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      Prologue

    


    The first thing you need to know about mountains is that they don’t care. They’re not out to get you, nor have they any interest in keeping you alive. They are supremely indifferent to the presence of tiny humans among their crags and pinnacles. Every time you go to the mountains, you have to remember that they don’t care whether you come back.


    People who spend a lot of time at sea say that sometimes—not always, not reliably, but sometimes—the sea seems to enjoy having you there. Provides for your comfort, tries to keep you safe. No one feels that way about mountains. They’re cold. And not just those jutting their heads into the region of perennial snows known as the Death Zone. There are desert mountains whose red rocks become too hot to touch under the unblinking sun, but at the heart of them even they are cold.


    On the bright side, they’re not actually trying to kill you. But their very nature is hugely inimical to human survival. They don’t have to do anything to get you killed. Just being a mountain is often enough.


    Which is precisely why young men climb. They embrace the challenge. They want to test themselves, test their manhood, in one of the few environments where the Health & Safety Inspectorate doesn’t get a look-in. The first time they approach a real killer mountain they’re like any other virgin, innocent, unprepared. Whatever they may tell their friends, they may be afraid every minute they’re up there. But even fear can be addictive. If you genuinely think you’re going to die, and then you don’t, the flood of euphoria is better than anything you can buy on a Friday night from men in hoodies. That’s what keeps you going back. You tell people you’re hooked on climbing. Actually, you’re hooked on coming back down.


    The second thing you need to know about mountains is that a significant proportion of those who get to the top—who stand in triumph on the highest point of their chosen peak while their companions take bad photographs with chilled hands clumsy in big gloves—never see base camp again.


    Consider these two. They’re in their early twenties, as fit and strong as it’s possible for human beings to be. They have all the right gear. One of them, the taller, has brand-new high-tech clothing and kit in this year’s fashion color, which happens to be lime green. The other is wearing last year’s outfit and carrying a combination of sound old gear and newer stuff bought secondhand from climbers who care what color’s in fashion. None of it matches. All of it is good quality and well maintained.


    People who saw them setting out, days ago and many miles away across the trackless foothills, assumed that he was the guide and the taller man in the Day-Glo green was the client. In fact they were mistaken about that. They’re both amateurs, in the truest sense of the word, young men who’ve crossed first an ocean and then a continent to reach their chosen mountain, to pit themselves against an untried peak in one of the few parts of the world where you can still find such a thing—Alaska. The only reason for the difference in their appearance is that one has more money than the other.


    Right now they’re running on anticipation. Their bodies are tired—they’ve carried their kit a long way over broken terrain, and they’ll carry it a good deal farther before they can finally start the climb proper—but their minds are buzzing with excitement. An expedition like this doesn’t come together in a bar on a Saturday night. They’ve been planning it for two years. They’ve done plenty of climbs together in that time, at home in Britain, in the European Alps, in the High Atlas of North Africa. But Alaska has always been the goal, and almost since they started their research this mountain has been the one they wanted. Mostly because there’s no record of its having been climbed before. It’s not as high as Mount McKinley. It’s probably not the hardest climb in the state. But it’s a chance to set their boots on slopes that may never have felt them before, and the romance of that captivates them. They’ll deny it to their dying day, but all climbers are romantics.


    They’ve seen pictures. Aerial photographs of the summit, and pictures taken by earlier expeditions of the approaches and also the main obstacle to success, an exposed ridge two-thirds of the way up where the wind has honed the rock to a knife-edge under a coating of green ice. The mountain has a name, though it’s not a very impressive one—it’s called Little Horse, and the river winding round its feet is the Little Horse River. Oddly enough, the ridge is more famous. It’s the highest point known to have been reached by earlier climbers, none of whom found a way across. Some of those who attempted it turned back, some died. Those who turned back named the ridge, and the name they gave it tells you all you need to know about the conditions they found there. They called it Anarchy Ridge.


    Our two young men are still a long way short of Anarchy Ridge. They haven’t even crossed the Little Horse River yet, and after that they have to climb up onto the glacier that inches down the shoulder of the mountain, grinding its unseen rocks to gravel. They won’t set up base camp until late tomorrow. It’s as well that the thrill of anticipation is keeping them going. There isn’t much else here to enjoy.


    Except one another’s company. Once the climb starts in earnest, there won’t be time to talk—just a terse trading of advice, warnings and swear words until either they succeed or are beaten back. There’ll be time in the tent at night, but by then they won’t have any energy left for conversation. Only if the weather keeps them pinned down will they have both the time and the inclination to socialize.


    But now, with all the danger and excitement and challenge still ahead of them, whatever breath the broken ground doesn’t demand of them can be spared for talking. Being young men, their conversation isn’t particularly profound. It revolves around women, and work, and how many pints you can sink before you get that funny tunnel-vision effect, and soccer, and fast cars. The tall one can afford a fast car. The short one can afford a car. Because they’re friends, the short one mocks the tall one for being rich; the tall one does not mock the short one for being comparatively poor. Both are absolutely comfortable with this and show it by the easy nature of their insults.


    “Then there was the one with buck teeth,” says the short one. “I mean, what kind of a combination is that—an open-topped car and a girlfriend with buck teeth? Did you polish the flies off them before you kissed her good night?”


    “Louise did not have buck teeth,” says the tall one, with dignity and the lilt of an Irish accent. “She had what my mother described as a patrician profile. Also, she had nice manners. She polished the flies off herself.”


    “Patrick, your mother could find the silver lining in a week full of wet Wednesdays! Why else…?” He stops himself just in time. There are some insults that even really good friends shouldn’t trade.


    Tall Patrick hears what hasn’t been said and laughs it off with a lightness that falls just short of convincing. “Would she marry my father? Because she knew what a devastatingly handsome son he’d give her, of course!”


    The other one scowls into the wind, ruing his gauche attempt at humor and admiring Patrick’s deftness in deflecting it. He didn’t mean to hurt his friend but he knows he has, and also that Patrick will neither hold the grudge nor turn it back. He doesn’t envy his companion the family money that funds his share of their expeditions. He certainly doesn’t envy Patrick his family. But he does sometimes, in the privacy of his own head where no one will ever suspect, envy him his education. Not because he has a use for Latin verbs, but because he thinks a better education would have equipped him to deal more graciously with the world, the way Patrick does. He doesn’t underestimate his own strengths, as a climber and as a man—his compact, hardy physique, his endless endurance, and the mental toughness that, indistinguishable from obstinacy, keeps him going long after any reasonable person would have quit. But he wishes there was more about him to like. Everyone likes Patrick. With Patrick, there’s nothing not to like.


    He steers the conversation back onto safer ground. “Then there’s the one with pigtails. You know, the one who took up climbing so the two of you would have something in common. Who’d have taken up sheep-shearing or necrophilia if she’d thought it was something you could do together.”


    But Patrick doesn’t laugh, and when his friend glances back he catches a thoughtful expression on Patrick’s face. “Don’t poke fun at her. That’s a seriously nice girl, and I’m damned if I know what to do about her.”


    The shorter man shrugs. “Have her, make her breakfast, and begin your next sentence with the words, ‘It’s not you, it’s me’…”


    Patrick arches a disapproving eyebrow. “Nicky, I have never in my life dumped a girl like that, and I’m not starting with her. What’s more, I don’t think you would either. You’re full of it, you know that? You talk like Jack the lad, but if it came right down to it—if first of all you could find someone who wanted to be your girlfriend, and then she wanted to stick with you after you wanted to move on—I think you’d emigrate and send her a postcard from Brisbane. Wouldn’t you? I’ve seen you talking to women, remember. If they don’t know a piton from a crampon, you have no bloody idea what to say to them.”


    Which is true. It’s something else Nicky rather regrets. He just thinks there’ll be time to worry about it later. After he’s climbed all the mountains he wants to. “All right then, marry her. Have kids and a Volvo estate with her.”


    “I can’t do that either. It wouldn’t be fair.”


    “It’s what she wants. Anyone who’s seen her looking at you knows that.”


    “I know it too. Nicky, none of this is news to me. But it wouldn’t be right. I like her. I like her a lot. I don’t like her enough. And she doesn’t need to be my second choice, or anybody else’s. She deserves better than that.”


    “Hold on.” Nicky stops and looks his friend squarely in the face. “Is this your way of telling me there’s someone else? Someone you do like enough?”


    Even elegant, well-bred Patrick looks discomfited. “Maybe. I don’t know.”


    “Well, who is she?”


    But Patrick knows better than to answer. “And have it the subject of common gossip in every bothy from the Pamirs to the Rockies? I don’t think so!”


    Nicky shrugs, untroubled. “So don’t tell me. But if that’s the problem, maybe you should tell”—he still can’t remember her name—“her with the pigtails.”


    Patrick looks serious again. “I know. I’m just wondering how. I don’t want to hurt her.”


    “You’re going to hurt her,” says Nicky, relationship expert. “And sooner is better than later.”


    “I know,” says Patrick sadly.


    After they’ve crossed the Little Horse River and they’re standing at the foot of the glacier, looking up, they still can’t see the summit of the mountain, only its heaving shoulders. But they can see the thin blade of the ridge, and the snow whipped off it by the rising wind making arabesques against the impossibly blue sky. They stand still for a long time, their kit at their feet, just looking.


    Finally Patrick says, “And we’re going up there, are we?”


    Nicky grins his youthful, overconfident grin and nods. “Oh yeah.”


    “All the way?”


    “You’d better believe it.”


    But there’s a word for people who put their trust in mountains. You see it sometimes inscribed on memorials. Not even tombstones: you make that big a mistake, it’s unlikely they’ll find enough of you to bury.


    The mountain waits. The weather closes in. The blue sky vanishes under the swirling gray cloak of a spring storm. Snow falls, and also rises as the wind tears it off the mountain’s sides. There are no observers, but if there were there would be nothing to observe. In a whiteout, you can die of exposure scant meters from the shelter that you cannot find. If there had been any observers, they would not have believed it possible that anyone could survive, let alone climb, in that.


    But there is only the mountain. And when eventually the whiteout subsides and the sky turns blue again, and the expedition trudges exhaustedly down from the Death Zone and out onto the last treacherous traverse across the glacier, Little Horse doesn’t even notice that the climbing party is smaller coming down than it was when it went up.


  

    

      Chapter 1

    


    He’d got in the way of returning home at different times and by different routes. The first thing he did when he moved to a new town was rehearse the alternatives, driving and on foot, and make a note of where it was normal to see parked cars and men standing on street corners and where it wasn’t. After four years it was second nature to him.


    After four years the whole business had become second nature. Finding work where he could get cash in hand and no one would want his National Insurance number. Finding somewhere to live where paying the rent in advance would save him having to prove who he was. His name was Nicky Horn. But that wasn’t the name the world knew him by. It wasn’t even one of them.


    All the lies he told—the mislaid driver’s license, the stolen passport, the pink slip that got lost in the post—would never have stood up to serious scrutiny. But they never had to. Before anyone got sufficiently interested to start checking him out he’d packed his bag, thrown his tools in the back of the car and moved on. He’d been doing it for nearly as long as he’d been back in England. It worked pretty well on the whole. It was months since he’d felt death breathing on the back of his neck.


    And that was a problem too. The better he got at this, the more distance he put between himself and pursuit, the greater the risk of complacency. Complacency can be the biggest killer of all. Bigger than hatred, bigger than love. As perilous as sunshine on snow. He was stronger, fitter and faster than his pursuers, and he wanted to live even more than they wanted him dead. The biggest danger was not that they’d wear him down, although one day they might; or that they might get lucky, though that too was always a possibility. The biggest danger was that one day he might dare to think he was safe. To relax and let down his guard. He’d never be safe. He knew that now. If he ever allowed himself to entertain the idea, even for a moment, even as a daydream, he might as well cut his own throat. Cut his own rope. It would be a cleaner end, and no more certain.


    The other thing was, he was getting tired. Physically tired—the constant moving, the broken nights, the fact that even when he slept he did so with one ear cocked, might be considered a natural part of a young man’s life, but they took their toll when extended over four years—but also mentally and emotionally. The things he’d done, the lies he’d told. He was sick and tired of the whole sorry business. Sometimes in the long hard watches of the night he thought it might be better to stop running, to let events take their course. He wasn’t afraid of dying. He’d never been afraid of dying. But he used to have more to live for.


    He gave himself a shake. He couldn’t afford to think like that. You don’t give up; you never give up. There’s always a way down the mountain—you just have to find it. Tommy Hanratty wasn’t a young man. He could die. And he wasn’t a good man—someone could kill him. Horn knew it was a long shot. But when it’s the only kind you’re likely to get, you take the long shot and hope for the best.


    Sometimes that was the hardest part of all. Keeping hope alive.


    Despite the spring rain he left his car a street away and walked the last hundred yards. He wasn’t sure but he thought it was a good idea. If he found himself cornered one day, Hanratty’s hirelings would find it harder to predict his actions if they weren’t sure where his car was. He could sneak out the back way and circle round with some confidence that they’d be watching the house where he was lodging, not the next street. The people where he lived didn’t even know he had a car. Sometimes he made sure they saw him using the bus. Psychologists call it compartmentalization. You build barriers between the different parts of your life, in the hope that when the shit hits the fan there’ll always be somewhere clean where you can hide.


    Nicky Horn believed he’d become an expert in compartmentalization. In fact he was wrong about that. The shit had hit the fan before he knew he needed barriers, and the smell tainted every aspect of his life. He’d just got used to it.


    A couple of cars he didn’t recognize were parked on the corner. Probably it meant nothing. Since he got here two months ago someone had opened a sandwich bar. Which was handy for a man whose idea of cooking was to reheat a pot of coffee, but it made it harder to spot the faces that didn’t fit, the strangers with no obvious business in the area. He’d learned it was safer not to take a room opposite a factory or a pub, but things change. Someone opened a sandwich bar the week before last, and it was time he moved on.


    There was a man in one of the cars. The light from the streetlamps bouncing off the wet road was enough to show a face that would have been unreadable on a better night. Still mostly from habit Horn gave him a glance as he walked past—casual enough not to arouse curiosity, long enough to remember what he saw. A middle-aged man in a dark coat. Narrow, longish face, no glasses or mustache, short graying hair. Hard to say how tall when he was sitting down. He looked up as Horn looked down and their eyes met for a second, then the man looked away—unhurriedly, checking the mirror. Waiting for someone in the café, probably. Horn walked on, his toolbag slung over his shoulder, crossed the road and went home.


    It was gone ten o’clock. He took overtime when he could get it, to make up for the times when he’d had to leave a good job without collecting his pay because the look on a stranger’s face said he’d been recognized. More than once, he was sure, he’d read too much into an everyday exchange of glances and fled his latest job and his latest bed because someone had nothing better to do than idly watch the passersby. It couldn’t be helped. He had to act on instinct. If he waited for proof it would be too late.


    And then, he thought his face was more famous than it was. Because he remembered what happened as if it were yesterday, he thought everyone else did too.


    There was a grainy television in his room but he didn’t turn it on. He watched when there was something to watch, but background noise was never a good idea. He needed to hear the unexpected footstep, the soft hand trying the door. He dropped his tools in a corner, hung his jacket on the nail, eased his feet out of his boots and lay down on top of the bed with his eyes closed. It was a comfortable bed, the best he’d had for more than a year. He’d miss it when he left.


    The sharp silhouettes of mountains appeared on the inside of his eyelids. But he couldn’t afford the distraction of a flashback. He sat up abruptly, reached out and turned on the TV. There was nothing worth watching, but anything was better than the memories. Tonight he’d take the risk of numbing his senses.


    Talking heads came on the screen. Horn tried to concentrate, but it was politics or economics or international trade, one of those subjects that he knew affected him but failed to engage his interest. Slumped on his comfortable bed, bone tired, lulled by knowledgeable voices using words he didn’t understand when he was awake, still fully dressed he slid sideways into sleep.


    Sometime later—he couldn’t judge how long: the economists on the TV had given way to a cartoon dog with subtitles but nothing else appeared to have changed—something woke him. He sat up with a guilty start, as if he were being paid to stay awake. While his senses were still working out where in his brain they belonged, his well-trained body had already moved into self-preservation mode, rolling silently off the bed, padding sock-footed into the corner beside the door and away from the window.


    He wished he’d turned the TV off earlier. He couldn’t do it now without advertising the fact that he was awake. He sipped shallow breaths and listened with all his being.


    He heard nothing. With his ear against the door he still heard nothing. He reached down carefully and slipped the special hammer out of its pocket in his bag. Successive colleagues laughed when he said it was a present from a girlfriend and he wanted to keep it nice, and anyway it was a lie. The point of the thick sock he kept wrapped around its head was that he didn’t want to be responsible for another death.


    The fingers of his left hand rested butterfly-light on the door handle. Half a second before it turned he’d feel if someone grasped the other side. He felt nothing. He went on waiting, and still nothing happened, nothing changed. Which left him with a choice: to open the door and look, to go back to bed, or to sit up all night in the fireside chair with his hammer on his lap, waiting for someone to storm in here. Aware that what disturbed him just might have been the old lady from downstairs looking for her cat, he held the hammer behind him and opened the door with his left hand.


    A weak yellow light burned on the landing all night. There was no furniture to cast shadows or conceal an intruder, just the stairs that went up and the stairs that went down. No one was there. A couple of swift steps took him to the stairwell and he looked up and down, and still he saw no one.


    He emptied his lungs in a soft, ragged sigh and drew a proper breath for the first time in five minutes. A false alarm. Another one.


    He didn’t have a clock. He put the hammer down on the bed, parted the curtains and angled his watch to the streetlamp outside. A little before three o’clock. The sandwich bar had closed and no one was on the street. Finally he turned off the TV.


    But he’d forgotten something. Something so basic it took him a moment to remember what it was. He’d listened at the door, he’d checked the landing, up the stairs and down, come back inside, checked the time …


    He hadn’t locked the door behind him.


    Even as he reached for it, it opened and there was a man in the room with him. As quickly as that. He must have taken at least a couple of steps but Horn didn’t see them. Lacking only the puff of smoke, he arrived like the evil magician on a pantomime stage—not there one second, there the next. The room was still dark—darker, now, without the television—so Horn couldn’t see the face, only the silhouette against the weak light from the landing. Even so, he knew two things about him. This wasn’t one of Hanratty’s in-house heavies, he was too good. And although Horn couldn’t see it, he had a gun in his hand. Not in a pocket, not under his arm—in his hand, ready for immediate use. Eighteen months ago the old thug had grown tired of failure, put the contract out to tender and started employing professionals.


    Horn had run out of luck at last. Being strong, fit and fast isn’t enough against a professional killer. A bullet traveling at twice the speed of sound is always going to be faster.


    “Nicholas Horn?” The voice told him nothing. No regional accent, no indication of age, no patois of class—all the tags that might help identify him had been rigorously schooled out of it. Early in his career this man had spent hours talking to a tape recorder and playing it back, listening acutely and analyzing what he heard; and he hadn’t felt even slightly foolish doing it. A pro. A genuine, twenty-four-karat, blink-and-you’ll-miss-him hit man.


    Horn had got a bit of a shock the first time he realized the all-purpose muscle Hanratty used to police his narcotics empire and operate his protection rackets had been superseded by someone with real skill and finesse. Someone expert, and expensive. Hanratty had decided that nothing mattered to him—not the Bentley, not the yacht, not the family acres in Ireland or the house in Bloomsbury or the contents of all those numbered bank accounts, nothing—so much as repaying the man who killed his son. Though a combination of good luck and good reactions allowed him to escape even as the net closed, Horn knew he’d never be as lucky again. That now he had a pro on his case, he was as good as dead. That this moment would come, when he was face-to-face with the man who’d taken Hanratty’s contract, and this time running would not be an option.


    Only basic survival instinct, the absolute determination of living things to keep living as long as possible, kept him from making a bad mistake. He was not entirely unarmed. His penknife was where it always was, in the back pocket of the jeans he hadn’t got round to climbing out of. It wasn’t designed as a weapon, mostly he used it for marking cuts in timber, but it was strong and it was sharp, and producing it would have made a casual mugger pause for thought. This man was not a casual mugger. If Horn dived for his back pocket, he’d kill him. Even if he managed to get it out, he’d have to open it before it would be any use; and when he did, it was still only a penknife. If he somehow managed to get it out and open and offer to fight with it, this man—this professional assassin—would laugh at him and then kill him.


    He left the knife where it was. It couldn’t help him. Probably nothing would help him, but it was worth trying a lie. He’d got good at lying these last four years. “No,” he said, trying for the urgent cooperation of someone with nothing to hide. “He did a runner last night. I’m just minding—”


    He never got the sentence finished. He’d been right about the gun. The outline of the man against the landing light, which had barely moved in the long seconds since it appeared in the doorway, moved now: not extravagantly, not flashily, but with an incisive speed that was awe-inspiring. Horn gasped and recoiled.


    There wasn’t much he was too slow for, but he was too slow now. The intruder had chosen to use his weapon in a manner for which it had not been designed but was nonetheless highly effective—cripplingly effective, and all but silent. He palmed the ugly weapon and slapped Horn across the jaw with it.


    Pain exploded through his face and ran like molten steel down his spine. His strong limbs went to string and his fit young body spun half a turn before crashing to the floor. The light had gone out before he hit the carpet.


  

    

      Chapter 2

    


    But he wasn’t unconscious long. Pain drilling every tooth in his left jaw yanked him back. He lay in a fetal curl under the window, arms cradling his raging head. He heard himself whine like a kicked puppy, but his vision was worse than useless—a dark mist laced with shooting stars. He’d always thought that was a comic-strip invention, but like most clichés it was an accurate observation first.


    He didn’t know which way was up, he hardly knew what had happened, but he knew he had to get back on his feet. He didn’t want to. He didn’t want to move, for fear of making the pain worse, for fear of being hit again. But primordial instinct wanted him to live even more than it wanted to spare him pain, and it drove him back ruthlessly to the reality of that cold, unlit room and the killer he shared it with. If he went on lying here he was going to die on this square of grubby carpet, adding his blood to the sum of its uncertain stains. That was going to be his obituary: a packet of Shake ‘n’Vac in his landlord’s shopping cart.


    Probably he was going to die anyway, but he had an element of choice about how. Nicky Horn had faced death many times, much more often than was reasonable for an otherwise rational man in peacetime. But he’d never faced it groveling on the floor, whining about being hurt. He put out a hand, groping for something he could use to pull himself up.


    To his muddled surprise, someone helped. He still couldn’t see anything but stars, but only the two of them were here, so it had to be the man who’d hit him. His reeling brain wasn’t up to working out why: he let the strong hands gripping his shoulders lift him to his feet, and was too groggy to note that someone holding him with both hands must have put his gun away.


    The man propped Horn against the wall and held him there, quite gently, with one hand in the middle of his chest. It wouldn’t have stopped him from throwing a punch, but then it wasn’t meant to. It was to stop him from sliding back down the wall. After a short contemplation the man leaned forward, peering into Horn’s face. “Can you walk?”


    Even Horn knew it wasn’t solicitude. The man wanted to take him away from here, a house he shared with a dozen other people, to somewhere he could finish his job without fear of interruption, somewhere he could leave the detritus that it mightn’t be found for weeks; and he wanted Horn to leave under his own steam in case someone saw them. The assault was carefully calculated to knock all the fight out of him without leaving him so incapable he’d need to be dragged, with the attendant risk—even at this time of night—of attracting attention. Horn went to shake his head, thought better of it, carefully mumbled, “No.”


    The man smiled. Horn couldn’t see the smile but he could hear it in his voice. “I’m sure you can. I’ll help.” He draped Horn’s arm over his shoulder, and that was how they went down the stairs, out into the dark street, and round the first corner to where an unremarkable navy blue saloon car was waiting. It might have taken a minute, no more. Anyone seeing them would have thought Horn was drunk, his killer a helpful friend.


    Horn spent the time thinking—almost expecting—that something would happen. Someone would stop them, or a police patrol would swing by, or Horn would recover just enough of his strength to knee his assailant in the groin and leg it, trusting he could get back round the corner faster than a man nursing that most personal of hurts could draw his gun.


    But none of those things happened. They reached the car. The man opened the back door. Horn planted an unsteady hand against the frame, as sure as death and taxes that if he allowed himself to be forced inside the game was over. “You don’t have to do this,” he mumbled, steering the words carefully past his throbbing teeth. “Tell him you couldn’t find me.”


    “And what? You think he’ll pay me anyway? You think my employer will worry if my children don’t get their ski trip this year? I’m sorry. But this is how I make my living.”


    “I don’t deserve this,” insisted Horn weakly. “I haven’t done anything to deserve it.”


    “No? But you see, I don’t care.” Quite calmly the man exchanged his grip on Horn’s arm for a handful of his hair and banged his forehead smartly on the top of the car. The shooting stars took flight again like a flock of startled starlings, the pain in his face exploded like fireworks, and as Horn’s knees buckled the man folded him expertly onto the backseat.


    Then something unexpected happened.


    Because in all honesty, nothing that had happened up to this point had been in any way unpredictable. It had only been a matter of time. Horn had run as long as he could, laid up as carefully as he could; but he’d always known that one of Hanratty’s dogs, faster or keener or more persistent than the others, would find him one day. Today was that day. He couldn’t honestly claim to be surprised.


    But the smooth inevitability of it seemed now to meet an obstacle. The car door that should have closed with the crisp snap of a hangman’s trapdoor remained open, the engine silent. Instead, after a moment, he heard voices.


    “The sensible thing,” said the one he hadn’t heard before, “would be to leave him here and drive away.”


    There was a brief pause in which Horn almost heard the sound of mental cogs changing gear. Then Hanratty’s man said mildly, “I don’t know what you mean. There’s no problem here.”


    “No? Let’s ask him.”


    The man with the gun hadn’t forgotten he had it. He just wasn’t ready to draw it in front of someone he hadn’t come here to kill. He moved proprietorially between Horn and the new arrival. “I’ve got a better idea. Let’s not.”


    “It doesn’t look to me as if he wants to come with you.”


    “He doesn’t.” A light, inconsequential laugh. “But his wife wants him home just the same.”


    “He isn’t married.”


    Horn heard the elevated eyebrow. “You know him?”


    “Never met him in my life. But I know a lie when I hear one.”


    When his lie has been rumbled, a wise man stops lying. This wise man’s voice dropped a couple of tones. He wasn’t trying to sound menacing. He didn’t have to, any more than a tiger has to try. “You don’t know what you’re getting involved in. So I’ll tell you what you need to do. Turn round and walk away.”


    The other man laughed. There was gravel in it. “Oh, I’ve a pretty good idea what’s going on. If I walk away, he’s going to end up dead.”


    “If you don’t, maybe you will.”


    “Or maybe he survives, and I survive, and you die in prison for all the times you did this and got away with it.”


    A longer silence this time. When Hanratty’s man spoke again, for the first time Horn heard a fractional uncertainty. “You know me?”


    “Not your name. Not where to find you—though I know where to find people like you. But I know what you do, and how you do it. What’s the preferred term these days? You’re a mechanic—a hit man, a professional killer. You aren’t going to compromise your own safety doing your job. Martyrdom is for people who espouse causes, and you don’t believe in causes. You’re a practical man. If you let him go tonight, you can find him again tomorrow. If you don’t, things are going to get messy, and noisy, right now. You’ll have gone to a lot of trouble to keep them clean and quiet, so I’m pretty sure you won’t want that. But whether I start shouting or you start shooting, you’re going to have an audience in just a few seconds from now. Unless you leave.”


    Incredulously, Horn began to realize that it could actually happen. That an assassin hard enough to appear on Tommy Hanratty’s radar just might back down before the extraordinary courage of a passerby. Not because he couldn’t take him too—of course he could. But he was a professional, he had to think about the next job and the one after that, and to do them he had to keep a low profile. He didn’t have to let Horn go—he just had to let him go for now. In all probability Horn was still going to die. But there was now a chance that he wasn’t going to die tonight.


    The pause could only have been a few seconds. It wrung Horn like the rack. Finally the man said, faintly aggrieved, “Bloody amateurs!”


    The other man, the passerby, said softly, “You don’t know that. You don’t know who I am or what I can do. You can gamble everything on a guess. Or you can do the sensible thing, which is haul him out of there and drive away. That way there’s always another day, another chance.”


    A few seconds more and it happened. A yank on his ankle landed Horn on his back in the wet road. For the first time he could see the two figures, dark against the rain-reflected glitter of the streetlights. They were about three meters apart. Far enough that the only weapons that would reach were bullets and words. Still he could see no faces.


    But the one nearest to him got back in his car and shut the door. Horn heard the quiet electric whir of the window. “I won’t forget this.”


    “I don’t imagine any of us will,” said the other man calmly. “But I’ll keep quiet about it if you will.”


    The engine started and the car moved off, slowly at first, then gaining speed. Then there were just the two of them—Horn too weak with concussion and relief to clamber to his feet, and the man to whom he owed his life.
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