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PART ONE




ONE

A bar in Rotterdam that met Victor’s requirements was hard to find. Too busy and it would be difficult to keep track of who was coming and going. Too quiet and an enemy might be tempted to use it as a strike point, striding through the entrance to fire an automatic weapon or spraying rounds through a window in a drive-by. This bar hit the sweet spot between those extremes. Located near a theatre, two-thirds of the establishment was a brasserie specialising in both pre- and after-show dinners. The remaining third was a separate cocktail bar, busiest early in the evening with after-work drinkers. Approaching closing time, the brasserie was still loud with diners eating late and the many waiting staff serving them, while the bar had plenty of tables and booths unoccupied. Victor sat at the bar, which was perpendicular to the entrance. He could not see it from his position, with interior walls separating the bar from the brasserie. Yet, from the mirror behind the bar itself, he could watch the gap in the wall that fed the hallway separating the two halves of the business.

He nursed a gin and tonic, sipping with enough infrequency for its alcoholic content to be metabolised by the enzymes secreted by his liver before it could have any impact on his cognitive abilities. And though he had only ever consumed to excess in the protective environment of one of his secure abodes, it was essential to maintain his tolerance. An assassin who could not handle his liquor was a dead man walking.

On many occasions he gave off enough subtle cues in his body language that most people left him alone. Sometimes those signals were not strong enough, and he found himself being talked at by a person who was too unselfconscious or too drunk to realise he wanted no part of the conversation.

Every so often he found himself wanting company, and adjusted his manner to encourage it.

Victor saw her draw near because no one ever came within his personal space without him noticing.

Maybe thirty. In bars with flattering lighting and due to the prevalence of non-invasive cosmetic procedures, it was getting harder and harder for him to determine someone’s age. This woman could have been anywhere between twenty-five and thirty-five. Like him, she wore a suit, hers with a subtle pinstripe of pale grey. Her blouse was sky blue, which accentuated her eyes. She had hair of a mid-brown colour, parted at the centre and hanging straight before it curled a little at the ends just above her clavicles. In the heart of the city, with its many offices and financial institutions, she seemed like any number of businesswomen. Maybe a banker. Perhaps a human resources manager. She appeared relaxed and confident, and it was no surprise when she initiated conversation.

‘My friends will only drink rosé,’ she said with a tone of disdain but not malice. A Dane by her accent. She wasn’t yet looking his way, merely letting out her thoughts in words for him to hear. ‘But I need something a little more grown-up.’

Even when politeness did not help his disguise of normalcy, Victor liked to be polite, so he humoured her with a response.

‘I recommend a gin and tonic.’

Manners cost nothing, he had been told over and over again a long time ago, and although long ago he had heeded the lesson only to avoid the punishment for rudeness, it was a sentiment he did his best to abide by still.

She threw him a glance. ‘Not a bad idea. Any particular gin?’

‘How’s your constitution?’

‘Iron.’

‘Then ask for the Botanist.’

Turning to meet his eyes for the first time, she said, ‘I will, thank you.’

When a bartender took her order, she asked for a light tonic to go with it.

The bartender was a big, heavyset guy who would have looked too young to work in such an establishment without the thin, neat goatee beard. He wore a black shirt buttoned up at the collar, black trousers and shoes. The waiting staff serving in the brasserie were distinguished by their white half-aprons. A hostess in a tailored black suit stood behind a high, brass-topped desk and directed visitors to either the bar or the brasserie, depending on their desires and reservations.

‘I’m Emilie,’ the Danish woman said, offering a hand to Victor once the bartender had left to prepare her drink.

Victor took a light grip of her hand and shook it. ‘I’m Ken.’

‘Very nice to meet you, Ken.’

‘Likewise. How’s your evening?’

She glanced back over her shoulder and gestured to the entranceway. ‘Our late supper has gone on long enough. Everyone needs to get the last train home and try to convince their partners they only intended to have one drink, but the boss insisted they stay for another.’

‘Nice work if you can get it, I suppose.’

‘That’s banking for you. And what do you do for a living, Ken?’

He had a range of dull occupations he could lay claim to, if he was following protocol. Sometimes, however, Victor enjoyed breaking his own rules.

He said, ‘I’m a professional assassin.’

She hesitated for a moment, eyebrows pinched closer, then smiled as she settled into what had to be an obvious joke. ‘Ooo, exciting. I figured you for some typical city worker like me, so this is most definitely an upgrade. Are you on a mission right now?’

‘We call them contracts. But no, I’m cooling my heels between jobs.’

‘Fascinating. How many people have you killed?’

‘I’d tell you, but I wouldn’t want it to come off as boastful.’

‘So you’re prolific then,’ she said, still smiling. ‘Killed anyone famous?’

‘Define fame.’

‘I don’t know – celebrities, movie stars . . . royals.’

‘Then, no,’ he told her. ‘I generally don’t accept jobs with high-profile targets.’

‘How come?’

‘The less exposure my work has, the longer I’ll stay alive.’

‘Very shrewd,’ she said. ‘Is it your main employment, or do you have another job? Like a double life? Pharmacist by day, killer by night?’

‘This is all I do,’ he answered. ‘There’s no room for anything else in this line of work.’

The bartender returned with her gin and tonic. The gin was served in a cut-glass highball with lots of ice and a thick wedge of lime. She thanked him, took a small sip, considered the flavour for a moment, and then looked Victor’s way. ‘Not bad,’ she said. ‘Not bad at all.’

‘Glad you like it.’

‘Come to think of it,’ she began, ‘I’m not sure which is actually the more morally corrupt profession: a banker or a hitman.’

‘I’m not a fan of that term.’

‘How come?’

‘I don’t like euphemisms when it comes to my line of work,’ he said. ‘It all seems a little immature. I kill, I don’t hit. I’m a killer.’

‘How much would you charge to kill me?’

‘It’s more a case of whether your enemies are offering enough for me to consider killing you.’

‘That’s what it comes down to, then? Money?’

‘What else is there?’

She shrugged. ‘You could just kill bad people and not the good ones.’

‘Who decides who is bad and who is good in that scenario? Me?’

She thought for a moment. ‘I guess so.’

‘But I’m a killer,’ he said. ‘Who am I to judge anyone else?’

‘If you only kill bad people, then you’re actually doing some good.’

‘If I’m the arbiter of morality here but also committing immoral acts, then I’m not sure that passes muster.’

She laughed. ‘I’m trying, okay? This is the first time I’ve hit on an assassin.’

‘You’re hitting on me?’

The smile became something more self-deprecating and shyer. ‘That was my intention, but you threw me off my game with this whole joke of yours.’

‘Then I apologise profusely. Please continue to hit on me, and I’ll try not to put you off again.’

‘Oh, I think it’s too late now. I think you’ve blown your chance.’ She picked up her drink from the bar and raised it his way. ‘Nice chatting to you.’

‘And to you too.’

‘I think you’re onto something there, sir,’ the bartender said after she had gone.

Victor asked, ‘What makes you say that?’

‘You weren’t watching, but she looked back before she left. That’s always a sign.’

‘Too late now,’ Victor said.

The bartender pursed his lips. ‘She’ll be back, guaranteed.’

Victor went to reply but felt the vibration from his latest burner phone. Only one person had the number, so he knew the unknown number meant Lambert was calling.

‘Excuse me,’ Victor said to the bartender and then answered the phone.

‘Roman, my boy,’ his broker began. ‘I hope this is a good time to talk.’

‘It’ll do.’

‘Great,’ Lambert continued, ‘because the details of your next assignment have come through. The client needs you in Bucharest, which I hear is lovely at this time of year.’

‘You heard right. Give me the highlights.’

‘Will do, but first, are you okay? You sound a little tired.’

There seemed to be genuine concern in Lambert’s voice, which made Victor uncomfortable, so he said, ‘I’m fine.’

Although they had not known one another for long, Lambert could tell a deflection when he heard one.

‘What happened in Belgium?’




TWO

Last night

The assassin attacked with rapid, downward stabs of his knife to the head or neck, followed by sweeping slashes aimed below the ribs. Victor used his forearms to parry the incoming stabbing blows, hitting up at his opponent’s elbow or laterally into the wrist to prevent the knife’s point from reaching its target. Backward steps created distance, so the subsequent slashes fell short, but his enemy was so fast, his transition from the downward stabs to the horizontal slashes was so fluid that the blade cut Victor’s suit jacket and dress shirt several times.

Sensing imminent blood being drawn, the assassin pressed his assault, forcing Victor into a continuous retreat. With his enemy facing him side-on, left hand trailing behind and out of reach, Victor had limited options for countering until he had mastered timing the knifeman.

‘Who sent you?’ The assassin was confused, unable to comprehend why someone was trying to kill him – why he was now on the receiving end of a contract instead of the one executing it. ‘Tell me, and maybe I’ll let you live.’

Victor remained silent. There was nothing to be gained from conversing with his target. He was here to complete a job, not to chit-chat.

His disarmed pistol – an FN Five-seveN – lay somewhere nearby, unseen in the darkness. Even if he knew where it had ended up, scooping it off the floor would only result in six inches of steel through the top of his skull.

Light from streetlamps seeped through the whitewashed windowpanes in diffused swathes of orange, and in thin intense beams where the paint had scratched or peeled. Half-buried underground, the windows of the closed-down bakery were high on one wall, near the ceiling. Where the light did not reach, the rest of the space was almost black.

In a small town twenty miles outside Brussels, the bakery was tucked out of the way in a commercial neighbourhood. A good spot to lie low after a job, Victor thought. Had their roles been reversed, he could imagine himself selecting such a place.

‘Who sent you?’

They moved in and out of the darkness, some attacks catching the light on the knife’s blade in sharp glints of orange, some just a blur in the shadows.

Although the establishment’s electricity and gas supply had been cut off, Victor could hear a dripping tap between the scrape of footsteps and the swoosh of the assassin’s weapon.

He backtracked through the baking trays, dishes and pans scattered across the flooring from when he had wrestled with the assassin, each disarming the other’s gun in the close confines before either weapon could be brought to bear. Among the kitchen items, Victor had sent the assassin’s weapon – a 9mm SIG Sauer P226 – spinning and clattering on the hexagonal tiles. He risked a glance, noting where it ended up, but could not go for it with the assassin staying so near to him. The anti-slip coating of the floor’s ceramic tiles – meant to reduce spills and workplace accidents – helped Victor remain vertical while backtracking blind.

‘Why are you protecting your employer?’ the assassin asked, stalking forwards through the path Victor had cleared.

On the wall opposite the windows were three equidistant ovens and a sturdy, porcelain washbasin, with a large metal island in front of them in the centre of the space. Victor circled the island, his enemy pursuing him with his inexorable knife attacks.

For the moment, Victor was content to let the man do his thing. As much as Victor liked to strike first with decisive violence, there were benefits in defending. For one, it was less taxing on his endurance, but, more than that, it provided him the opportunity to test his opponent’s speed and skills while also giving him an insight into that enemy’s mindset.

‘The only chance you have,’ the assassin said, confident and in control, ‘is telling me what I want to know.’

This assassin, aware his primary advantage was his speed, exploited this trait by not relenting in his deadly rhythm.

And he was right to do just that.

Victor had no time to formulate a counter-attack. He used every iota of his own speed and experience to avoid a blade through the skull or his intestines spilling out of a rupture in his abdominal wall.

The blocks were taking their toll on his opponent, however, even if he was yet to realise it.

‘You’re tiring,’ the assassin told him. ‘You’re running out of time.’

Victor’s forearms were conditioned from a lifetime of physical activity, his bone density increased with every climb of frozen waterfalls and mountainsides in the Alps, with every intense workout, with every hand-to-hand confrontation. Joints were always weak spots, and the assassin’s elbow and wrist were never going to hold up when pummelled by the combined force of Victor’s powerful blocks and his own downward strikes.

‘Last chance,’ the assassin said. ‘Tell me.’

Maybe he had a high pain tolerance, or the adrenaline coursing through him was dampening the sensation. The damage was being done, nonetheless. With his unfaltering reliance on his speed, he only made Victor’s life easier.

First, hairline fractures in bone, forming stress risers.

Then, a break.

The only question was where the bones would fail first: the wrist or the elbow.

When the assassin grimaced as Victor’s next block connected with his elbow – the inevitable hairline fracture or fractures – the question was answered.

To ensure his enemy did not change tactics to protect his elbow, Victor let the follow-up sweeping slash connect with his abdomen enough to split the skin.

Invigorated by the sight of blood staining Victor’s white shirt and his genuine grimace, the assassin maintained his rhythm and repeated his attacks, bringing the knife up and then down in a stab at Victor’s skull.

In return, Victor struck the incoming elbow from beneath with the edge of his forearm.

Crack.




THREE

Last night

Finally, the assassin stopped talking.

The impact broke his ulna at the radial notch, and that sudden release of energy split the collateral tendon attaching the ulna to the humerus.

The downward stab lost all acceleration, and the follow-up sweeping slash never materialised as the sudden pain of injury drained him of coordination.

Sidestepping to avoid the assassin toppling into him, Victor kicked the back of the trailing knee to collapse the leg, causing the disorientated man to slam straight into the stainless-steel doors of a wall-sunk refrigerator next to the entrance to the pantry and storerooms.

The metal dented as he rebounded from it, using the momentum to assist a fast one-eighty as he switched the knife from the grip of his injured right arm into his left hand.

Victor was ready for the inevitable backhanded slash that accompanied the spin, batting the blade away with a cast-iron skillet he’d grabbed from the nearby island.

The weight of the improvised weapon meant it had too much inertia to bring back to parry the assassin’s counterstrike, so Victor released the skillet, caught the attacking wrist in both hands, pivoted into his enemy’s torso, and hurled the man over his shoulder and onto and across the island. The knife flew from his grip as he slid over the smooth metal surface before tumbling off the far side.

Using only his single, uninjured arm to break his fall, the assassin could not recover before Victor had circled the island and leapt onto his back, snaking his right forearm in front of the man’s throat until it was pincered between biceps and forearm, and locking it off by clutching his right hand in his left.

With one arm useless, there was no way he was escaping the chokehold before brain death unless Victor elected to release him.

Which Victor did when he heard the telltale click of a switchblade opening.

He scrambled away before the assassin’s second knife could plunge into his exposed arms or legs.

Maybe drawn from a pocket or a concealed sheath, it made no difference. The difference, however, was that the assassin was nowhere near as accurate using his offhand, and his right arm was unusable, hanging down at his side.

Which gave Victor the time to scoop a baking tray from the floor as he hopped to his feet, holding it lengthwise in both hands to use a shield, deflecting his enemy’s increasingly desperate stabs and slashes once he was on his feet too.

Timing his enemy, Victor thrust out the baking tray in the exact opposite trajectory to an incoming stab, the switchblade penetrating in a grating, high-pitched whine straight through the tray, all the way to the knife’s small guard.

With the weapon momentarily jammed, Victor spun the tray ninety degrees, twisting the knife with it along with the assassin’s outstretched arm until the elbow was facing upwards and the limb was locked out at the shoulder joint.

Wrenching him closer so he lost his balance, Victor swung the assassin face first into the heavy washbasin.

Blood smeared on the porcelain, and teeth clattered on the ceramic floor tiles.

Dazed, his grip on the switchblade failed and Victor tossed the impaled tray aside to grab hold of the assassin’s hair in one hand as he turned on a tap with the other.

Slotting the plug into place, Victor pressed the semi-conscious man’s head down into the sink as it filled up, holding him submerged beneath the reddening water until well after he had ceased thrashing and the last bubble of air popped at the surface.




FOUR

Last night

Twisting the tap to shut off the water, Victor released the fistful of hair and stepped backwards. With nothing to hold him in place, the dead assassin’s head and shoulders slid out of the sink, and his whole body slumped into a pile on the floor.

A suit drenched with cold water was far from ideal, but Victor considered it a far preferable inconvenience than drowning. He was sure the corpse would agree.

In the quiet once more, Victor listened.

The dead assassin on the floor had been part of a team of three using the bakery as a place in which to lie low after their most recent contract in nearby Brussels. Instead of taking them all on at the same time, Victor had planned to catch the first guy unawares while the other two ventured out to restock their supplies, and then ambush them upon their return. The drowned assassin at his feet had been more perceptive than he had anticipated, as the overflowing sink, Victor’s sliced abdomen and the many scattered items on the bakery floor could testify.

Still, Marcus Lambert had not brought Victor into his organisation to fulfil straightforward contracts. Professionals like him were not disposed to die easily.

Hearing nothing, he retrieved the assassin’s nearby SIG and would have looked for his own Five-seveN too, if not for a gentle creak of wood that interrupted the silence.

From the front entrance, a set of old steps led down into the bakery’s storefront, where the many varieties of bread, pastries and cakes had once been sold. Victor aimed the SIG at the set of swing doors that connected the kitchen to the other space; these had no windows through which to see, and there was not enough light in the storefront to give away shadows through the gap between the bottom of the doors and the floor.

Victor had come via the back entrance on the opposite wall, picking the lock to enter through the storerooms and pantry behind the kitchen that opened out to a small courtyard behind the building.

Another creak confirmed that at least one of the other two team members had returned and was descending the entrance steps at a slow, cautious pace.

The fact that they were being so cautious told him they knew for sure something was wrong. Either they had heard the last stages of Victor drowning the first assassin or they might have sent a message to their now-dead companion to notify him of their imminent arrival, and his lack of response had been correctly interpreted.

No reason to assume only one had returned, so Victor pictured two men with guns drawn, crossing the open space of the storefront between the steps and the L-shaped counter that ran the length of two perpendicular walls. Then, they would pass through the gap in the counter to approach the swing doors.

Had the layout been different, he might have charged out to catch them unawares, but it was too much of a gamble without knowing their exact positions. Even in the best-case scenario, he would trap himself behind the counter while they had the mobility to outflank him if he failed to drop them both with his initial shots.

Assuming the remaining two were no less competent than the dead guy on the floor, Victor did not fancy his chances in a straight two-on-one gunfight.

Instead, they could come to him.

If both assassins breached together, fast and decisive, Victor was certain he could drop one of them, but would he be fast enough to shift his aim, shoot and score another lethal hit before the second drew a bead on him first?

Maybe. Maybe not.

To rebalance the odds, he lifted himself up and onto the kitchen’s central island, climbing at a slow, deliberate pace, to remain silent.

Lowering himself onto his stomach, the cut to his abdomen sent a stinging jolt of pain as he stretched himself out on the metal surface, feet protruding off the far end and both arms out in front, P226 aimed at the middle of the swing doors.

At an unusual height, with most of his person concealed by the angle from a typical person’s line of sight and out of the swathes of the streetlights, Victor waited.

He heard no footsteps, so they were keeping their movements slow and silent until they were in position.

His pulse elevated from the fight, Victor breathed in a slow, controlled manner to bring his heart rate back down and, in doing so, improve his fine motor skills.

The swing doors provided enough room for wide trays and whatever else a baker might carry between the kitchen and shopfront. Both remaining assassins could exploit that, each shoving or kicking open a separate door to breach together at the same moment. If they did, aiming at the centre point would mean missing both, so Victor adjusted his aim a little to the right. That half of the doors was closest to the gap between the counters on the other side. Should only one assassin have returned, that would be the one they pushed open. And if both breached at the same time, there would still be an enemy who came through it.

A double-tap, Victor thought, before he would shift his aim to the left to do the same again. Headshots following.

The front of his suit soaked with cold water, and lying on a metal surface, Victor felt the chill seeping deeper into him. The ambient temperature was already single digits so if they waited much longer, he was going to start shivering. Pressed against the steel island, the inevitable rattling of his knees and elbows, not to mention his belt buckle, against the stainless steel could not fail to give his position away.

Seconds passed.

They had to be in place by now.

They were cautious and noiseless because they knew an ambush awaited them on the other side of the swing doors.

He imagined them communicating with hand signals and gestures.

You go left, I’ll go right. Ready?

Ready.

But how long before they . . .?

The door to Victor’s right exploded inwards from a mighty kick, swinging in a fast arc and slamming into the adjacent wall as a dark silhouette charged through the opening.

Squeezing the trigger twice in a quick double-tap, Victor put two 9mm rounds at centre mass, not seeing in the semi-darkness the exact points the bullets struck.

The left-hand side of the door did not swing open at the same time, so Victor had no need to switch his aim in that direction, instead angling the SIG up a fraction to put a third bullet to the head.

Maybe only one of the remaining assassins had returned . . .

Or the other had entered the building via the same way as Victor . . .

And was coming up behind him.
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