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        Algiers, Algeria
      

      The killer was good. He moved with a fluidity and economy of motion that made him seem relaxed, almost carefree, yet he was ever aware of his surroundings and always alert. He had a lean, forgettable face that looked a little older than his thirty-five years. He was tall, but of average height for a native of the tallest nation on the planet. A resident of Amsterdam, Felix Kooi worked as a freelance assassin with no allegiances. He sold his services to the highest bidder, whatever the job, in a career that had endured at least ten years. That career was about to come to an end.

      Kooi had a room at the El Aurassi hotel but spent little of his time there, always leaving shortly after dawn and returning only during the evening, never using the same route or the same entrance twice in a row. Each day he ventured around the city like a tourist, always walking, never visiting the same location more than once, but exploring every medieval mosque, museum and sightseer destination Algiers had to offer. He ate in restaurants and cafés, but only those serving Algerian and North African food. He walked on the seafront but never lazed on the beach.

      Today Kooi was in the old town – the Casbah – and had spent an hour wandering around the market near the El Jidid mosque. The market was a huge, sprawling arrangement of tented stalls selling everything from wicker baskets to live chickens. It was centred on an irregular square and seeped along the numerous adjoining alleys and side streets. He seemed to do nothing beyond browsing; enjoying the sights, sounds and smells of such a vibrant gathering of people and merchandise.

      Victor had followed Kooi for three days. In that time he had learned that Kooi was good, but he wasn’t exceptional. Because he had made a mistake. A mistake that was going to kill him.

      Victor’s CIA employer didn’t know the reason for Kooi’s cover as a tourist in Algiers. Procter didn’t know if the Dutch assassin was preparing for a contract, meeting a broker or client, obtaining supplies, or lying low from one of the many enemies he had no doubt made in a decade-long career as a hired killer. Victor had followed him for three days as much to determine that reason as to devise the best way to kill him, even though he didn’t need to know it in order to fulfil the contract. Such knowledge was important because maybe someone was as keen for Kooi to live as Victor’s employer was for him to die. Getting caught in the middle of such a tug of war was not something Victor was eager to repeat.

      Three days shadowing Kooi around the city had been a necessary aspect of the precautionary measures Victor employed to stay alive in the world’s most dangerous profession, but unnecessary because there was no secret to uncover. Kooi wasn’t working. He wasn’t meeting a contact. He wasn’t on the run. He was on vacation. He was acting like a tourist because he was a tourist.

      And that was his mistake. He was a tourist. He was in Algiers to relax and have a good time, to explore and see the sights, and too much of his focus was on being a tourist to effectively protect himself from someone like Victor.

      A merchant selling carved wooden statuettes caught Kooi’s attention and he listened and nodded and pointed and examined the man’s wares. He said nothing in return, because he didn’t speak French, or else didn’t want the trader to know he did. Victor watched from a distance of twenty metres. Kooi was easy enough to see, being at least half a head taller than the locals occupying the space between him and Victor, and Victor’s similar height ensured that his line of sight was rarely interrupted unless he chose for it to be.

      Kooi was aware and alert but he was a tourist and his counter-surveillance techniques were basic, and basic had never been a problem for Victor. He was more cautious in return, and Kooi hadn’t come close to identifying the threat. He had seen Victor, because Kooi was good, and like Kooi, Victor’s height and ethnicity made him stand out in Algiers, but because he was only good and not exceptional, he hadn’t marked Victor as anything other than a tourist. Victor knew this because Kooi’s behaviour hadn’t changed, and no one who learned an assassin was following them acted exactly the same as they had prior to the acquisition of that knowledge.

      The Dutchman’s lack of precautionary measures in his downtime told Victor he hadn’t experienced the same kind of professional learning curve that Victor knew he had mastered by virtue of the fact he was still capable of drawing breath. He wasn’t envious of Kooi’s comparatively charmed existence, because that existence would soon be over.

      ‘Mister,’ a voice said to Victor in heavily accented English, ‘you buy a watch.’

      A young local man stood to Victor’s right, showing his lack of teeth with a wide smile. He wore brightly coloured linens. His black hair jutted out from the top of his skull in unruly clumps. His sleeves were rolled up to reveal skinny forearms ringed by wristwatches, counterfeit unless the man had several hundred thousand dollars’ worth of merchandise weighing him down while not having enough money for a toothbrush.

      ‘No, thank you,’ Victor said, shaking his head in an exaggerated manner for the kind of emphasis necessary to persuade local traders to try their bartering skills elsewhere.

      He didn’t seem to notice. ‘I got for you Tag Hour, Rolax, all the nice ones. Look, look.’

      ‘No,’ Victor said again, his gaze on Kooi, who had a wooden statuette in each hand and seemed to be deciding on which to purchase. He chose one and handed over some cash for the winning selection. The Dutchman was smiling and nodding, pleased with his purchase or amused by the trader’s rapid-fire overselling. He slipped the statuette into a thigh pocket of his khaki shorts.

      ‘Look, look,’ the young watch guy said again, about ten decibels louder. He waved his arms in front of Victor’s face.

      He gestured with his hands to show he was interested in the watches when his only interest was stopping the local attracting attention. Kooi wouldn’t hear over the din of the market, but he might notice the young man’s waving arms and the shiny watches glinting in the sunlight.

      ‘That one,’ Victor said, pointing to a Rolex with hands that didn’t sweep.

      A toothless grin stretched across the seller’s face and he unclasped the watch while Victor counted out a fair price for it.

      ‘No, no,’ the young local said, ‘not enough. More. More.’

      Victor obliged him with another note, having followed the bartering convention of underpaying. However much he offered the local would want more.

      He slipped on his knockoff Rolex and left to follow Kooi, who had extended his lead by another five metres in the interval.

      ‘Bye, mister,’ the young local called behind him. ‘You have the good day.’

      Kooi took his time strolling through the market. He took a circuitous route, but only to make the most of the experience rather than for any tactical consideration. He continued to check his flanks on occasion, but Victor walked directly behind his mark. It would take a one hundred and eighty degree turn for Kooi even to see him – a move that would give Victor plenty of notice not to be there when he did.

      Fabric stalls and small stores selling local fashions lined a twisting side street into which Kooi veered. He didn’t stop to examine the wares, but he walked slowly, head rotating back and forth in case anything caught his interest. Victor let the distance between them increase, because now they were out of the main market square the crowd density had dropped by around thirty per cent. Had Kooi been more active in his counter-surveillance, or had he simply walked faster, it would have made Victor’s task more difficult, but even if he did lose him, he knew where the Dutchman was staying.

      Kooi was in Algiers for another week based on his flight and accommodation bookings, so there was no time pressure, but Victor would take the first opportunity that presented itself. Regardless of Kooi’s relaxed attitude to his own security, he was a competent professional and therefore a hard target, and there was no guarantee Victor would get more than one chance to see the contract through to completion.

      He hadn’t identified a weapon, and Kooi’s khaki shorts and short-sleeved shirt were not conducive to hiding a firearm, but he could easily have a knife in a pocket or in a belt sheath or on the end of a neck cord. Plus, bare hands could be equally deadly if employed correctly.

      There were no requirements to the successful completion of the contract beyond Kooi’s death, but Victor preferred not to identify an assassination as one if it could be avoided. He planned to keep it simple – a mugging gone bad. Common enough the world over. He had a folding knife in the pocket of his linen trousers. It was a local weapon, bought from a street vendor not dissimilar to the toothless young watch seller. Not the kind of quality Victor would prefer to work with, but it was well made enough to do the task he’d purchased it for. As long as he could get within arm’s length of Kooi, he could cut any one of several arteries that were protected only by the thin skin of the neck, underarm or inner thigh. A seemingly superficial cut, luckily placed by an aggressive robber, inducing death in minutes before medical help could be reached.

      All Victor had to do was get close to Kooi.

      The Dutchman continued his exploration of the city, leaving the old town and wandering to the docks where he gazed out at the Mediterranean and the many boats and yachts on its blue waters. He took a seat outside a restaurant with an ocean view, and used his teeth to pick grilled lamb from skewered brochettes and ate aromatic couscous with his fingers. He was slim and in shape but he had a big appetite.

      Victor waited nearby for the hour Kooi spent over his meal and followed as his target headed back into the city. He didn’t take the same route back – that would have been too reckless, even for a man as relaxed as Kooi – but he walked in the same direction, taking streets that ran close or parallel to those he had already walked.

      Kooi surprised Victor by heading back to the Casbah market. That didn’t fit with his MO of never visiting the same locale twice. The market crowds enabled Victor to close the distance between them and he pictured the rest of the route back to Kooi’s hotel. There were numerous quiet alleys that would present all the opportunity Victor needed to complete the contract. He could get ahead of Kooi easily enough, knowing his ultimate destination, and come at him from the front – just another tourist exploring the wonders of Algiers – maybe sharing a nod of recognition as a couple of guys with similar interests, strangers in a strange land, the kind who could end up friends over a few beers. By the time Kooi realised the man heading in his direction was a killer like himself, he would already be bleeding.

      A simple enough job. Dangerous given the target, but uncomplicated.

      Victor was surprised again when Kooi led him to the same part of the market square they had been in earlier. He wasn’t exploring any more. He had a purpose. The Dutchman removed the wooden statuette from his shorts and set about swapping it for the one he had rejected previously. The merchant was happy to oblige, especially when Kooi gave him some more money.

      ‘Hey, mister,’ a familiar voice called.

      Victor ignored him, but the toothless young man sidestepped into his path, his arms glinting with watches. Kooi headed off.

      ‘You buy another watch, mister? For your wife or lady. She like nice watch too, yes?’

      Victor shook his head and moved to step around him, losing a couple of metres on Kooi in the process. The local didn’t let him pass.

      ‘I give you good price. Buy the two, get the one cheap. Good deal. Look, look.’

      ‘No,’ Victor said. ‘No wife. No lady. No watch. Move.’

      But the young guy, buoyed by his earlier success and Victor’s reappearance, didn’t want to understand. He blocked Victor’s path, waving and pointing in turn to the women’s watches that circled his lower wrists and mispronouncing the brands.

      ‘Please,’ Victor said, trying to get around the guy before he lost Kooi, but not wanting to hurl the seller away and risk the attention such a commotion would create.

      Kooi turned around. He caught something in his peripheral vision, or maybe he decided to examine some novelty after all. He eased himself through the crowd, not looking Victor’s way – yet – as he made for a stall.

      ‘Good price,’ the watch seller said, holding out both arms to block Victor’s attempts to get by. ‘Your lady like you a lot.’ He smiled. ‘You know what I say?’ He puckered his lips and made kissing noises.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ Victor said. ‘I’ll take that one.’

      He reached for his wallet to end the standoff before Kooi noticed, but the Dutchman glanced over when the young trader clapped his hands in celebration at securing a second sale.

      Kooi saw Victor.

      There was no immediate reaction. He stared for a second, because he realised he had seen Victor before. He stared for another second, because he didn’t know where. He stared for a third second, because he was assessing the chances that a lone Caucasian male he had seen before and who had just been directly behind him was simply a tourist too.

      And he ran.
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      Victor grabbed the watch seller by both of his scrawny shoulders and threw him out of the way. The young guy was light and Victor was strong, and he crashed to the ground, one arm of watches impacting first, the women’s watch he had taken off to give to Victor scattering between sandals and disappearing into the tangle of legs and feet.

      Kooi’s route was clearer, but he had first to turn back around and lost a little of his lead. He used his height and body mass to shove his way past the smaller Algerians in his path. They shouted abuse and waved their fists. Victor dashed through the gap in the crowd Kooi created, dodging his way around locals as the gap closed up again and shouldering past those he couldn’t weave by. He received his own share of jeers.

      His target had a fifteen-metre lead, but he was easy enough to keep track of as he stood several inches taller than those around him. But he was fast and determined and running for his life.

      Stalls flashed by in Victor’s peripheral vision. A woman screamed up ahead and he ran past where she sat sobbing on the ground, an ornate earthenware jar smashed nearby, the cinnamon it had held colouring the paving stones orange and drifting away in the breeze.

      Victor tripped over a foot and stumbled, but thanks to his agility and the mass of bodies in close proximity he avoided falling.

      He glimpsed Kooi veering out of the market square and down a side street shaded from the sun by tall buildings. The back and the right arm of his short-sleeved shirt were orange with smeared cinnamon. Victor entered the side street a few seconds after his target and caught sight of him as he turned a corner up ahead. Beggars sat with their backs against one wall, their legs crossed before them and wooden bowls near their feet, paying no attention to the men who ran by. Victor avoided crashing into a pair of men who entered the alley ahead of him, slipping side-on between them and round the corner Kooi had taken.

      The street that Victor found himself on was long and straight and he powered along the centre of it after Kooi, who rounded pedestrians and leapt over a bench to avoid a crowd that would have slowed him down. Victor did the same, and someone applauded the show of athletics.

      Kooi took another corner and when Victor reached it he saw a short walkway that crossed another. At the intersection he couldn’t see Kooi either to the left or right, but he saw to the right a number of locals with expressions of bemusement or curiosity.

      Victor headed that way, then turned into an alleyway where he saw boxes had been knocked over. He exited it and heard a horn blare, dashed across the road and cut through another alley, moving towards the sound, coming out on a tree-lined boulevard flanked by nineteenth-century French colonial buildings, grand but dilapidated. He caught sight of Kooi as he hurried through a restaurant’s entrance.

      More horns sounded as Victor cut across the traffic. Insults were cast in his direction. He pushed open the restaurant door and dodged around the tables and waiters before shoving open the only door Kooi could have taken, entering the kitchen and bundling staff out of his way to follow Kooi through a back door.

      He emerged onto another winding market alleyway, lined on both sides by ramshackle stalls. Victor headed left, because a stall had been upturned that way and traders were yelling and throwing things. He jumped up and scrambled over the stall, inflicting further damage and shrugging off the angry locals’ attempts to grab him.

      Kooi’s lead was short, but the streets of the old town were a maze-like collection of narrow cobbled walkways that wound and twisted between whitewashed buildings in no discernible pattern. He disappeared around corners and took intersections before Victor could see which way he went. Victor fell further and further behind as he struggled to deduce the correct turnings to take, looking all ways to identify Kooi’s path or listening to ascertain in which direction the sound of running footsteps originated from. Had Kooi known the city then his chances of escape would have been good, but Kooi was a tourist who had spent his days exploring the unfamiliar. He didn’t know Algiers. He didn’t know where to run to. He didn’t know where to hide. He was attempting to create enough distance to lose his pursuer. He was trusting to speed and stamina in an attempt to outrun Victor. He didn’t yet know such a thing was impossible.

      Victor ran into a small arcade, dodging past men and women amused enough by the spectacle to helpfully point out which way to go. The arcade opened out onto the seafront. Kooi was out of sight and the road was wide enough that his flight had not disrupted the foot traffic sufficiently for the wake to mark his route. He could have gone either left or right but Victor should be able to see him easily enough in the sparse crowd. But he couldn’t. Kooi must have backtracked.

      Victor turned around and dashed back the way he had come, picturing Kooi running along a parallel route, perhaps even slowing to a walk to attract less attention. He reached an intersection and glanced both ways down the perpendicular thoroughfare. If Kooi had retraced his steps along a parallel route he would appear after Victor, who had only had to run in a straight line, whereas Kooi had gone in an L shape having fled a little way first along the seafront.

      He appeared, to the left, and Victor was sprinting after him before Kooi realised he had been spotted. The Dutchman ran again, but now had a lead of less than five metres.

      After Victor chased him down another alleyway, Kooi ran across a wide French boulevard, in a straight line through the sparse and slow-moving traffic. He slipped off the cinnamon-stained shirt and tossed it aside, because at some point he would want to hide, to blend in, and the shirt would hamper that. He had a white undershirt beneath.

      Victor followed, running behind a backfiring car Kooi had run in front of. He headed into an alleyway that was barely shoulder width, scuffing and tearing his own shirt at the shoulders and elbows and scraping the skin beneath. Kooi took a corner eleven feet ahead, using his hands as brakes to pivot him ninety degrees and prevent him crashing into the wall. Victor did the same, gaining on Kooi because he knew what was coming.

      The paved ground sloped upwards in a series of long, low steps and then opened out onto a wide residential street where window boxes bloomed with colour and bright doors had grilled security windows. Kooi leapt up and vaulted over a wall. Victor did the same seconds later, landing on his feet in a courtyard filled with tall potted plants. Kooi shoved them aside and knocked them over as he ran. Earthenware cracked apart, spilling soil. Victor dodged around the debris, again closing on Kooi, who had to create the path for Victor to follow.

      Kooi ran at the wall at the other end of the courtyard and used the ball of his leading foot to catapult him upwards, pulling himself up and dropping down to the far side. Victor heard a yell and a crash and as he landed on the street on the other side of the wall he saw Kooi scrambling to his feet and a man on the ground, cursing and rubbing his ankle. Victor swerved around him as Kooi jumped onto the bonnet of a parked taxi, receiving a blare of horn in return from the driver, who got out of his vehicle to yell abuse. Victor had to shove the driver out of the way, and followed Kooi over the bonnet and up another set of long low steps.

      At the top an elderly woman was exiting the front door of her home. Kooi threw her aside and disappeared into the building. Victor heard his footsteps dashing up the stairwell as he entered the cool interior. Ceiling fans thrummed overhead. He raced after Kooi, not concerned about an ambush because he could hear his target’s echoing footsteps ascending above him.

      Victor reached the four-storey building’s top floor, rushed through an open doorway – the only way Kooi could have gone – and into a small apartment where a family sat on the floor, shocked and scared at the intrusion upon their afternoon meal. Glass smashed further inside and Victor found a balcony door kicked open. Out on the balcony there was no sign of Kooi. The street was too wide to leap across to the buildings on the other side and the ground was too far down to drop to, so Victor looked right – seeing nothing – then left.

      The Dutchman had jumped to the adjacent balcony. Victor did the same, stepping onto the stone railing and covering the distance by the time Kooi had reached the next balcony along. Victor hurried after his target, who had run out of balconies, but who climbed up on to the stone railing and jumped.

      He landed on the roof of the neighbouring building and rolled to disperse the impact of the two-metre drop. Victor rolled seconds later and Kooi glanced back over his shoulder, face shining with sweat, to make brief eye contact with his relentless, tireless pursuer.

      The next flat roof was only a short jump away, but Kooi stumbled as he landed and slowed his run to keep his balance. An exterior stone staircase descended from the far side of the roof and Kooi hurried down it, Victor now close enough to hear the Dutchman’s urgent breaths.

      The stairs led down to a small square, at the centre of which was an ornate tiled fountain where residents collected drinking water. Kooi grabbed a boy holding a bucket in each hand and heaved him backwards into Victor’s path. Victor dodged the boy but not the buckets spilling water. He slipped but stayed on his feet, losing a second on Kooi, who vaulted over a small wall and down to a neighbouring alleyway.

      Victor followed, absorbing the drop with bending knees, and caught a glimpse of Kooi as he rounded a corner ahead. Victor took the same corner moments later and sprinted down the adjoining alley, jumping over baskets knocked over by Kooi, past a small hovel with a red door, out onto a side street. He looked left, saw a long street Kooi hadn’t had the time to run the length of, almost no people, no restaurants or businesses, no way to veer off. Victor looked right – a dead end. Kooi could have gone neither way. Victor’s memory flashed back. The red door. No splinters of wood near the lock or hinges from a kick, but it was still slightly ajar, having been already open. He spun around and saw—

      Kooi, charging from the doorway, the glint of metal from a blade in his hand, meant for Victor’s back but now thrusting at his heart.
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      Kooi stopped, half a metre from Victor, the tip of the knife centimetres from his ribcage. It was a small weapon, painted black, with a triangular point and a recurve blade. A fine weapon – better than Victor’s own – folded high-carbon steel, wickedly sharp, strong enough to be capable of breaking bone without compromising the blade, but harmless while piercing only air.

      He was only a little older than Victor but far more fatigued from the chase. Kooi was about the same height and similarly proportioned, with long limbs, athletic and muscular but compact and lean. Sweat glistened on the Dutchman’s face and arms from the heat and the chase, and darkened the front of his undershirt. Kooi stumbled, but didn’t move any further forward. His mouth opened, but he didn’t say anything. His eyes stared at Victor, but focused on a point somewhere behind him.

      Then he exhaled and wheezed. The black knife fell from his trembling fingers and clattered on the paving stones near Victor’s feet.

      The Dutchman blinked, his eyes watery, and placed both hands on Victor’s right arm to steady himself while he looked down at his abdomen, to where the knuckles of Victor’s right thumb and index finger pressed against Kooi’s white undershirt.

      The white shirt became red around Victor’s hand.

      ‘No,’ Kooi said, as if defiance could remove the blade from his stomach and repair the hole it would leave behind.

      Victor let go of the folding knife’s grip. It protruded at a downward angle from just below the base of Kooi’s sternum, the short blade buried up behind the breastbone, the tip puncturing the bottom of the Dutchman’s heart. He coughed and struggled to breathe as blood drained from the ruptured left ventricle and slowly filled the chest cavity, impeding his lungs’ ability to inflate and deflate. Victor eased Kooi to the ground as the stability left his legs.

      ‘No,’ Kooi said again, but quieter.

      He slumped against the alleyway wall, his legs splayed on the paving stones before him, his arms limp at his sides. He didn’t try to take the knife from his flesh. He had to know there was no point even if he’d had the strength left to tug it free of the vacuum’s pull. Such an action would only quicken his demise. Victor considered what he would do if their places had been reversed – whether it was better to live those extra few seconds in pain and fear or to hurry to the boatman.

      Victor patted along Kooi’s thighs and around his waist to make sure there were no hidden weapons that might be employed with the last of Kooi’s strength. He knew better than most that when faced with death, people could find a way to stay alive or take their vengeance, because he had done both.

      There was a wallet and room key in one of Kooi’s hip pockets and the statuette in the thigh pocket, but nothing else. Victor examined the statuette. It was about six inches in height and lacquered black. Victor didn’t understand what it was supposed to be. It looked like a reptilian man, somewhat comical and juvenile. Kooi had strange tastes.

      Victor slipped the wallet into one of his own pockets. He didn’t need to check the contents because anything inside the wallet was of no interest to him. He would dispose of it later. Taking it was merely to give the police a story. He unclasped Kooi’s wristwatch and ripped a pendant from his neck for the same reasons. There was no phone to take, but Victor rarely carried one himself.

      Kooi, his face pale while he sat dying, stared at Victor as he was robbed.

      ‘Who sent you?’ Kooi asked in a whisper.

      Even if paramedics showed up that second, Kooi couldn’t be saved, so Victor answered, ‘CIA.’

      ‘Are you…?’

      Victor shook his head. ‘Independent contractor. Like you.’

      The Dutchman blinked and swallowed while he gathered the energy to speak again. ‘For the American?’

      Victor nodded.

      A weak smile. ‘I knew I should… have said no… to that job.’ He coughed at the effort of saying so many words in succession. He fought to keep his head upright and his eyelids open.

      ‘Greed kills us all eventually,’ Victor said.

      ‘But me first.’ Another weak smile. Another cough. Blood glistened on his lips. ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Ask me again when I join you.’

      He nodded, accepting the response. ‘Would you do something… for me?’ He paused and wheezed. ‘A favour. It’s important…’ His eyelids fluttered. Blood dripped from his chin. He tried to lift his hand. ‘Please…’

      ‘Maybe.’ Victor said. ‘What is it?’

      Kooi never answered.
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        Somewhere over the Atlantic, three weeks later
      

      The Lear jet cruised at an altitude of thirty-one thousand feet. In the cockpit a pilot and co-pilot monitored the instruments and joked amongst themselves. There was no other crew. On the far side of the cockpit door, a woman and a man sat in the passenger cabin. The woman’s name was Janice Muir. The man was Francis Beatty. They sat on opposite tan leather seats, facing each other across a small table. The sky outside the small round window was black and absent of stars.

      A tablet computer lay between them. A photograph was displayed on its screen. The photograph was pixellated and slightly blurry, having been shot at distance and then enlarged as far as its resolution could handle. The tablet was rotated to suit Muir’s perspective. Beatty used a finger to wipe the screen and bring up other photographs. They showed a man in a suit walking along the street of a European city, then ascending some steps to enter through the black door of a whitewashed townhouse.

      Muir said, ‘Are we sure he’s the target?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Beatty answered. ‘Right height. Right build. Right sort of age. The hair is different, though.’

      ‘A wig?’

      ‘I’m guessing he’s just changed his style.’

      The woman thumbed the tablet’s screen to cycle back and forth through the photographs. ‘I’d like a little bit more than a guess.’

      Beatty frowned. ‘We’re working with intel that is out of date. People grow and cut their hair all the time. I don’t think it makes a difference.’

      ‘We’ve had two false positives so far. I’d prefer to avoid another.’

      ‘Perhaps it will be third time lucky.’

      This time Muir frowned. ‘I prefer to deal with facts, not luck.’

      ‘Just a turn of phrase.’

      ‘Probability?’

      He shrugged and rocked his head from side to side. ‘Hard to say.’

      ‘You’re being paid to say.’

      ‘Then I’d say sixty-five per cent, give or take.’

      ‘That doesn’t fill me with confidence.’

      ‘I was trying to be accurate, not reassuring. From what little we can see of his face in these photographs he seems a good fit. For what it’s worth, he matches the description as closely as we could hope for.’

      ‘As do a lot of men.’

      ‘I said for what it’s worth. What do you want to do?’

      ‘We have just one more potential after him, correct?’

      Beatty nodded. ‘But he matches the least criteria. This guy here’ – he tapped the screen – ‘ticks more boxes.’

      ‘But not as many as the two that came before him.’

      ‘Maybe that just means he’s good at staying hidden. As expected.’

      She sighed and rubbed her eyes. ‘Tell me what your gut says.’

      ‘That the target has to be one of the four possibles and he wasn’t the previous two and he’s unlikely to be the fourth. Therefore, on the numbers, this guy has to be the one.’

      ‘I’m coming to the same conclusion.’

      ‘Shall I deploy a team?’

      ‘Unless you want to take him on with just the two of us.’

      A smirk. ‘I don’t think that would be a particularly sane move given the target’s skill set.’

      ‘Scared?’ Muir asked.

      ‘I didn’t get this old by being brave.’

      ‘You’re not old, Francis.’

      ‘Saying that just means you’re getting old too. How do you want to do it?’

      ‘We’re running out of time so I want as many boots on the ground as we can get. But I don’t want any deadweight. They all have to be good. And each and every one needs to know exactly the kind of target they’re dealing with.’

      ‘Then you need to be prepared to bump up the fee.’

      She shrugged. ‘Better than the alternative. I don’t want any amateurs with a guy this dangerous. We can expect he’s armed. Who knows what he’s capable of?’

      He matched her shrug. ‘Put half a dozen guys on him and it doesn’t matter what he can do. It doesn’t matter if he has a gun. We’ll have more. Numbers always win in the end. What about at his hotel? He may have an idea who is staying there but we can trap him in the building. It’s public. We can—’

      ‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘Not his hotel. Trust me when I say that would be an extremely bad idea.’

      ‘Okay. You know more about him than I do. So where?’

      She tapped the screen. ‘We know where he’s going to be so let’s wait for him to leave. We’ll stay close – but not too close – behind and in front. When the opportunity presents itself – and it will – we move in and surround him. He can’t watch every direction at the same time. Speed and surprise before he can process what’s happening.’

      ‘You make it sound so simple.’

      ‘It will be,’ Muir said confidently. ‘He won’t know what hit him.’
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        Vienna, Austria
      

      The patient wore a charcoal suit. It was a smart business garment of obvious quality and cut in a classic style. The jacket was open and a steel-grey tie rested over a white shirt. He was tall and lean but unmistakably strong, and sat with a relaxed yet rigid posture, his hands resting upon the arms of the visitor’s chair. He looked a little younger than the age listed in his medical records. His dark hair was cut short and neat but was notably free of product or fashionable style. Eyes darker still than his hair betrayed nothing of his personality save for a calm watchfulness and keen intellect. Dr Margaret Schule, who prided herself on her people-reading skills, found him quite fascinating.

      She examined the site of the surgery and asked, ‘Are you experiencing any pain?’

      The patient shook his head.

      ‘What about when I do this?’

      The patient shook his head again.

      ‘Okay, that’s tremendous. I’m so pleased.’

      Schule tugged the latex gloves from her hands, bunched them up, and used the toes of a shoe to push down a pedal and open the clinical waste bin. She dropped the gloves inside. The bin was the only object in the room that marked it as the office of a medical professional, and its presence was as unavoidable as its appearance was unpleasant. She kept it in a corner, where it was less likely to draw the eye and disrupt the room’s carefully composed ambience.

      Her office was on the third floor of a late eighteenth-century Viennese townhouse that had once belonged to a conductor in the Royal Orchestra in the time of Mozart. Schule loved to tell her patients of this fact. Brightly patterned Turkish rugs covered much of the dark-stained flooring. She refused to have carpets for hygiene reasons. Classically painted landscapes hung from the walls. The furniture was comprised almost exclusively of antiques from the Baroque period, save for the ergonomic mesh chair where Schule spent a large portion of her time.

      ‘Can I get you a glass of water, perhaps?’ she offered her patient.

      ‘No, thank you.’

      Schule returned to the chair and rested her forearms on her large desk as she examined the man before her. He looked back at her with the same pleasant yet neutral expression he always wore. He made no small talk. He didn’t fidget. He wasn’t bored. He wasn’t nervous. He offered nothing about himself and sat on the other side of the desk as though there was nothing interesting enough to know. Schule wasn’t convinced.

      The visitor’s chair in which he sat was not where it had been positioned when the patient entered her office. She noted the change immediately because she had noted it each and every time the man had visited her and because she lived her life by a rigid desire to see each and every thing in its rightful place. When he left she would reposition the chair so that it sat square to the desk. Then she could look a patient directly in the eye from her own chair, which was also squared to the desk, without having to swivel the seat as she now did and destroy the careful equilibrium of the room. She liked to have her own chair and the visitor’s chair aligned with the office door on the far wall. She liked order. She liked straight lines.

      The patient’s medical records listed him as a resident of Brussels, but those records began only from the day when the patient had first walked into her practice some months before. He had not supplied his medical history prior to that point. She found this somewhat curious, but it was not uncommon. Schule knew herself to be among the uppermost echelon of the planet’s cosmetic surgeons. Her clients ranged from Hollywood’s brightest and most beautiful to members of several European royal families and the wives of Russia’s super rich. Discretion was not only expected by her clients, but demanded. No one at Schule’s practice asked any questions that their clients did not want to answer. The man sitting opposite her didn’t look like a movie star or a prince, but he had to be as wealthy as one to afford her fees, or else vain enough to justify such extravagance.

      As well as offering a complete range of the most common procedures, such as rhinoplasty, facelifts and liposuction, Schule was at the forefront of scar reduction. She had studied and taught across the world and her expertise was always in demand. The majority of her work in this area was in smoothing the results of her less skilled fellow surgeons.

      She said, ‘I think we can say that the procedure has been nothing short of a spectacular success. I’m delighted with the results and I hope you are too. Of course the original surgeon did a perfectly adequate job of putting the ear back together, but alas he didn’t do you any favours when it came to minimising scarring. Fortunately, with the injury being comparatively recent, combined with your relative youth and exceptional level of health and well-being, the techniques I employed could not have worked any better. I’m sure you’ve seen for yourself in the mirror, but the actual scar tissue, which you know cannot be avoided and will always be present, is limited to a fine line that is only visible at especially close range. Over time its visibility will further be reduced and I would speculate that within a year even you will have a hard time identifying it.’

      The patient nodded. ‘Thank you.’

      Schule wasn’t used to such reserved appreciation. She was used to huge smiles and endless streams of tearful expressions of gratitude. She had never known someone so emotionless. When she had first discussed the procedure with him he had listened intently, made a series of surprisingly astute queries, and showed neither uncertainty nor concern. On the day of the surgery he had been relaxed and without fear. His heart rate had been almost unnervingly low and regular.

      He was at least twenty years her junior and it went against her professional ethics, but she found herself wanting to get to know him better. There was something about him she couldn’t articulate that went beyond an obvious attraction.

      She cleared her throat. ‘If there is no pain or discomfort then I don’t believe you’ll need another check-up, but please do book an appointment if you feel the need to see me at some point in the future.’

      The patient nodded.

      ‘If I may,’ Schule began, ‘I would love to use your case for a paper I’m writing for a surgical journal.’

      ‘I’d prefer to be left out of any literature, thank you.’

      ‘I can assure you that your anonymity will be protected. Only the injury, procedure and results will be included.’

      ‘The answer is no.’

      Schule sighed. ‘Well, that is a shame. But it’s your choice. Do let me know if you change your mind.’

      ‘I shall.’

      ‘Then I think we’re all done.’

      He said, ‘There is one thing that I wonder if you could help me with.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I’d like to take any physical records of my procedure with me, and I would appreciate it if any and all electronic records could be deleted too.’

      Schule smiled, friendly and reassuring. ‘I can promise you that your privacy is of the utmost importance to us here and no one but my staff and I will ever see those records. I’m sorry if I’ve made you nervous because of the journal. I respect your wishes not to be included.’

      He nodded. ‘I appreciate that, but regardless of your paper, when I leave here I’d prefer that no record of my presence was left behind.’

      ‘I’m afraid we must retain your medical records, both for legal considerations and for any future procedures you might have with us. There really is nothing to be concerned about. I’ve been protecting the privacy of my patients since the very beginnings of this practice.’

      ‘Please, I’d like my records.’ His tone was calm but insistent.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Schule said, ‘but I just can’t do that. It comes down to a matter of legality and I’m not prepared to break the law, even if I was comfortable with what you’re asking of me.’

      ‘Your name is Margaret Schule,’ he said. ‘You are forty-nine years old. You grew up in Gräfelfing, twenty kilometres west of Munich. Your father was a baker by trade. He joined the Nazi party in the summer of 1939. By the time the Second World War ended he had risen to the rank of lieutenant in the Waffen SS. He changed his name after the war, taking the identity of one of his childhood friends, and took his young wife to Austria. They lived there for over ten years before returning to Germany, where you were born. You studied medicine at the Berlin College of Medicine and spent six years practising in Germany before working in London and then the United States, where you specialised in cosmetic surgery and taught for a time at Princeton Plainsborough. You came to Austria fifteen years ago for your father’s funeral and eventually established this practice six years later with an investment from your husband, Alfred, who you first met while you were in London. He owns a fifty-five per cent stake in your practice and has absolutely no idea that you’ve been having an affair with his younger brother for the past eighteen months. You meet every Friday afternoon. He tells his secretary he’s playing badminton.’

      There was no change in the patient’s expression. There was no malice. He sat still and relaxed, handsome yet cold, but everything about him demanded obedience.

      Schule stared at the patient for a long time before regaining her composure. Her mouth opened to demand answers to questions that she couldn’t form the words for. Eventually, she reached across her desk and pushed a button on her intercom, then held the receiver to her ear.

      When the line connected, Schule instructed her secretary to do as the patient wished, silencing the secretary’s protest’s with: ‘I don’t care. Just make sure they’re deleted and hand him all documentation.’

      The patient stood without taking his gaze from her, repositioned the chair as it had originally been, and left the office without another word.
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      Victor withdrew a pair of sunglasses from his inside jacket pocket and slipped them on. He stood outside the grand townhouse that housed Schule’s practice. The early afternoon sun was bright and warm. The building was whitewashed, like every building on the wide boulevard. A wrought iron fence, painted black and topped with brass spikes, flanked a set of marble steps that led down to the pavement. A light wind blew against his face. He descended the steps as he instinctively swept his gaze across his immediate environment.

      The building was located on Wiener Street in central Vienna, opposite the Stadtpark. The neighbourhood was one of almost identical streets, with identical rows of expensive townhouses, all gleaming white with red-tiled roofs and beautifully maintained. Few were residences. Most served as offices for accountants, lawyers and doctors. The park’s maple trees on the far side of the road cast dappled shadows across the pavement and offered shade for parked high-end sedans and hulking luxury SUVs. Victor couldn’t see a single piece of litter or trace of gum.

      Every thirty metres or so a bench was positioned on the wide pavement opposite. Men and women in business attire made use of them to eat their lunches and drink coffee, or just to enjoy the sunshine while chatting on their phones.

      A bus stop on the far side of the road was the only sign the neighbourhood did not exist in a world of pure affluence. Only two buses stopped there because those who lived and worked here shunned public transport, but the stop was useful for visitors to the park. Victor imagined he was one of the few people in the area, if not the entire city, who considered a bus the ideal method of urban transport. His life was one of assumed identities, but if he could avoid it he preferred not to compromise them with the trail of documentation required to buy or rent a car. Stealing one posed an unnecessary risk, significant enough that it was only to be undertaken when there was no other option. Cars also trapped him, both by confining him physically and by demanding the concentration necessary to drive them. Riding the subway meant he could maintain more vigilance, but at the price of being held captive at least thirty metres underground. A bus, however, was a mode of transport that let him preserve vigilance, yet one via which he could depart frequently and easily without leaving behind a paper trail.

      He planned to take a bus out of the neighbourhood as the first step of his counter-surveillance routine, but not from the stop opposite his destination. A handful of people were waiting – three heavy-set men in business suits, an elderly couple holding hands, a young man in a cap, and a woman with two small children – and they stood up from their seats or shuffled forward into a rough line as both buses that stopped there neared, one after the other.

      Except for the man in the cap.

      Victor slowed his pace and dropped his gaze to the medical notes in his hand while the buses pulled up, the first in front of the stop, the other directly behind the first. A minute later they set off again, the second bus pulling out ahead of the first because they largely shared the same route and most of the waiting people had not wanted to walk the extra distance to the second bus.

      The first bus joined the traffic after the second, leaving the bus stop empty.

      Except for the man in the cap.

      He wore walking boots, jeans and a sports jacket. Earbuds rested in his ears and the wires extended down and disappeared beneath the jacket. The brim of a cap hid his eyes. There was some logo on the cap Victor didn’t recognise. The cap was navy blue and the logo black. The sports jacket was grey. The jeans were faded but dark. The walking boots were brown.

      He looked to be in his late twenties, but it was hard to be exact when his face was half hidden by the navy blue cap. He wasn’t tall or short. He wasn’t broad or thin. His clothes were ordinary. Most people wouldn’t have looked at him twice, if they had noticed him at all. But he’d let both of the only two buses that served the stop leave and there was a bench less than ten metres away that would have been far more comfortable to sit on than the small plastic stools of the bus stop.

      Victor crossed the street to the same side as the man in the cap and headed west. He didn’t look back: either the man was still sitting at the bus stop and therefore was of no concern, or he was now walking west as well, in which case Victor had nothing to gain by letting the man know he was on to him.

      After one hundred metres the pavement turned ninety degrees to follow the border of the park. Victor waited in the small crowd that had gathered at the road’s edge, waiting for the crossing light to change. If the man in the cap was behind him he would have slowed down or even stopped to maintain a tactical shadowing distance. Again, there was no point looking to confirm if he was there, and equally no point if he was still sitting at the bus stop.

      Victor saw the traffic slowing and crossed a few seconds before the lights changed. The crowd followed. He hurried across – just a man who didn’t like to wait. If the man in the cap was alone he would now be rushing to close the gap, because he wouldn’t want to get trapped on the far side of the road when the lights changed back again.

      But as Victor reached the other side of the road, he turned left, and in doing so saw the man in the cap on the far side, walking in the opposite direction alongside the park, not rushing because he knew he would draw attention by dashing across the road alone. But in attempting to stay undetected he had put a busy road between them. If Victor took a turning then he could easily lose his shadow.

      So the man in the cap couldn’t be alone. There was a team.

      There was no one nearby that registered on Victor’s radar, but they wouldn’t have known whether he was going to go left or right after leaving Schule’s and so couldn’t have put watchers ahead of him. So they were mobile. Two cars, because he would have easily noticed one car doing laps in an area of light traffic. Therefore there were at least five in the team, a passenger in each car as a driver couldn’t drive and watch out for Victor and also communicate with the man on foot. But cars couldn’t go everywhere, while they couldn’t use the same pavement artist for too long and not expect Victor to spot him. So there would be another team member in the back of each car, ready to be dropped off and follow Victor as necessary. That made at least seven, but with two cars there were most likely eight.

      A sizeable team, and both a serious and telling statement. They knew who he was, or at least they knew of his capabilities, because no one hired eight men or women for a job they felt could be done by fewer.

      They were proficient and resourceful, because they must have followed him to the doctor’s office and he’d only spotted one so far of at least seven, else they had known of his appointment in advance and had good intel. But no better than proficient, because the man in the cap shouldn’t have been waiting at the bus stop and no team put its worst member in such a primary role.

      He maintained his walking speed. They weren’t a surveillance team of some Austrian agency, because if they were there would be no need to follow him so closely. They could have used a helicopter or the city’s CCTV network. This team wanted to keep close to him for a reason, but they weren’t going to try anything on a crowded street in the middle of Vienna in broad daylight. If they were unconcerned about witnesses they could have ambushed him outside the doctor’s offices. Instead they were following him, waiting for an opportunity that matched whatever criteria they had to meet.

      He didn’t know what that consisted of, and there was no way of knowing for sure until it was too late. He’d identified one of the team. He needed to identify the others.

      Their reservations about making a move in a crowded locale worked to his advantage. If he stayed where there were people he would stop them putting their plan into action. It would force them to improvise. When people improvised, they made mistakes.

      He continued walking and calculating, his gaze sweeping across every person to judge and evaluate. He memorised vehicles that passed him. No one stood out. No vehicle passed twice. They were holding back, or the others were a lot better than the guy at the bus stop. Or both.

      People walked by. He walked by others. The streets were crowded, but not crowded enough to hide him effectively, and the ever-changing mass of faces made it impossible to keep track of potentials. He could take any number of turnings onto less busy side streets, but maybe that’s what they were waiting for so they could move into action. A numerically superior force could not be combated in the open. They had too many advantages.

      His best chance was at close range, where he could pick them off. One by one. But Victor didn’t want the fallout from another bloodbath in the middle of a capital. Better to avoid a threat than neutralise it.

      He needed to get indoors, somewhere they couldn’t all follow, yet some could. There were plenty of bars and cafés nearby, which might work, but he needed somewhere that wasn’t too busy.

      A black and gold sign told him he’d found what he was looking for.
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      Victor wasn’t sure what the difference was between a gentleman’s club and a strip joint, but the establishment he entered advertised itself as the former. A hulking doorman greeted him when he stepped inside and ushered him to a booth. There he paid a cover charge to an elderly woman who then instructed him on the rules of etiquette, ending with ‘Absolutely no touching.’

      He nodded and descended a few broad steps onto the main club floor. It was light on patrons, being the afternoon. It was light on dancers because of the lack of patrons. The sparse crowd was perfect for Victor’s requirements.

      To his right, along almost the entire length of the room, stretched a wide bar worked by a lone male bartender who passed the time practising tricks with a cocktail shaker. To Victor’s left were doors leading to rest rooms and others marked staff only. A U-shaped stage dominated the centre of the room, with five gleaming poles spread out along its length at equal intervals. A single dancer performed to generic electronic music. Nine men sitting around the stage, as far from one another as possible, were entranced by her listless routine and either didn’t notice or didn’t care that her expression was one of vacant boredom. An arched corridor glowing with ultraviolet light led off the back wall to the private performance area.

      Aside from those that flanked the stage, there were a dozen round tables, each with four chairs, spread out around the room. Four of the tables were occupied by lone men, again with as much distance between them as could be achieved. Dancers accompanied three of those men.

      The music was relatively quiet, because it was easier to convince a man to part with his money when he could actually hear. The chairs had leopard-pattern upholstery and huge prints of naked women hung from the walls in elaborate gilded frames. The lighting was dim to create a seductive atmosphere and smooth away any imperfections the dancers might have. The aim seemed to be a high-class establishment, but a club wherein men paid to see women take off their clothes could achieve only so much class.

      Victor knew he looked out of place. Men who wore suits were at work. The kind of men who frequented a strip club at two o’clock in the afternoon didn’t know the difference between single and double breasted. If he had known in advance that he would be operating here he would have chosen his attire to blend in better. But it didn’t matter. He didn’t need to convince those already inside the club that he belonged there.

      Up close the bartender barely looked old enough to buy alcohol, but he answered Victor’s request for an orange juice with a voice like the roar of a grizzly.

      From his position at the bar, the club’s entrance was out of Victor’s line of sight. He didn’t want to give anyone who followed any clue to his watchfulness. He didn’t need to see someone descend the steps to know if he had been followed. The room had contained fourteen men when he’d walked in – nine sitting alongside the stage and four at tables, plus the bartender – and there were no drinks on empty tables belonging to men in the rest room or enjoying a private dance.

      He paid for his drink and took it to a table set towards the back wall, from which he could watch the rest of the room. It was basic protocol, and any shadow who followed Victor in would expect him to show that most fundamental level of precaution. Failure to sit with such a view would only make the shadow suspicious. The team didn’t consist of seven or eight members if whoever had sent them didn’t feel those numbers were needed. They knew who he was. They knew who they were dealing with.

      No one new had entered the room by the time Victor took a seat. The chair was sturdy and comfortable. He had an unobstructed view towards the steps. At the top of them, hidden by a wall, were the woman and the doorman in the entrance foyer.

      One of the dancers led an unshaven young guy from his seat and across the room into the ultraviolet-lighted corridor. The guy couldn’t keep the smile from his face.

      Victor was sipping orange juice when a man walked down the steps from the entrance foyer. He was about forty, casually dressed in jeans and a thigh-length leather jacket. He had long greying hair and a solid build of about two hundred pounds on a six-foot frame. The man reached the bottom of the steps and glanced once around the room. He took a seat beside the U-shaped stage.

      Three minutes had passed since Victor entered. It seemed a little soon for a cautious team with two vehicles and plenty of numbers to send in a shadow, but he guessed their caution meant they didn’t want to lose a visual on him for any longer. Three minutes was plenty of time to slip out of a back entrance.

      Thirty seconds after the man had sat down another man entered. He was about ten years older than the first, somewhere in his early fifties. He wore branded sportswear – navy jogging bottoms and a brown sweatshirt. He stood a couple of inches shorter than the first guy and looked fit and healthy. His thinning hair was trimmed short, as was his beard. He bought a bottle of beer from the bartender and found a table he liked the look of on the opposite side of the stage to Victor. It was two minutes before the new guy took his first sip.

      At which point a third man entered the club. He was about the same age as the first guy, but wore a smart black business suit beneath a tan overcoat. He carried a brown leather attaché case in his left hand. He was average height and a little out of shape. His hair was dark and curly and his cheeks had a red tinge, as though he was hot or out of breath. Like the guy in the sportswear, he headed to the bar and ordered a drink. The young bartender with the bear’s voice worked the coffee machine while the businessman waited, looking a little nervous and excited at the same time.

      Three men. Three potentials. But which was part of the team?

      On first impressions all gave Victor cause for consideration and reason to dismiss. The first guy had the right physicality for a professional. His leather jacket was long enough to easily conceal a weapon – anything from a handgun to a compact sub-machine gun. But he had entered sooner than Victor would have expected from a member of a team with plenty of numbers.

      The second man entered in what Victor judged to be the right time frame and was in shape, but he was a little older than Victor would have expected. The branded sportswear wasn’t the best choice of attire for this neighbourhood, but the colours were muted and he would have blended into the crowd in less affluent areas of the city. He was taking his time over his beer, either because he was taking his time or because he didn’t want the alcohol in his bloodstream.

      Judging by appearances the businessman looked the least likely. His waistline wasn’t fitting to the speed and fitness that were a part of the profession’s job description, but he was in the most common age bracket and had entered more or less when Victor would have anticipated. The man looked very much like someone on their first anxious venture inside a strip club, but the suit and attaché case suggested he had come straight from his place of work. Yet lunchtime was over. And if he didn’t need to get back to the office, coffee was not the best drink to calm his nerves and cool him down.

      Victor dismissed the man in the leather jacket, not for the timing of his entry into the club but because he hadn’t bought a drink at the bar. A shadow would have felt an overwhelming compulsion to purchase one to establish his bona fides. The man in the leather jacket knew he didn’t need to spend his money on alcohol to watch the dancers so long as he spent his money on them. Because he was a regular.

      The other two men both had beverages. They had both entered within the right time frame. There was nothing to single out one as more likely than the other. Both could be civilians, and either could be a shadow.

      Which, Victor realised, was the point.

      Both were part of the crew. Each was a shadow. The team was maintaining its cautious approach. They were concerned about the club and Victor’s motives for entering it. They were worried he had made the surveillance and was attempting to draw it out or shake it off. They couldn’t avoid sending a man inside, because they couldn’t afford to lose visual contact in case he was trying to dump them. But if he was trying to draw out surveillance he would be expecting a shadow to follow and would almost certainly make whoever followed him in.

      But they couldn’t know for sure whether he was in fact trying to draw out surveillance or just interested in naked flesh. They had to send one man inside to re-establish a visual on Victor, and if they were overestimating his aggressive counter-surveillance tactics, it didn’t matter if they sent in another man needlessly. But they had gambled that if the club was a counter-surveillance ruse then he was already on to them and sacrificing the anonymity of an additional man was no great loss when they had to send one in regardless. But with two entering shortly after a civilian there was a chance at least one watcher would remain undetected.

      Three of the crew identified left either four or five that Victor hadn’t seen. They wouldn’t all be men, because a competent team wouldn’t limit its options needlessly, but a woman couldn’t enter a strip club inconspicuously. Discounting the two drivers and the two passengers needed to relay information, there were between three and four pavement artists. The young guy in the cap wouldn’t be involved again for a while to avoid the risk of standing out, especially as they feared Victor might have spotted him, so that left two or three. And as the two shadows that had followed him inside were both men, then at least one of the remaining team members would be a woman and that woman would almost certainly be on foot.

      Victor left his orange juice on the table and strolled over to the bartender, a casual walk, in no rush. The young guy straightened up as Victor neared and placed his fingertips on the edge of the bar.

      ‘What can I get for you, sir?’

      ‘I’ve got a delicate problem I’m hoping you could help me with.’

      ‘Problem?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Victor breathed. ‘I think my wife might have followed me here.’

      The young guy suppressed a smile and nodded. ‘I understand, sir.’

      ‘You do?’

      ‘Sure. It does happen from time to time. Wives can get funny about this kind of thing. We can let you out of the back whenever you’re ready to go, and she won’t be allowed in on her own. Women have to be accompanied by a man. Which is not as uncommon as you think. Couples looking for to add some spice often—’

      ‘That’s very kind of you,’ Victor said, ‘but I’m wondering if you could ask the doorman to check if she’s out there.’

      The bartender hesitated a moment, then nodded. ‘Yeah, sure. No problem at all.’

      ‘Thank you, you’re a lifesaver.’

      The bartender produced a smug look, as though he considered this favour to have equivalence with saving a life. ‘What does she look like?’
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