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ONE

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

Sometimes this could not be avoided.

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

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

Plus, why ruin good clothes in the process?

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

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

Victor’s target would not disagree.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘When?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘They’ll be coming,’ Borisyuk urged.

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




TWO

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

Previously successful, at least.

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

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

Our guy on the ground sold you out.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




THREE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He gestured to Victor’s hands.

‘Keep them where I can see them.’

‘As you wish.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘As you wish.’

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

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

‘Why is there blood on your trousers?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He expected no answer and Victor provided none.

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


ops/images/logo.jpg
SPHERE





ops/images/9780751584882.jpg
MURDER HAS A PRICE.

TOM WOOD

A VICTOR NOVEL





