipers an easy target. It was unlikely that anyone would take such
         a shot, but he wouldn’t bet his life on it. He saw the blue van parked fifty yards down the street, sitting anonymously along
         the kerb by a phone booth. The rear doors were facing towards him. He couldn’t see if anyone was behind the wheel.
      

      
      If it hadn’t gone yet there was a good chance that at least one more assassin was still about. As Victor approached he caught
         sight of exhaust gases emanating from the van. Good, there would be someone behind the wheel while the engine idled. In the
         commotion, Victor knew he could get right up alongside the van before any driver knew he was there. He went to cross the street,
         his right foot leaving the kerb, but he went no farther.
      

      
      On the other side of the road, directly opposite from the hotel, a stocky man was hurrying down the steps at the front of
         a whitewashed apartment building. Slung over his shoulder was a large black sports bag, the kind that could easily contain
         a tennis racket, hockey stick.
      

      
      Or high-velocity rifle.

      

      
      He stopped dead when he saw Victor looking straight at him. His reaction a perfect ID. Both men stood completely still as
         chaos swept around them. The stocky man was first to break the stalemate. He glanced to his left, towards where the van was
         parked. He and Victor were equidistant from it.
      

      
      Victor took a step forwards. The man took one backwards. He reached into his jacket. Victor did the same. A police car turned
         onto the street, lights flashing, siren blaring. Both men saw it and any thoughts of drawing guns vanished.
      

      
      The assassin again glanced at the van, perhaps in the hope that help might be coming. When he realized it wasn’t he turned
         around and rushed back up the steps to the apartment building.
      

      
      Victor quickened his pace but to avoid drawing attention couldn’t run. He reached the opposite sidewalk in time to see the
         door slam shut behind his prey. He took the steps two at a time. He tried the door handle but it was dead bolted. He couldn’t
         risk kicking it in or shooting the lock through, not with more police entering the street.
      

      
      Victor descended the steps and looked up and down the street, searching for some way to get round to the back of the building.
         There was an alleyway twenty yards to the right. Victor hurried towards it.
      

      
      As soon as he was out of sight he sprinted, coming out of the far end and into the backstreet, .45 in hand. No sign of the
         stocky man. If he’d left the building already Victor would be able to see him now. Which meant he was staying put. Victor
         was surprised. The assassin had chosen to wait, to fight.
      

      
      Victor wasn’t about to disappoint him.

      
      The lock on the back door was a good one and would’ve taken Victor almost thirty seconds to pick had the fat .45 calibre slugs
         not blasted it to pieces. He loaded a full magazine and stepped into a wide, sparsely furnished hallway, the floor covered
         in a colourful mosaic. There were three interior doors, two with numbers on them. A large staircase dominated the space.
      

      
      Victor approached it, gun held out before him in a two-handed combat grip. His hotel room had been on the fourth floor and
         so it would be from the fifth that the stocky man had been covering Victor’s window. That room was familiar, safe. If the
         man had fled to anywhere, he would have gone there.
      

      
      Victor took the steps one at time, slowly, quietly, always looking up, ready in case the assassin was waiting to ambush him.
         He reached the second floor, scanned the landing, then started his way up the next flight of stairs.
      

      
      He paused for a few seconds on the third floor to listen. When he didn’t hear anything he made his way up to the fourth. From
         the fifth floor, he heard a door open, then a woman’s voice, somewhat surprised, but friendly, helpful.
      

      
      ‘Puis-je vous aider?’ Can I help you?
      

      
      Then a clack clack followed by the thud as a body hit the floor. Victor made his move, sprinting up the flight of steps while the assassin was
         momentarily distracted. He saw the stocky man as he was turning around from his kill, standing at the top of the stairs.
      

      
      Victor fired on the move, the angle bad, and a hollow point blew a chunk out of the banister. The assassin instinctively lurched
         back, and as two more bullets blew holes from the ceiling above him, a fourth struck the black iron lattice beneath the banister
         and sent off a flash of bright sparks. The man let off a few rounds from his own handgun, firing blind as he threw himself
         out of Victor’s line of sight. He appeared again briefly, firing as he moved, Victor returning fire, neither man hitting.
      

      
      Victor went into a crouch before he reached the top of the stairs and peered through the iron lattice. He saw the body sprawled
         out in the doorway of her apartment. A silver-haired woman in a raincoat lay dead, her only crime having asked politely if she could help the stranger waiting by the stairs. A
         good deed was its own reward.
      

      
      The other of the floor’s two doors was half open, the assassin nowhere to be seen. Victor crept up the last few steps. He
         looked over to the first half-open door. It led to the apartment where the assassin had originally taken up position, the
         place to which he had no doubt retreated. Except Victor did doubt.
      

      
      Making no noise, he carefully stepped across the landing, avoided the glistening pool of blood, and pressed himself along
         the wall. He edged towards the open door that led to the dead woman’s apartment. Victor almost smiled. He wasn’t about to
         fall for the oldest trick in the book.
      

      
      When he reached the door frame, he looked across to the other apartment, the one where the stocky man would have been stationed,
         judging the angle to determine where someone inside the dead woman’s apartment would need to be to properly cover the other
         doorway.
      

      
      Victor crouched down; placed his left hand on the door frame; and, using it as leverage, spun himself into the room. He saw
         the assassin straight away, in a crouch, leaning around a partition wall, gun trained at the door to his old apartment. The
         man’s eyes widened in surprise.
      

      
      Victor fired twice, one bullet missing but the second grazing his target’s head above the ear, sending up a small spray of
         blood. The assassin managed to get a shot off in response before he fell back into cover. The bullet hit the door frame inches
         from Victor’s face, blowing a cluster of long wooden splinters into his cheek. He didn’t flinch.
      

      
      Victor was on his feet in an instant, quickly changing position, moving into the centre of the room, knowing that he had to
         keep moving, that to stay in the same place only made it easier for his assailant.
      

      

      
      The assassin ducked back round the corner and fired off two quick shots in the direction of the doorway, the bullets sailing
         through the open space where Victor’s head had been seconds before. He moved further into the room, making the angle between
         him and his enemy more and more acute. If the assassin wanted to see him he was going to have to stick his head around the
         corner. When he did, Victor was going to blow it off. But he didn’t take the bait.
      

      
      Five seconds passed and Victor imagined the stocky man moving through the apartment to get behind him. There were two other
         ways out of the lounge, too far apart to watch them both at once.
      

      
      Victor dashed over to the dining-room entrance, leaned round the corner. The assassin had gone. There was an open door at
         the opposite end, through which Victor could see the kitchen. Silently he moved over to the kitchen and peered inside. Empty.
         There was only one other door. Victor hurried over to it, noting the tiny dark spots of blood on the white tiled floor.
      

      
      Looking through the doorway he saw the assassin. He was crouched down in a hallway, his back pressed against a wall, gun in
         both hands, about to lean into the lounge and shoot Victor in the back. At least that’s what he thought.
      

      
      He was taking a series of deep breaths, summoning courage. He stopped mid inhale. Maybe he saw a dark shape in his peripheral
         vision, maybe some sixth sense warned him. He twisted to fire and Victor shot him in the chest. He slumped farther down the
         wall, still alive, the gun held loosely in his hand. On his face was etched an expression of amazement, as if he couldn’t
         comprehend he’d been shot. A red mist hung in the air.
      

      
      The slide was back on the .45, so Victor released the empty mag and slammed the spare in, pulled the slide to load a bullet
         into the chamber, and shot the assassin twice more.
      

      

      
      Victor checked the body, took the earpiece and transmitter, but found nothing else. He headed to the floor’s other apartment.
         Inside the hallway he found the black sports bag; unzipping it he discovered a SIG556 ER rifle with scope and what looked
         like a custom-made suppressor. In a side pocket, he found a dry-cleaning receipt and an electronic door key. He took both.
         On the receipt it said: Hôtel Abrial.

      
      Now he had something.

      
      He moved into the lounge and opened a window. Leaning out, he saw the blue van still parked by the kerb in the street below.

      
      A crackle of static. A voice came through the earpiece. The French was broken, strained. Another foreigner. The ones who could
         speak French probably used it as the common language. Maybe it had been a requirement on the application form.
      

      
      ‘Répondez quelqu’un, quiconque.’

      
      In the background he could hear a police siren, close to the speaker. The last man was outside. Then the voice came through
         again. The same plea for contact. Again the police siren in the background, then the rumble of an engine as a vehicle passed
         the speaker. Victor watched a police motorcycle slowly pass the blue van before stopping right in front of the hotel.
      

      
      He took the rifle from the bag and extended the collapsible buttstock. With his left hand, he turned the radio’s frequency
         dial a fraction, to add some static. He held the radio up and pressed send, speaking in French, his accent deliberately off,
         sentence construction as basic as possible to make sure the guy would understand.
      

      
      ‘We’re the only two left,’ he said, sounding scared. ‘He’s killed everyone else.’

      
      He released the button, giving whoever it was chance to respond. The voice that came back was thin, desperate.

      
      ‘Where are you?’

      

      
      ‘Inside the hotel.’

      
      ‘The target?’

      
      Victor began screwing the suppressor in place.

      
      ‘Heading for the front exit. He’s wounded. I shot him.’

      
      He made sure the suppressor was tight and attached the telescopic sight.

      
      ‘If you’re quick you can get him when he comes out. He’s not armed. Hurry.’

      
      He checked the scope’s magnification, made sure a bullet was in the chamber, and thumbed off the safety. Victor put the radio
         down, took up a seated position on the window sill, and held the rifle out of sight.
      

      
      The driver’s-side door opened and a man jumped out onto the kerb. He was strongly built, well over six feet tall, short hair,
         wearing a loose denim jacket. He quickly moved along the exterior of the van and leaned round the back end, looking toward
         the hotel across the street. He drew a handgun and held it out of sight under his jacket, attention firmly fixed on the hotel
         entrance. He was in good cover, between the van and the phone booth. Victor watched him, anticipating his movements. The man
         moved well, skill evident. They should have used him inside.
      

      
      For a long moment he remained perfectly still, watching, waiting. After a minute his posture stiffened and he glanced from
         side to side, eyes searching the crowds. He stepped back, out of cover, turned around, looked up.
      

      
      Straight at Victor.

      
      Through the telescopic sight Victor watched the man’s eyes go wide for an instant before a corona of blood erupted from the
         back of his head. He dropped out of sight, leaving half the contents of his skull sliding slowly down the van’s rear windows.
      

   
      

      
      CHAPTER 6

      
      

      
      08:45 CET

      
      Victor left the apartment building through the front door. In the street outside the crowd had grown considerably. He counted
         half a dozen police officers, but none of them were paying him the least bit of attention. Farther up the street Victor could
         see the red splash on the back of the van, but the body was hidden between the parked vehicles. Everyone was too preoccupied
         to notice it.
      

      
      Knowing he didn’t have much time, Victor hurried along the sidewalk, weaving around pedestrians who stood gawking at the commotion.
         The morbidity of the general public always amazed him. He closed the distance to the van, glancing down to see the corpse
         lain down in a heap between the van and the sedan parked behind it. No one was looking, but it wasn’t worth the risk to check
         the body’s pockets.
      

      
      He opened the door against the kerb and climbed into the driver’s seat. It smelled musty inside – the smell of too many men
         in an enclosed space for an extended period. Resting on the dash was a cardboard tray with six empty coffee cups. There was
         nothing else in the cab, so he opened the glove compartment. Inside was a manila envelope that contained his dossier, thankfully brief. It was a single piece of paper listing his details – race:
         Caucasian, height: six-one/two, weight: one hundred eighty pounds, hair: black, eyes: brown – and included a short paragraph
         stating he was a contract killer and a dangerous target. Scrawled by hand at the top of the sheet was the name of his hotel,
         his room number, and his current alias, Richard Bishop.
      

      
      Victor placed a hand to his stomach. More like one seventyeight.

      
      Beneath the dossier was his face, or at least a face that could have been his. It was a digital composite, close enough to
         the real thing to have been composed from reasonably reliable and recent information. A verbal description here, a grainy
         closed-circuit camera image there – add a dash of rumour and serve.
      

      
      The photo-fit was a worry, but he was relieved to find that their knowledge of him was so limited. If they knew anything else
         it would be here as well. Even the most amateur of assassins knows the value of a detailed dossier, and even the most cautious
         of clients wants his hirelings to have every advantage available. He folded the sheet up and placed it into his inside pocket.
         There were no postmarks on the envelope so he left it.
      

      
      In the back of the van were the greasy remains of takeout breakfasts but nothing else. He wasn’t surprised by this. The only
         thing of use he’d found had been the single laundry receipt. The other members of the team had been careful not to bring anything
         unnecessary with them.
      

      
      Victor looked in both side mirrors to make sure no one was watching and climbed out onto the sidewalk. A perimeter around
         the hotel was being set up by the police and he joined the crowds, allowing himself to be funnelled out of the street and
         away by a harried police officer.
      

      
      At the end of the road Victor hailed a taxi and told the driver to take him to the Musée d’Orsay. The taxi driver asked him what had happened, gesturing to the adjoining street and its huge
         crowd.
      

      
      Victor shrugged. ‘Ça a I’air sérieux.’ Something bad.
      

      
      It was then that someone noticed the brainless corpse lying in the gutter and more screaming started.

      
      The man watching the taxi pull away was tall with gelled dark hair. He stood among the crowd outside the hotel, pretending
         to be as bewildered as the throng of Parisians around him. He shared their anxiety, but not their ignorance. His eyes tracked
         the taxi until it had left the street and he pulled a slim notebook from his inside jacket pocket. He flipped over a few pages
         and wrote down in clear handwriting the licence plate of the taxi and a brief description of the passenger.
      

      
      The face on the photo-fit hadn’t had a beard and the hair was different, but there could be no mistaking who it was. The tall
         man sighed heavily. This was bad.
      

      
      He negotiated his way through the ever-expanding horde of onlookers and finally came out of the crowd feeling hot despite
         the chill November air. The man was dressed in a suit and raincoat and looked like any other soldier of commerce. Unless absolutely
         necessary he wouldn’t speak with anyone around him. His French was good but not fluent.
      

      
      He walked away at a controlled pace, hurrying like the terrified crowd, though he wasn’t scared. He would have liked to have
         stayed longer but there were police everywhere, and more had to be on the way. Cops were already examining the crowds, narrowing
         in on potential witnesses and suspects. It would not be good for him to have to answer any difficult questions.
      

      
      He knew there was a payphone farther down the road, on a side street, which he headed towards. It was sufficiently out of
         the way to be used discreetly but close enough to the hotel so that he could report in promptly. The report he was about to give
         was far from what had been expected.
      

      
      He didn’t know exactly what happened inside the hotel, but he could make a reasonable enough analysis. The target had escaped
         in such a manner as to attract a huge police presence, and there was no sign of the team that was supposed to do the job.
         He’d overheard people in the crowd talking about bodies. None of the team members had left the hotel. It didn’t take a genius
         to connect the dots.
      

      
      He passed a group of young women heading towards the commotion and took a left into the narrow side street, where a café released
         a myriad of exotic smells into the air. The phone booth was unoccupied and he stepped inside, closing the door behind him,
         thankful for the muffling of the exterior noise that allowed him to think more clearly.
      

      
      He dialled a number, and while he waited for the line to connect he thought about how best to phrase that the job had been
         a spectacular failure.
      

      
      His employer was not going to be pleased.

   
      

      
      CHAPTER 7

      
      

      
      09:15 CET

      
      Less than a mile away Alvarez looked down at the corpse on the steel tray before him and sighed heavily. The wrinkled skin
         was pale, the eyes closed, the lips tinged with blue. A small red hole marked the skin of the left temple. Entry wound. The
         hole in the right temple was larger, rougher. Exit wound.
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ he breathed. ‘That’s the poor bastard.’

      
      The French assistant mortician responded with a brief nod. He stood a few feet away, on the other side of the table, a young
         man in his twenties, and despite the cool temperature Alvarez could see there was sweat on his brow. The mortician shifted
         his weight, fidgeted. Alvarez pretended not to notice.
      

      
      The American realized he wasn’t helping calm the kid. Alvarez knew he had a face that seemed to be perpetually scowling and
         made people who didn’t know him better feel uncomfortable. Even smiling didn’t help, and his size only exacerbated the problem.
         Alvarez had a neck wider than his skull and shoulders that filled a door frame. When it came to confrontation his appearance
         gave him an edge, but the rest of the time it was simply a hindrance. He had to work twice as hard as anyone else just to get people to trust him.
      

      
      He had the pathologist’s report in hand. He glanced over the details to where it described the bullet wounds. There were two
         more to the chest. He gestured.
      

      
      ‘Show me.’

      
      The mortician looked around nervously before carefully gripping the white stain-proof sheet. He folded it backward from the
         body’s neck to reveal the torso.
      

      
      Alvarez examined the two neat holes in the sternum. ‘They look small calibre to me. Twenty-twos?’

      
      ‘No,’ the mortician answered. ‘All three wounds. Two to the chest, one to the head. 5.7 mm rounds.’

      
      ‘Interesting.’ Alvarez leaned forward for a closer look. ‘What kind of range are we looking at?’

      
      ‘No powder burns so it wasn’t point blank, other than that I can’t tell you. Listen, I’m just an assistant here. I’m not a
         ballistics expert. I … I don’t know very much.’
      

      
      No shit, Alvarez thought. He considered for a moment. That the rounds were 5.7 mm meant an FN Five-seveN, one of the world’s
         slickest and most expensive handguns. He pictured the scene in his head. Double-tap to the heart, then, as the victim was
         prone, head to one side, the killer put one extra through the frontal lobe. Not taking any chances. Alvarez was no stranger
         to professional killings, and this execution was about as thorough as they came. He blinked the image away.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ the mortician began, ‘my boss is going to be back soon.’

      
      Alvarez could take a hint. He opened his wallet.

      
      Outside the hospital he buttoned up his coat against the drizzle. Where the hell was Kennard? It took a couple of minutes
         before the dark sedan pulled up outside.
      

      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Kennard said, as Alvarez climbed into the passenger seat.

      
      Alvarez rubbed some of the rain from his buzz cut. ‘It’s Ozols,’ he said. ‘He’s dead.’

      
      ‘Jesus,’ Kennard exhaled. ‘The package?’

      
      Alvarez shook his head. He summarized what he’d seen.

      
      ‘What do we do?’ Kennard asked.

      
      Alvarez chewed on his thumbnail for a moment. He reached into his jacket for his cell phone. ‘I’ve got to speak to Langley.’

   
      

      
      CHAPTER 8

      
      

      
      09:41 CET

      
      Hôtel Abrial was located on the Avenue de Villiers, north of the Seine. Victor had caught a second taxi at the museum, and
         it was a long, slow drive through the Parisian traffic. The driver was thankfully silent, and Victor gave him a moderate tip.
         A generous tip or no tip at all and the driver might remember him if asked at a later date.
      

      
      Victor noted that it was a nice area, glowing with all the positive things that tourists tell their friends about Paris but
         without the rain, the dirt, and the sour-faced Parisians. Victor made his way along the busy street, passing the hotel. He
         found a pharmacy a couple of blocks away where he purchased a bar of soap, disinfectant, tweezers, cotton balls, and deodorant.
         He then found a quiet bar where he bought a lemonade and used the bathroom to wash himself.
      

      
      He then turned his attention to the wooden splinters embedded in his face. At the time adrenaline had blocked the pain, but
         Victor no longer enjoyed such luxury. The splinters were small but rough and snagged in his flesh. With gritted teeth he drew them from his cheek with the aid of the tweezers. He would
         have preferred to get it over with quickly, but he had to work slowly to avoid their breaking. When the last one was out,
         he held a cotton ball soaked with disinfectant against the tiny wounds for as long as he could stand it.
      

      
      If the bullet had struck the door frame a few inches higher, he would’ve been pulling splinters from his eyeball instead of
         his cheek. Not a pleasant thought. He withdrew a small bottle of eyedrops from a pocket and splashed some silicone solution
         onto his hands and rubbed it in. It dried in seconds. He allowed himself to light a cigarette outside and smoked it leisurely
         as he walked along the sidewalk. The hit of nicotine was just what he needed. Being alive felt good.
      

      
      He promised himself it would be the first and last one today. He’d been trying to keep up a one-a-day rate for the last week
         and was determined to stick with it this time, maybe even cut down further in a couple of weeks. Or maybe not. Either way,
         he wasn’t going to ruin the postbattle elation worrying about his little addiction. Victor discarded the smoked cigarette,
         momentarily feeling bad for littering but eased his guilt by conscientiously disposing of the toiletries, but in several different
         trash cans.
      

      
      The hotel lobby was simple but tasteful, thankfully quiet. He caught the eye of a happy-looking receptionist behind the desk
         who was scratching his bleached goatee and walked over.
      

      
      ‘Puis-je vous aider, monsieur?’ the guy asked.
      

      
      ‘Oui, avez-vous un téléphone public?’

      
      The receptionist pointed to the far end of the lobby, toward the sign for the bathrooms. ‘Là-bas.’

      
      Victor thanked him and crossed the lobby. Around a corner there were two outdated payphones. Victor checked the inside line number for room service and called it. A cheery female voice answered.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ he said back. ‘I have some laundry to deliver, but I can’t read the room number.’ He gave the reference code on the
         receipt.
      

      
      There was a strained sigh. ‘I wish they’d sort that out.’ Victor heard fingers punching keys with rapid efficiency. ‘Mr Svyatoslav.’
         It took a couple of attempts to pronounce. ‘He’s in room 210.’
      

      
      It was a pleasant room with a comfortable-looking bed, spacious en suite bathroom, and elegant decor. Victor switched on the
         TV and used the remote to flick to a news channel. So far nothing about the shootings. He doubted it would be long before
         a story about the killings aired. He turned the set off and looked around the room. The assassin hadn’t been in any hurry
         to leave. Clothes hung on the outside of the wardrobe, toiletries still lined the sink in the bathroom. Maybe he had planned
         to do a little sightseeing after he’d shot Victor. A foreigner in Paris, why not take in some of the culture? Now the only
         sightseeing he’d be doing would be in hell.
      

      
      Victor looked forward to the postcard.

      
      He expected the other assassins would have rooms at different hotels throughout the city. Less conspicuous that way, especially
         for a multinational group whose members, Victor believed, didn’t know one another before they had been assembled to kill him.
         Without any clues to where they had been staying, he would have to make the most of his current location.
      

      
      There was nothing on the tables by the bed or in the drawers next to it. He ran his fingers between the mattress and the frame,
         finding and removing a brown leather wallet that was empty except for a few euros. No passport or plane ticket. He supposed
         that would have been too easy.
      

      
      Victor searched the room thoroughly, first checking the toilet tank to see if the assassin used the same security methods as himself, but nothing was hidden there. A shame. It would have
         been nice to share a little kinship with the man he’d killed.
      

      
      Every other feasible hiding location proved to be empty. The hotel safe then. That made sense. No chance of the maid or anyone
         else walking away with something valuable or incriminating.
      

      
      The assassin had made a telling error in having personal items with him on a job. It was inexcusable, if understandable. After
         all he did not plan on being killed. And dead it hardly mattered anyway if someone found out who he was. That reaffirmed what
         Victor already knew about the team. They were independent contractors, not affiliated with any organization. If they had been,
         the assassin would have been more careful. So who assembled them? Someone with resources, someone with means. Hiring assassins
         wasn’t as simple as flipping open the phone book and looking under A.
      

      
      Victor made enemies just doing his job, but only someone who knew he was going to be in Paris could have had killers stationed
         in the city. As far as he knew only two people fell into that category. His client and his broker.
      

      
      The person who had supplied him with the job he knew only as the broker. This was the individual who acted as the middleman
         between Victor and the person who actually wanted the job done. The client. Victor didn’t know the identity of either. Victor
         likewise didn’t know why the client wanted the target dead, except it had something to do with the item now in his jacket
         pocket.
      

      
      What association the broker had with the client Victor didn’t know. Sometimes brokers were individuals, free agents; other
         times they worked for a country’s intelligence services, private security firms, organized crime, or other groups. Or they
         might be associated with the client through other business practices, such as a lawyer or consul, or the client may have been passed
         to the broker through other intermediaries.
      

      
      There was always the risk a broker was in fact some member of a police or intelligence force who had somehow found out about
         Victor and was hiring him so they could apprehend him. One of the many dangers of the freelance trade. The broker who had
         passed this job to Victor had been a first-timer, at least in his dealings with Victor. He knew nothing about the broker except
         that the efficiency and professionalism demonstrated suggested they had dealt with hired killers before.
      

      
      Victor took out the flash drive and examined it closely. Just a memory stick – not very exciting, but he guessed the information
         it contained was to someone. He was supposed to stash the drive at a secure site of his choosing and contact the broker with
         the location so it could be picked up.
      

      
      The broker had petitioned for a personal handover of the drive, but Victor never met anyone directly connected to his work
         unless he also planned to kill them. Not only did he want to avoid having anyone see his face, but a prearranged handover
         would always present a perfect opportunity to ambush him. Now it appeared an ambush was exactly what would have occurred had
         Victor gone along with the broker’s request. Since he’d refused to comply, they’d been forced to try to kill him immediately
         after he’d killed Ozols, while they still knew his location. If they had waited until he’d stashed the drive and contacted
         the broker, they might have lost him for good.
      

      
      If the motive for wanting him dead was to ensure that any subsequent investigation or reprisals could not be traced back to
         them, then it was understandable but stupid. Aside from communiqués over the Internet there was no connection between Victor
         and the broker and absolutely no connection between Victor and the client. This method protected all parties. Or maybe it was simpler than that. Maybe they just didn’t want to pay him the second half
         of his fee. Still, hiring a whole team of assassins couldn’t have been cheap, even for ones he doubted charged anywhere near
         as much as he did.
      

      
      In the lobby he gave Svyatoslav’s details to the desk clerk and asked to check out before adding, ‘You have some of my things
         in the safe.’
      

      
      If the clerk decided to check the photograph in the passport against the man standing in front of the desk there could be
         no mistaking the two. Victor reached into his coat to flick off the .45’s safety but decided against it. The clerk was young,
         skinny. He wouldn’t put up much of a struggle.
      

      
      The clerk returned a few seconds later and handed Victor a passport, plane ticket, and credit-card wallet. There was no change
         in the clerk’s cheery expression. Victor was satisfied he hadn’t bothered to make any checks. Victor had a look at the items,
         as might anyone concerned about leaving something behind. He noted the plane ticket was for Munich, business class. Inside
         the wallet were two credit cards. Both cards and plane ticket were for Mikhail Svyatoslav. Victor placed the wallet and ticket
         in his pocket. No keys. Too late to worry about where they might be now.
      

      
      He signed out and paid the bill with the more worn looking of the assassin’s credit cards after subtly checking the signature
         on the back. His forgery wouldn’t get past a handwriting expert but it was close enough for a clerk who looked like he would
         have trouble reading the articles in a porn magazine.
      

      
      The clerk handed him a copy of the bill, which Victor saw included the assassin’s address, and said, ‘We hope you had a pleasant
         time in Paris.’
      

      
      He sounded genuine. Victor considered how genuine he would have been had he known that moments before Victor had been deciding how best to kill him.
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