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PART ONE




ONE

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

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

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

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

He saw no one.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The first enemy was hiding where Victor had anticipated.

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

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

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

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

A young guy. Twenty-two or -three.

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

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

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

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

But he had been a quick learner.

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

Several offices. Too many spaces to clear.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No way was Victor prepared to waste such an advantage.

Given the choice, he always attacked.




TWO

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

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

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

Either worked for him.

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

He was still alive, after all.

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

In this instance, he gave about the right amount.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nothing for them, not for Victor.

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

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

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

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

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

There had been many such final favours over the years.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The twitchy shooter’s left foot twitched.




THREE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His error was immediately apparent.

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

He had trapped himself.

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

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

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

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

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

He needed an edge.

He just couldn’t think of one.
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