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ONE


Victor tried not to cause excessive damage. In part because he never liked making a mess. In part because killing someone was impolite enough without leaving their body in an untoward manner.


Sometimes this could not be avoided.


Fahim Akram lay as an island in a lake of blood. Maybe eighty per cent of the body’s total volume had exited through the gaping wound to the neck that had severed both carotids, both jugulars and multiple smaller vessels. First, as a powerful spray that had coloured the sandstone walls of the chamber. Then, as blood pressure dropped rapidly and Akram fell to his knees, it had spread in an almost perfect circle around him, soaking into the dusty floor and expanding evenly through capillary action until the last neurons had finished firing inside his brain. As the corpse tipped over into the lake, the perfect circle was broken and the blood that Victor had been so careful to avoid splashed up onto his khaki trousers.


Such incidents were one of the primary reasons a knife had never been his first choice of weapon. The most effective, efficient wounds were rarely neat, and to deliver those wounds required the kind of close proximity to the target that exponentially increased the chance the inevitable mess would not limit itself to the victim. Given the exactitude of forensic science, which was improving all the time, the odds of walking away from such a killing without carrying, or leaving behind, evidence was negligible.


Plus, why ruin good clothes in the process?


Hence firearms had been his preferred means of execution since the beginning of his career – almost two decades now, if Victor included his military service. Which he did, because, after all, the only notable difference between what he did now and what he did then was as a soldier he had received a regular monthly pay cheque. It had been all the money in the world to him and yet a month’s cheque back then would not cover a day’s expenses now.


Such as the knife, which had a black, high-carbon steel blade for increased hardness of the edge, meaning increased sharpness and cleaner cuts. That hardness resulted in inevitable brittleness, so it was a single-edged blade only. Which meant the false edge could be thicker for improved strength and rigidity. Because of that thicker false edge, the blade had a significant distal taper to narrow the blade as it reached its point. A fine weapon overall. Excellent at both cutting and thrusting.


Victor’s target would not disagree.


Given that Akram had armed guards nearby, a noiseless kill was sensible. As Victor had been unable to procure an appropriate suppressed weapon in Kabul, a knife had to do instead.


There was a certain irony to this given the Afghan had been an arms dealer and Victor was here in his compound on behalf of another arms dealer. An irony made more pronounced by the fact Akram had just secured several crates of US-made suppressors as part of his latest major deal. A deal that was also the reason for his assassination.


Victor listened to the trickle of blood now leaking from the corpse by way of gravity alone. Outside the small building that served as a storeroom for the crates of suppressors, the compound was quiet at this hour as the sun dipped low towards the horizon. During the rest of the day it had been busy with activity. Which, of course, was why Victor had timed his visit for when the compound would be as empty as possible. From dawn to dusk there were numerous employees stripping down incoming merchandise and repackaging it for future sales. Akram had been keen to show off the impressive range of suppressors to the buyer Victor had played.


With the US withdrawing from Afghanistan, a considerable amount of arms and equipment was being left behind in abandoned bases and outposts. Some disabled, although not all irreparable for enterprising engineers. Not only were these arms abandoned by withdrawing forces, but large amounts of additional arms were also sent into the country at the same time to bolster the Afghan military who would be left on their own. Much of this brand-new weaponry, vehicles and ammunition in the hands of the Afghan forces was being handed over to the Taliban as part of ceasefire negotiations between the two sides. The remainder was up for sale.


Such diversion of American arms created a gold rush for dealers in the region. Everything from infantry rifles to Black Hawk helicopters had entered the market. Victor’s target was part of a cartel of local arms dealers rapidly establishing themselves as major players procuring the surplus munitions and selling them on to buyers across the Middle East.


Which was the kind of competition Vladimir Kasakov could do without. This local cartel had done such a good job collecting up American weapon systems the Ukrainian was impressed with the speed of their arrival onto the global arms black market and the initiative they had used to usurp more established players. Sadly for the cartel, an impressive competitor was one that could not be left alive.


And though Kasakov was not Victor’s client, Maxim Borisyuk was providing the prolific arms merchant with a Victor-shaped favour.


He used the dead Afghan’s satellite phone to make a call.


When the line connected, Borisyuk said, ‘The job is off.’


‘The second part of the contract has already been fulfilled. Only one remaining.’


‘When?’


Victor made a quick calculation. ‘Twenty-six, twenty-seven seconds since his heart stopped. Brain death is going to take a little longer, so perhaps I should have said the second part of the contract will be fulfilled imminently.’


Borisyuk responded with, ‘Get out. Get out now. I have a plane waiting to take you to Turkey the moment you can get to the airport.’


‘Then you’re taking an unnecessary risk given NATO assets are cataloguing all incoming and outgoing aircraft.’


‘I know and I don’t care,’ the Russian stated. ‘Our man on the ground sold you out to the cartel. They know who you are.’


He did not mean it in a literal sense because not even Borisyuk knew Victor, but Victor understood the point: the arms cartel knew he was not the buyer he had been making out to be in order to get time alone with Fahim Akram.


‘They’ll be coming,’ Borisyuk urged.


Listening to the roar of approaching vehicles, Victor said, ‘They’re already here.’









TWO


The compound consisted of several squat buildings surrounded by a stone wall clad in the pale pink of a desert sunset. Victor imagined it had belonged to a wealthy silk merchant or such in another life. Maybe the home of an extended family, affluent and cosmopolitan. Such times were now but a memory. And though the main building was still used as a home, the other buildings inside the wall were the storerooms, workshops and offices of a successful arms dealer.


Previously successful, at least.


Not only had Fahim Akram been part of an arms dealing cartel that had been snapping up all the leftover US weaponry, he had been the number one guy in the cartel hierarchy. Victor had already killed the cartel’s number three guy during the previous week, the assassination looking like an accidental but fatal fall down the stairs – a professional first for Victor – that had left Fahim Akram and his number two, Najid Maqsoodi, with considerably more wealth and power as they inherited the leftover stake in the cartel. More importantly, the fall meant they did not change their routines or increase their security. They had not known a killer was hunting them down one by one.


With Fahim Akram dead at Victor’s feet, the incoming vehicles had to be Najid Maqsoodi and his entourage.


Our guy on the ground sold you out.


That particular guy had been on the payroll of the Bratva, hired to provide Victor with the intelligence he needed to do his job in unfamiliar territory. Victor operated under the assumption everyone betrayed, so this was no huge surprise. The timing of that betrayal, however, was far from ideal.


Easing open the storeroom’s only door a little, he peered through the slim gap to see two Toyota Land Cruisers stopping in the dusty courtyard between the buildings. With their windows down, the armed men inside were plain to see.


They spanned a range of ethnicities, although Maqsoodi was the only Afghan. He was either cautious of external threats or paranoid his cartel partners would turn on him because he liked to surround himself with foreign mercenaries. Such hired guns were the reason Victor had been leaving Maqsoodi for last.


Competence varied massively among private military contractors: from truck drivers who liked guns a little too much, to former special operators who had lost none of their finely honed skills. Exiting the vehicles ahead of Maqsoodi, they bristled with tactical gear and weaponry. Sweat darkened their T-shirts and glistened on their faces. Counting six, Victor noted each one wore the wraparound sunglasses that seemed so prevalent among such mercenaries he wondered if they were a stipulation of their contracts.


Najid Maqsoodi climbed out of the second vehicle to stop. He was a tall, slim man of about forty. Like his mercenaries, he was well armed: a pistol in a thigh holster and an expensive rifle held in one hand. He conferred with his contractors. They were alert and yet were not immediately primed for battle. Some held their weapons but others had them on slings down their flanks or strapped over one shoulder. Which meant they didn’t know Victor was already here. The Bratva contact had supplied him with information only. He could not know when Victor had planned to make his move.


It didn’t seem as though Maqsoodi had spoken with the two guards at the gate who had obediently let the vehicles through unchallenged. Without the Russian mafia’s local asset accompanying Maqsoodi, he had no way to identify Victor on sight alone. He was no Afghan, sure, but neither were the contractors and neither were the many foreign nationals in the country in an effort to exploit the instability in one way or another.


Had it been in the middle of the day, with the compound full of employees working hard, Victor might have been able to simply walk out without being stopped. Now, there was no escape, with the only exit blocked by an arms dealer, six contractors and two guards, all armed.


The storeroom had plenty of crates but all were full of suppressors or other munitions. He might be able to avoid a casual sweep of the room by staying low and out of sight if not for the corpse of Fahim Akram lying on the floor in huge pool of his own blood.


Victor had managed to sneak his pistol along with his fighting knife past the compound’s two guards, but neither weapon was going to be much help if this went loud. Technically, he had enough bullets to kill every guy in the courtyard plus the two guards at the gate. Given the two vehicles providing easily accessible cover, there was no way of doing so, however, without receiving fire in return. There were too many of them, even if they had never opened fire on anything other than paper targets. They all had rifles and sidearms, and plenty of spare magazines. Some had knives. A few had grenades.


The building from which Akram had shown off his new wares to Victor was no kind of bunker. The only door was cracked wood incapable of withstanding a solid kick, let alone bullets. If he remained inside to fight this, he would only live as long as it took one of the contractors to realise they could drop one of those grenades through the gap in the wall that served as both window and air vent – far too small to climb through, otherwise Victor would already be halfway out by now.


He couldn’t walk out, he couldn’t hide and he wasn’t going to fight his way out of this, that was clear. Not against nine in a firefight stacked in their favour.


He drew his gun from the back of his waistband and reached up a hand to position the pistol on the top bar of the thick doorframe. The FN Five-seveN was only just slim enough to balance against the wall without falling. Victor placed his second magazine with it.


The knife … he didn’t relish giving it up too, but it wasn’t going to do him much good if things went bad, and it was hard to present a non-threatening persona with such a killing weapon on one’s person. It was too hard to balance alongside the gun and the magazine, so he jabbed the tip into the frame itself and left it protruding from the wood.


With that, he pushed open the door and stepped out into the courtyard.


If he couldn’t run or hide or fight, perhaps he could talk his way out instead.









THREE


Heads turned and eyes behind sunglasses swivelled his way. Victor maintained a relaxed, confident manner, telling himself he belonged here as he met those gazes, searching for signs of recognition in the faces of the contractors and finding none. So far, so good.


Najid Maqsoodi had swept-back hair, dark brown and shimmering with pomade or wax. His beard was dense and jutted out from just below his cheekbones all the way to his Adam’s apple. He was last to turn Victor’s way, and when he did, there was undisguised suspicion in his eyes.


With no way to counter that suspicion, Victor met it head on.


Passing the six heavily armed contractors with guns, he approached Maqsoodi and presented his best, most welcoming smile as he went to extend his hand.


‘I’m Boulanger,’ he said, ‘an associate of Fahim Akram.’


‘Whoawhoawhoa,’ one of the mercenaries barked, rushing to intercept him before he could reach Najid Maqsoodi. ‘Hold your horses, squire.’


A Brit. A big guy, at least one hundred kilos. Face red in the heat and bright-sun crinkles around his eyes. On wide, dense shoulders, his head seemed small and round. Hair buzzed down to millimetres meant the redness of his skin was as visible across his scalp as it was on his face and neck. His long-sleeved tee was stretched taut across both a massive back and the bulges at his waist where projecting love handles spilled over his tactical belt.


He gestured to Victor’s hands.


‘Keep them where I can see them.’


‘As you wish.’


The Brit performed a quick pat down around Victor’s torso, under his arms, and down the front and back of both legs.


To Najid Maqsoodi, the contractor said, ‘He’s clean.’


Victor nodded. ‘I’ve had two showers already today.’


The Brit was not amused. Maqsoodi showed a hint of a smile.


‘Where is Fahim?’ he asked in a polite, almost regal, voice.


Victor knew that his eloquence reflected his time at English boarding schools and tenure in the German aviation industry before the return home to put his business skills to use in a wholly different field. He had sharp, angular features, made more pronounced by a low body fat percentage. His eyes were bright and energetic. His teeth white and even.


Victor gestured to the main building of the compound. ‘He’s taking a nap. Perhaps I can help instead?’


‘No, you cannot. This requires his immediate attention.’ He gestured to the Brit. ‘Go and wake him up. Tell him I’m here.’


Victor raised a palm to the Brit, ‘He will be most cross if anyone interrupts his sleep.’


Fixing him with a stare of pure ice, Najid Maqsoodi said, ‘And yet he will not be as cross as I will be with you if you attempt to hinder me.’


The two guards at the gate were not paying attention to the interaction and were too far away to overhear while they chatted to one another. Had Maqsoodi elected to question either then Victor’s ruse would be over. Which was why he stood with his back to the house so the two guards were out of sight behind Maqsoodi in return.


‘I work for Mister Akram, not you,’ Victor said. ‘And he, not you, is in charge of this operation.’


A risk to pull rank, sure, but a calculated one. Victor was already in a position of weakness without a weapon and facing multiple heavily armed gunmen. The last thing he wanted was for Najid Maqsoodi to see him as weak.


The Afghan controlled his annoyance and said, ‘Fine, you will go and … very, very gently wake Fahim from his nap. And then politely inform him that I wish to discuss a threat to us both that requires his immediate attention.’


‘As you wish.’


‘I do,’ he said. ‘I most certainly do wish.’


Victor nodded to show a little capitulation, to soothe Maqsoodi’s bruised ego, which turned out to be a mistake because by declining his head he broke eye contact with the man. When Victor inclined his head back he saw Maqsoodi’s gaze had become exploratory, passing over him from head to toe to get a better understanding of the man with whom he was talking. Victor realised his error a second before he was asked:


‘Why is there blood on your trousers?’


The Brit, who had grown bored during the exchange, eyes drifting anywhere else, snapped back to attention.


‘Why is there blood on your trousers?’ Najid Maqsoodi asked again.


Victor looked down as if seeing the blood for the first time. ‘Ah, that’s annoying.’ He made a self-deprecating sigh. ‘Should have been more careful when I slaughtered that goat earlier.’


Maqsoodi looked at the Brit, who looked at him in return. A short, silent exchange during which Victor ran through the odds of disarming the contractor of his weapon, shooting him and then shooting the others before any of them could react.


Not impossible … but as close to zero chance as any plan could realistically be right now.


‘We’re not taking chances.’ The Brit reached for cable ties bunched on his webbing. ‘Hold still.’


The odds of successfully disarming the contractor while cuffed with cable ties were even closer to zero than the previous plan, but now Najid Maqsoodi and the six contractors were looking at him like he might be a threat Victor had no plan at all.


‘What is this?’ he asked, feigning ignorance and apprehension as a confused, scared civilian would.


‘You will need to humour me,’ Maqsoodi said. ‘We have concerns about security at the moment and you are a face I do not know. As soon as your master confirms you are who you say you are you shall be released.’


Victor allowed the Brit to loop the plastic cable around his wrists, resisting the impulse to headbutt the man now they were close, to go for his weapons while he was dazed, to shoot and keep shooting before a returning round struck his heart or brain.


‘Don’t take it personally, chief,’ the Brit said in a quiet voice as he tightened the plastic straps until Victor’s wrists were pressed together. ‘Tensions are high right now.’


The cable ties were black plastic instead of clear or white, but otherwise were the typical kind used in securing goods and packages all over the world. Not easy to escape from, although far from difficult as there weren’t many forms of restraint Victor had failed to escape. He knew that when met with enough force the locking mechanism of cable ties could be popped open. The problem was escaping from them without anyone shooting him before he had finished the process.


They held his wrists together in a tight, vice-like grip, so each palm faced the other. Different people tied them in different ways, he had found over his career. Some preferred one wrist crossed over the other. Some secured the hands behind the back. This guy had Victor’s hands in front of him.


Maqsoodi said, ‘You don’t need hands to wake up Fahim, do you?’


He expected no answer and Victor provided none.


‘Know that if you have done nothing wrong then there is nothing for you to fear. However,’ Najid Maqsoodi said with an expanding smile, ‘if you have lied to me in even the tiniest of ways I shall take great delight in peeling away your skin, centimetre by centimetre.’









FOUR


‘Go with him,’ Najid Maqsoodi said to the British contractor. ‘Be quick.’


As they approached the main building, the contractor muttered under his breath in a mocking tone, ‘Yes sir, thank you, sir … whatever you say, sir.’


Victor led the Brit through the arched entranceway into the cool air of the house. On the other side of the front door, a large hall had been converted into a makeshift workshop. There were benches and tooling for modifying weaponry. The floor was littered with metal shavings and offcuts.


The contractor muttered something else that Victor failed to catch, although he watched as the man looked over his shoulder and extended his middle finger back the way they had come, in his employer’s direction.


Maqsoodi would not be able to see, which Victor guessed was the point. The contractor seemed to take a great deal of pride in the gesture, keeping the finger raised for several seconds.


He noticed Victor looking his way. ‘It’s all good, chief. He’s a prize prick to work for.’ He sucked in air between his teeth. ‘You know how it is as a foreigner here in Afghan. They think we’re scum. But beggars and choosers, eh?’


Victor knew the layout of the compound from his preparatory work as well as his initial conversation with Fahim Akram, although it was obvious from the curving staircase leading up that any bedroom would be on the first floor. The Brit headed straight for the stairs, ushering Victor in an effort to get the menial task finished as fast as possible.


‘Mister Akram does not allow any visitors upstairs,’ Victor told him.


‘Like I give a shit?’


‘He tolerates no bad language.’


‘Eh?’


‘And I agree. There’s really never a need to swear. When there are so many beautiful words in the English language, why resort to using the ugliest of them?’


‘Either this is a wind-up, or you have a seriously screwed up sense of priorities given the line of work you’re in.’


‘You have no idea.’


The contractor said, ‘People who swear are cleverer than those who don’t.’ He sounded sure of himself. ‘I read it once.’


‘Where did you read that?’


‘I can’t remember where but it doesn’t—’


‘What methodology did the scientists use?’ Victor asked as they headed up the stairs. ‘I take it this was a double-blind study with stringent controls?’


‘Yeah.’ The man smirked. ‘N=1, dipshit.’


‘I’m not sure that means what you think it means.’


‘Keep trying my patience, chief. Please, please, keep testing me. See what happens.’


Victor remained silent.


‘Good boy,’ he said as they reached the top of the staircase. He paused to look at the long landing and the many doors leading off from it. ‘How the other half live, eh? Which way to his bedroom?’


‘This way,’ Victor said. ‘And if the choice is between blasphemy and swearing, I’d prefer you swore.’


The man responded by giving Victor the finger, then added, ‘Swivel on this, yeah?’


‘Putting vulgarity to one side,’ Victor began, ‘I can’t help but feel it’s a shame the English seem to have abandoned tradition so quickly when it comes to swearing.’


‘You what, mate?’


‘The bird,’ Victor answered. ‘That finger of yours.’


‘What about it exactly?’ He rose it higher in emphasis.


‘It’s an Americanism, a bastardisation of the English V-sign. An insulting gesture that goes back centuries to the Hundred Years’ War,’ Victor explained. ‘Most commonly attributed to Agincourt but probably goes back to Crécy.’


‘You’re just making up words now.’


‘They’re famous battles between the English and the French in the Middle Ages, the Battle of Agincourt being the second, most well-known, of the two. It’s the backdrop to Shakespeare’s Henry V.’


‘I don’t know about any battles but I always hated Shakespeare at school.’


‘I’d agree that asking children to appreciate the Bard is counterproductive to the extreme, although he’s really worth revisiting as an adult. I’m not exactly – moved – by much in this world, shall we say. The Saint Crispin’s Day speech, however. Goosebumps.’


Deep grooves of confusion had appeared between the man’s thick eyebrows. ‘I’m completely lost.’


‘That’s my fault,’ Victor admitted. ‘I veered off on a tangent. Anyway, before the battle began in earnest at Agincourt the French crossbowmen taunted the English longbowmen, promising to cut off their index and middle fingers, the fingers that are used to draw back an arrow nocked in the bowstring. You see, the English bowmen were as renowned as they were feared. A good proportion of them would have been Welsh, but I’m trying not to veer off on another tangent. Most of the continent used the crossbow since it was simple to use effectively, whereas the longbow – more correctly known as a war bow – took years of constant practice to develop the strength to shoot. The pay-off to all that training, however, was a weapon that could send many arrows at the enemy in the same time it took the crossbow to reload a single bolt.’


‘I think I’m more lost now than when you started.’


‘The English won the battle,’ Victor said as they reached the end of the landing and the door to the master bedroom. ‘By some margin. And in response to the pre-battle taunts of the French crossbowmen, the English archers raised their index and middle fingers in a V-sign to mock their fleeing enemies. This way,’ he said, opening up the door.


It was a huge, impressive room with an ornate four-poster bed on a raised dais. Persian rugs covered the floors. Tapestries and animal pelts hung from the walls.


‘Where is he?’ the contractor asked, following Victor inside and looking at the bed.


‘Must be in the bathroom,’ Victor answered, gesturing with his chin to the closed door leading to the en-suite bathroom at the far end of the bedroom. ‘I think the goat disagreed with him.’


The contractor shrugged. He didn’t care.


Victor said, ‘Going back to what we were saying before, I find it quite sad that now, after so many years of tradition, the English more commonly use the Americanised version, the single finger, instead.’


‘So what about history? Who gives a damn about what happened thousands of years ago.’


‘Hundreds of years ago,’ Victor corrected.


‘I don’t care if it was five years ago. This is cooler.’ He raised the middle finger in Victor’s face. ‘See?’


‘I disagree.’ He glanced down at his cuffed hands, inner wrists almost touching and hands unable to rotate, and tried to form a V-sign with the fingers of his right hand. ‘Unfortunately, my current predicament is preventing me from illustrating the point.’


The contractor removed his wraparound sunglasses and hooked them on the collar of his T-shirt. ‘Either this is a wind-up or you are in fact an utter psychopath.’


‘That’s an overused label,’ Victor said. ‘And you’re way off, I’m afraid. I absolutely can’t be a psychopath because I get terribly sad if I ever think about the lion cub’s father killed in that stampede.’


‘Anyway, you don’t need to show me how to flick the Vs,’ his captor said, shaking his head in equal parts amusement and frustration. ‘I know what it looks like.’ He glanced towards the bathroom door, now impatient. ‘How long does it take to take a dump?’


Stepping closer, Victor said, ‘Are you sure you know how to do a V-sign?’


‘What? Of course I’m bloody sure.’


‘Most people don’t actually know how to do it correctly.’


‘Are you joking? It’s the V-sign, not sign language.’ For emphasis, the man extended his index and middle fingers towards Victor. ‘See?’


Victor’s bound hands snapped forward to close the distance, left hand grabbing hold of the man’s index finger while the right hand wrapped the man’s middle finger.


With a savage motion, Victor used the considerable pulling strength of his back to wrench in his arms as he flared his elbows, slamming his forearms into his own braced core, the force of impact popping open the cable ties.


That sudden release meant his elbows continued to flare open past either side of his torso until his shoulder blades almost touched in the centre of his upper back, his fists moving in opposite directions as they followed the trajectory of his elbows.


He kept hold of each of the man’s fingers the entire time, one in each fist.


In doing so, he tore apart the contractor’s hand all the way down to the wrist.









FIVE


Flesh is generally pretty resistant to tearing. Skin has a lot more durability than it is given credit for by most people. The strength of Victor’s back was honed by a lifetime of climbing, by innumerable pull-ups. When he could raise his entire body weight multiple times with only a single hand, ripping the skin and soft tissues of the hand required little true effort. Breaking the cable ties had necessitated the full application of his strength. Ripping the hand apart had been easy in comparison. As a side effect of escaping the cable ties, it had been as good as effortless.


When experiencing sudden extreme physical trauma, no two people responded in the same way. Some passed out in seconds. Others wailed. A few barely seemed to notice until loss of blood or the debilitating nature of the injury otherwise impeded them. Having already lost three extremities by way of a wood-chopping axe, a captive of Victor’s had still stubbornly refused to talk even when he lost the fourth too, wordlessly crawling on knees and elbows to cauterise the latest wound against a cast-iron log burner.


That had been a long night.


This contractor went white. The blood drained away from his face, leaching the colour from the skin, replacing the redness of his cheeks with the hue of fresh bone, and darkening the hollows beneath his eyes almost to black.


He collapsed to his knees, falling straight down as Victor released the two fingers.


The disjoined parts of the hand flopped in different directions.


Blood seeped out of the wound and soaked the man’s long-sleeved T-shirt. It was far from fatal, however, as the common digital arteries run in parallel to the metacarpals, and so remained intact either side of the tear, whereas the superficial and deep palmar arches were merely pushed and pulled as the soft tissues tore around them.


Seeing his hand in splaying parts, fingers still moving yet the part with his thumb and index finger flexing independently from the part with the other three fingers, the Brit let out a single keening exhale.


‘Do you happen to have a pair of scissors amongst your gear?’ Victor asked as he closed the bedroom door to dampen the travel of any imminent cries or screams. ‘I don’t see a knife on your webbing.’


The horror became too much and the man lost balance, falling backwards from his weakening knees to lie prone on the floor. He didn’t scream, however, because his stress hormones were doing an excellent job dampening the pain. A temporary respite only. The pain would come soon enough. For now, he was in shock.


‘Maybe just a pocket knife?’ Victor rubbed at the loops of cable tie around each wrist. ‘These are really annoying.’


Lying on his back, the man tried and failed with his left hand to squeeze the two halves of his right hand back together. Blood bubbled.


Squatting down to open pockets and pouches of the man’s gear, Victor said, ‘Anything sharp will do.’


The Brit managed to cup the injured hand against his belly, where he could use that extra support to keep the two halves somewhat as one piece.


‘How about nail clippers?’ Victor asked when he failed to find either scissors or a knife.


In the cool air of the bedroom, steam rose from the wound. With wide, unblinking eyes the contractor watched the snaking plume as though it were the soul escaping from his body.


The Brit had two guns, ammunition, but nothing sharp that Victor could use to cut the ties.


‘I have to make a confession,’ he said, standing up to search the room. ‘When I was talking about the origins of the V-sign earlier, I may have placed too much emphasis on the story of the French crossbowmen and the English archers. In truth, there’s no actual historical evidence for the theory despite it often being told. Which is a real shame because I very much like it. It appeals to me in a way I can’t quite articulate. I don’t like cursing, swearing, as a general rule, although this doesn’t seem to apply here. Maybe that’s because of the story, where it is no simple vulgarity meant to cause offence but a symbol of defiance. Sadly, that idea falls apart when you remember the English were the invaders at the time and the French were defending their land against the attackers. So, I hope you will forgive the deception.’


Victor looked down at the Brit, who trembled and whimpered on the floor. The man made no answer. Shock made his eyes blink so fast, so continuously, Victor guessed the man’s vision had a strobed effect. If he happened to be epileptic, the contractor might induce a seizure.


‘Ah ha,’ Victor said, then squatted down to remove the man’s sunglasses from where they were still hooked to his T-shirt. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’


He took the lack of response as permission, then bent and twisted the frames until a lens popped free.


Positioning a little of the lens beneath one heel, he applied pressure until he heard the glass crack. With the resulting sharp edge, Victor set about running it in careful, sawing motions against the plastic of the cable ties until he had cut himself free. First the right hand, then the left.


‘That’s better,’ Victor said, rising to his feet as he massaged his wrists. ‘You have no idea how good this feels.’


The Brit, still white, made eye contact. He managed to make a croaking sound that seemed like an attempt to speak or a prelude to a scream.


‘If you’re quiet,’ Victor told him. ‘You’ll live through this. If you don’t make any noise then there’s no need for me to kill you. Maybe there’s something in the air, but I’m feeling uncommonly charitable today. Who drives the Land Cruisers? Who has the keys? I didn’t see when you arrived.’


The man trembled: shock and pain and fear overwhelmed his central nervous system.


‘Try to control your breathing,’ Victor suggested. ‘Block out the pain. It’s just a message you can ignore for a few minutes if you really force yourself. Like hitting snooze. Send your mind away to your happy place: an ice cave with a penguin or whatever works for you. Who has the keys? Charitable mood or not, I don’t have time for this.’


There was no answer and no change in the contractor. No alteration of his breathing. No eyes closed to suggest a mental effort to overcome the pain.


‘You need to pull yourself together,’ Victor said, then looking at the two halves of wounded hand, added, ‘no pun intended.’


A yell from outside echoed through the building. And although Victor could not make out what was said, he understood the message clear enough.


Fahim Akram’s corpse had been found.









SIX


Victor collected up the contractor’s carbine, tucked spare magazines into his waistband and slung the weapon over one shoulder. It had a single-point sling that attached to the housing so the gun hung muzzle-down along the right side of Victor’s torso and hip. Comfortable enough, though more trouble than it was worth if he had to break into a sprint. Still, he wanted the additional firepower on his person for when he needed it. Until then, he kept the Brit’s pistol in his right hand.


More shouts and yells from outside.


This time words and phrases were decipherable: ‘ … he’s inside … kill on sight … no way he leaves here alive … ’


The contractor on the floor heard them too.


He looked up at Victor, who looked back down at him.


The Brit knew what was coming.


‘You being quiet doesn’t help me any longer, I’m afraid,’ Victor explained, then executed him with his own handgun.


Leaving the bedroom, Victor crossed the hallway to the bedroom opposite, which had a window that overlooked the courtyard.


Swapping to the carbine, he opened fire on the first gunmen he could see from the elevated position: the two guards at the gate, who were looking surprised and confused by the sudden commotion.


Five squeezes of the trigger to drop them both and Victor was backing away from the window before the contractors in the courtyard could respond.


Glass cracked and shattered behind him as Victor headed to the staircase.


In the close confines of the house, he preferred to use the Brit’s pistol, keeping his elbows tight against his torso so his arms stretched out as little as possible. He didn’t want any enemies seeing his weapon appear around a corner ahead of him, giving them a split-second warning before he had even identified the threat.


Which the first two contractors to enter the house helpfully did, their rifles giving them away before Victor had even seen the gunmen themselves emerging from the top of the staircase.


They must have already been inside, perhaps idly wandering in before the first pistol shot, to have ascended so fast.


A double-tap for each and those rushing to follow were yelling and screaming for caution. Their echoes said they were still downstairs in the entrance hallway.


Victor appreciated the heads-up, tucking away the pistol and switching back to the carbine.


A quick peek revealed the other contractors were not covering the stairwell, which was a mistake in Victor’s opinion. It made sense they did not want to engage him while he had the higher ground, shooting down at them in an open vestibule without cover, but unless he planned on jumping out of a window – he did not – then the stairwell was a perfect choke point.


Still, panic led people to make poor choices, and for that Victor was always grateful.


He crept down the stairs, staying close to the wall. Moving away from it to improve his field of view as he approached the bottom and the corner where it joined the entrance hallway.


No one.


He pictured them in the courtyard, having backed out with haste when the two had dropped dead at the top of the stairwell. The front door was ajar, lines of bright sunlight framed it on three sides. Maybe they had wanted it that way or more likely they had withdrawn so fast no one had considered whether it was better to have it closed or open.


Keeping to the shadowed side, Victor approached with caution but at speed. There was no point trying to be silent. They knew he was coming, however little noise he made in the process. He didn’t want to give them too much time to prepare for his assault and more importantly time to control their fear. He wanted their heart rates as high as possible, their fine motor skills impeded as a result.


Leaving another way and circling the house would take too much time. It would give that time to them to work out exactly what he was doing and prepare accordingly. He didn’t want them to start thinking clearly and tactically.


Better to rush them while they were still in a panic and prone to poor choices.


Even so, they would be covering the door with four automatic weapons.


A grenade would have been perfect in this situation, but the three already dead had none on their webbing unlike some of the other contractors. Victor glanced around the makeshift workshop that was the hallway. The tooling equipment was all far too big and heavy, and he didn’t have time to search through drawers and toolboxes. He glanced down at the floor. A dense retaining bolt was nearby; too heavy. A crushed soft drink can was too light. A bent section of copper piping about ten centimetres in length, however, would do the trick.


He scooped it from the floor into his left hand, stood with his back to the wall and his shoulder against the doorframe, and tossed the pipe through the opening at about hip height.


A hard throw, so it went in fast. Too fast to immediately identify, and low to make sure it skipped and clattered on the paving of the courtyard.


A grenade would have been perfect, but for a few brief seconds the section of pipe sounded just like one.


Victor charged flung open the door as the pipe was still skipping along the paving and the eyes of the closest two contractors in the courtyard were following it, while a third and fourth man were already backing away as fast as they could.


Two double-taps from the carbine punched bloody holes in the shirt of the nearest contractor crouched down to the side of one of the Land Cruisers, then two more double-taps did the same with the second as Victor switched his aim laterally. Before each had time to do much more than flinch in response, headshots followed.


The third took three shots in the spine as he ran.


The fourth gunman – Maqsoodi – made it through the door into one of the smaller buildings before Victor had him fully in his sights. It was the storeroom containing the US suppressors and Akram’s corpse.


Victor resisted the instinct to squeeze the trigger and waste a bullet that an amateur might hope could hit and yet Victor knew would take a fraction of a second too long to cover the distance. There were few things Victor disliked more than wasting ammunition.


The copper pipe came to a stop against a tyre of the second Toyota as the three corpses collapsed to the ground one after the other.


They had had good positioning, each covering the doorway from a different angle with no risk of getting in one another’s line of fire. No matter how fast Victor could move, how accurately he could shoot, there would have been no way to enter that room and live with them all looking his way.


He pursued Maqsoodi, moving at a quick pace but not hurrying because his quarry was going nowhere.


Victor heard an interior door slam shut before he had reached the storeroom. When he entered, he saw Maqsoodi had slipped in Akram’s blood, then left a trail of it that led to one of the two interior doors leading off from the main room.


Now within a restricted space, Victor ditched the carbine and took his Five-seveN from where he had left it on top of the doorframe. It felt good in his hand.


As he circled the now-disturbed lake of blood and approached the door with bloody footprints leading up to it, bullets came through it in six neat holes. No splintering. Only little puffs of wood dust glowing as they drifted through the swathes of sunlight.


They struck the wall to Victor’s right. Pretty close too, Maqsoodi good enough to read Victor’s approximate location from the sound of his quiet footsteps alone. Not good enough to realise that if he didn’t hit his target he would give away his exact location in return, however.


The holes in the door were at chest height and the holes in the wall almost in line with Victor’s eyes, so he knew the Afghan was crouched or kneeling down in the room beyond.


He made a quick calculation and put three bullets of his own through the door.


The resulting holes were much larger and rougher because, while the 5.7mm pistol rounds were only a little greater in diameter, they had about a quarter the velocity.


More effective nonetheless.


A sharp grunt sounded from the other side of the door.


No death wail, Victor knew, so he dropped straight down prone to the floor before Maqsoodi unleashed a spray of rounds in return.


A useless gesture, but like panic, pain tended to encourage such ineffective responses.


Bullets ripped through the door – maybe two dozen total rounds – in a wild pattern, the Afghan’s recoil control impeded by the wounds he had taken, or perhaps the pattern was reflective of his current state of mind: desperate, enraged.


When the shooting stopped, Victor was fast to his feet and kicking down the door. Hard to be accurate counting rounds when the firing was automatic, but if his estimate was correct Maqsoodi would be –


Reloading his weapon.


He was on the floor, back against a crate of the pristine suppressors Fahim had been so keen to show off, legs splayed out before him having fallen from his previous crouching position. With one hand, he was hurriedly trying to insert a fresh magazine. The carbine was lying across his lap, an empty magazine discarded nearby, and, unable to use his other hand to stabilise the weapon thanks to bullet holes in his shoulder and arm, he was fumbling to fit the fresh one into the receiver.


With Victor now in the room, Maqsoodi froze. There was no way he was getting the rifle loaded and ready to fire in time with anything short of divine intervention.


‘Should have gone for the pistol,’ Victor told him.


At first, Maqsoodi looked back in utter confusion before realisation dawned and he glanced down at the handgun holstered on his right thigh as if seeing it for the first time. The weapon was centimetres away from his good hand but as with poor choices and ineffective responses, pain and panic also had a habit of making otherwise smart people forget the absolute basics.


For a brief moment, his head and shoulders sagged in self-disgust.


Looking back up at Victor, he said, ‘Wait—’


A single headshot proved the most efficient way of explaining to the Afghan there was no point in further discourse.


Victor disliked wasting words even more than he did wasting ammunition.









ONE WEEK LATER









SEVEN


The head of the Bratva preferred to travel with as little fanfare as possible. Given his stature secrecy was impossible, so the best that could be managed was discretion. An armoured limousine took Maxim Borisyuk from his dacha outside Moscow, shadowed by a modest security detail of four. His personal bodyguard travelled with him inside the limousine, along with Luda Zakharova, who ran the day-to-day operations of the Brotherhood with such efficiency his input was rarely necessary.


Though excessive for a relatively short flight, a long-range jet awaited Borisyuk at a private airfield. The jet was the newest addition to the fleet of aircraft owned by Bratva shell companies, purchased for a single task now complete, and Borisyuk, though rich beyond all reasonable measure, could feel the disapproving look of his mother who had always hated waste. Given the aircraft could fly non-stop from Russia to North America, had she been alive, his mother would not only have scolded him with her eyes but given him a clip round the ear as well.


Because discretion mattered, the four-man security detail remained on the tarmac as Borisyuk ascended the steps with his bodyguard and Zakharova following. The flight crew knew enough about him by now to forgo fawning greetings and insincere small talk, and so welcomed him aboard in a polite yet businesslike manner.


The cold breeze ruffled the wisps of hair stubbornly hanging onto his scalp when the rest had long departed. He smoothed them down once he was inside the aircraft.


He did not so much sit down into the chair, as fall. The day you stopped lowering yourself and let gravity do the work instead was the day you became old, Borisyuk knew. In his seat, he was served black tea with lemon and Zakharova, sitting opposite, received her preferred Japanese whisky with ice.


Take-off was smooth. Borisyuk was looking forward to a relaxing flight, drinking tea and watching a spaghetti western or two. Smuggling in pirated tapes of American TV and cinema had been one of his most profitable business activities in the late ’80s. New media was hard to come by in Soviet Russia and so many of the tapes he could obtain were of shows and movies from prior decades. Borisyuk had fallen in love with the Old West back then, with the freedom of all that space to live without the shadow of an overbearing autocracy. He loved the gunfights too: so unrealistic to someone who had known many, and yet that was an undeniable charm to them. Stylistic and fun, without the stench of viscera and the stomach cramping terror.


Zakharova wanted to talk, however.


Any other employee of his would take the hint to leave him alone. Which was exactly why he valued her input so much. She had never been afraid of him. She never courted his favour. It had been he who tried so hard to bring her into the organisation and she never let him forget it.


‘Would you like your itinerary now or when we arrive?’ she asked him after they had both taken their first sips.


‘Is never an option?’


She set her tumbler down and waited for a more grown-up answer.


The tea was too hot to properly enjoy, so Borisyuk blew onto the surface in preparation for a second sip.


‘When we arrive,’ he said at last. ‘With the highlights now, if you please.’


Zakharova had a tablet in her bag, which she would have handed to him had he requested the full itinerary. Naturally, it was all committed to memory and so she listed the names of the various people he was to meet.


‘Sounds tiring.’


‘There are fewer meetings than you are used to.’


‘I am a lot older than I am used to.’


She brought the tumbler back to her lips. ‘You will get no sympathy from me.’


He always thought of her as young, since she had been when she entered his employment, and as they both aged she had never lost that vital spark that had made him so determined to hire her in the first place. Given he was in his seventies now, she must be fifty at least. He had felt old at fifty. He did not expect to still be alive when Zakharova reached the age he was now, though he imagined she would be as energetic as ever.


‘You have that look about you,’ she said, not lifting her gaze from her tablet.


‘What look is that?’


‘Lost in a moment, nostalgic yet bittersweet.’


‘I thought I might marry you at one point.’


Japanese whisky older than the stewards sputtered everywhere.


Zakharova growled in frustration and annoyance as she dabbed her thousand-dollar trouser suit with a hastily grabbed napkin. ‘You don’t have to look quite so pleased with yourself.’


‘I’m trying very hard not to, I assure you.’


She had never married, though he had been introduced to many suitors over the years at social functions to which they were both invited. She did not tell him why he rarely met any of them a second time, and he would not ask. It was not his place.


‘Obviously,’ she began, drying her hands, ‘you were making some ridiculous joke I don’t understand.’


‘No joke,’ he assured. ‘It would have been for my daughter’s sake. Mostly.’


‘I’ll pretend I didn’t notice the pause before mostly.’


‘We spend almost every day together as it is.’


‘Which might be the worst justification for marriage I’ve ever heard.’


Her hands dry and as much whisky dabbed out of her suit as possible, she gestured to the steward for another.


‘What would you have said?’


‘You can’t be serious.’


‘I am serious. I’d like to know.’


She fixed him with a steely look of disapproval. ‘I refuse to respond to a purely hypothetical proposal.’


‘That’s a no then.’


‘It is,’ she said, nodding. ‘If you weren’t brave enough to actually ask me to marry you then by default my answer is an automatic, emphatic, no. Cowardice is unrepentantly unattractive.’


‘You’ll recall that I said I had thought about it. Once.’


‘You’re old enough to be my father.’


‘I assure you that I had no untoward intentions.’


‘You’re making it worse, not better.’


Borisyuk laughed. ‘Women are impossible.’


‘This attitude goes some way to explain why you remain a bachelor.’


‘Perhaps,’ he conceded, then returned to business. ‘When in all this excitement will I be meeting with Vasili?’


‘If I had my way you would not be meeting him at all.’


‘I wonder what it is about him that you do not like.’


‘I dislike the fact you like him,’ she said.


‘Jealousy does not suit you, my dear.’


She snorted. ‘And deflection is beneath you, Maxim.’


‘Tell me.’


‘He is a hired killer.’


‘We employ many killers.’


‘He is not one of us.’


‘Neither are half the people you have arranged I meet in London.’


She held his gaze for a long moment and as ever he found it impossible to read anything in her expression she did not want him to see. ‘Loaning him out was unwise.’


‘Kasakov is delighted with his effectiveness. But that’s not why you do not like him, is it?’


‘Your fondness for him makes you look weak.’


‘I see. Is that it?’


‘It makes you seem old.’


‘I am old.’


‘Older.’


‘You didn’t say that you think I look weak, that you think I seem older. What has been said about me?’


‘Nothing,’ Zakharova answered. ‘No one would dare.’


‘Except you.’


‘It’s a feeling,’ she explained after a moment. ‘The way they act around you.’


‘Because of Vasili?’


‘Not wholly, though in part. It’s another sign of you going soft.’


‘Business has never been better.’


‘Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe we are too much like a business for some and not enough like criminals.’


‘Anyone who prefers fighting turf wars for a pittance can go back to the old ways.’


‘I’m not arguing the merits of your leadership,’ she said, sitting forward. ‘I’m telling you how I perceive the mood of the table.’


‘Noted.’


‘You should not have arranged for your plane to take him out of Kabul.’


‘At last, we get to the truth,’ Borisyuk began with a hint of a smile. ‘You do not like this jet as much.’


‘I don’t appreciate the attempt at humour.’


‘Whereas I don’t care that we had to scrap a plane.’


‘And the entire company it was registered with.’


‘We will not even notice it on the bottom line.’


‘But others noticed. Not limited to the intelligence agencies tracking the comings and goings out of Afghanistan.’


‘Go on.’


‘Like any king,’ she began, ‘you rule because your nobles want you to rule. And such nobles only desire to be in the servitude of a king when that rule benefits them. When they see you take needless risks they see you putting them at risk.’


Borisyuk gathered his thoughts. He rarely felt the need to explain anything to anyone and yet he kept almost no secrets from Zakharova. ‘The contact, our man, almost got him killed.’


‘That does not explain why you care.’


‘I never need concern myself with what he is thinking. At no point do I wonder about his inner thoughts because he hides nothing from me. He has no ambition. At least, how you or I would measure it. He has a debt to pay to me and all he desires is to pay it off.’


‘You cannot possibly trust an assassin.’


‘Who said anything about trust? I don’t need to trust him. I tell him what he must do and he does it. I like the simplicity of my arrangement with him. When I speak to him I can be as honest with him as anyone and yet I know with him that he is as honest in return. I can’t say that about a single other person.’ He could not read her expression, but he understood her silence. ‘I have offended you, I see. And yet this is my point because my honesty offends you when it has no need. I am not accusing you of deception.’


‘Then I’m glad of that, at least.’


‘Please, let’s not pretend you tell me every thought you have, that you hold nothing back, that you share everything about you and your life with me, freely and openly?’


‘And this killer does?’


‘No, of course not. I tell him who to kill, he kills them. That’s the extent of it. The level of honesty he conveys is perfectly commensurate to the nature of the relationship I have with him.’


‘Unless he’s fooled you the whole time.’


‘I don’t think of myself as anyone’s fool, though if I am mistaken then we will soon know of my foolishness.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘In London we shall put this killer’s loyalty to the final test.’
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