Bad Luck in Berlin: An Exclusive Short Story
Tom Wood
	Аннотация
	Tom Wood. Bad Luck in Berlin: An Exclusive Short Story
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR
	CHAPTER 1
	CHAPTER 2
	CHAPTER 3
	CHAPTER 4
	CHAPTER 5
	CHAPTER 6
	CHAPTER 7
	CHAPTER 8
	CHAPTER 9
	CHAPTER 10
	CHAPTER 11
	CHAPTER 12
	CHAPTER 13
	CHAPTER 14


Аннотация
Victor has been out of the game for six months � but he's as deadly as ever. He's in Berlin, preparing for his first assignment as a CIA contractor: taking out the scout of a notorious crime lord. No one is supposed to die � not yet � but as Victor tracks his target, he realises he's not the only one interested in the scout� and if Victor is going to do his job, he has to stop someone else doing theirs.Packed with roaring action and breathless suspense, this specially priced, exclusive short story is perfect for fans of Tom Wood � and for readers who have yet to discover him.
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CHAPTER 1

London, United Kingdom
�I�m not going to die.�
The speaker was somewhere in her early fifties, a little overweight, and well dressed in a navy business suit. Her short hair was dyed a fiery red. She wore stylish glasses that had a designer�s logo embossed in gold leaf on the arms. She sat in a confessional pose, head angled down, eyes open but fixed on the closed hands in her lap. Her face was flushed with blood from a racing heart. She spoke the words quietly, barely more than a whisper, but just audible enough for Victor to register. They had a ritualistic monotone, almost trancelike, else the words themselves were designed to induce such a trance and block out the terror of impending death.
�I�m not going to die.�
Victor wasn�t sure if he was supposed to hear or not, but he couldn�t help himself. He was intrigued by the woman. She broke the norm. When faced with what they believed to be their final moments people begged and pleaded and screamed defiance and threatened vengeance from beyond the grave. He had never encountered anyone who simply refused to accept it was about to happen.
The volume of the repeated words was a few decibels higher than they had been the first time and the woman�s hands tightened together as she willed those words to pass from mere sounds into the reality she craved. Victor watched her with perhaps more sympathy than a cat might show a mouse, but in his experience mere words made little difference when it came to that precarious balance between life and death.
�I�m not going to die.�
This time the woman spoke at a regular volume and as the last rush of breath resonated through her larynx and was expelled through her lips she angled up her head and released her hands. Her eyes widened and her face visibly relaxed and the tension that had held her body rigid dissipated.
She looked across to Victor, who sat to her right, and smiled at him with a mixture of embarrassment and awkwardness. �Don�t laugh at me, please. I know it�s ridiculous, I truly do, but I still have to do it.�
�I would never laugh.�
Some shyness left her smile. �That�s very kind. Thank you. Most people aren�t so understanding. I�ve got used to the stares, but the occasional mockery and muttered insult still sting. I wish I could stop but I really can�t. I�m not one of those people with that OCD or whatever they call it who believes the plane will crash if I don�t say my little tic. That�s utter deluded nonsense. I�m just scared of flying. That�s common enough, isn�t it?� Victor�s mouth opened to respond, but she didn�t pause to let him speak. �And because I�m scared of flying I have to remind myself before take-off that the plane isn�t going to crash and I�m not going to be killed on this flight.�
�I very much hope you�re right,� Victor replied when a gap long enough to speak finally arrived, �otherwise things aren�t looking too good for me.�
Her smile became a grin and she nudged him lightly with her elbow to acknowledge the joke. A pair of stewardesses moved down the aisles checking safety belts were fastened. Victor took hold of the buckle and clasp and moved them together, but there was no click.
�Of course the plane could crash and I could die. I�m not one of those people who think bad things only happen to other people. Talk about blissful ignorance. Oh, how happy I would be. But I can�t. I have a brain. I can reason. Intelligence is a curse, isn�t it? I�m not joking. Have you ever met anyone happier than a dog with a stick? Anyway, I�m well aware that I might get killed in a plane crash someday, but I�ve got about the same chance of it happening as I have of winning the lottery.� She tapped the side of her skull. �I�ve got all the facts and figures about air travel locked up in here. And let me tell you something: I�ve never bought a lottery ticket in my entire life.�
�And I�m sure you weren�t worried when you took a taxi or drove to the airport this morning.�
�Exactly,� the woman said with some big agreeing nods. �I know all the comparisons. I have to. I�m a sponge when it comes to knowledge. And talking, as you�ve probably noticed. Sue me. But not really. That happened once. Horrible. Not for talking, obviously. I won.� She turned in her seat as much as the seatbelt would let her so that she could face him more easily. Her palms settled on the armrest between them. She leaned across it and further into his personal space than he found bearable, but regular people could handle it and he was so used to pretending he could that he showed no reaction. Her perfume was sickly sweet and full of lavender. �Did you know that about seven hundred people are killed a year in plane crashes, yet three thousand die every single day in car accidents? I don�t even know how many that is a year.�
�About one hundred thousand,� Victor said, deciding that giving the exact calculation of 109,500 would be excessive.
�Wow,� she breathed, eyes wide behind the designer glasses. �You see, I should be positively terrified of popping to the supermarket, but I�m not. Instead I�m scared of flying. I�m absolutely crazy.�
Victor nodded his agreement.
�I�ve tried therapy and hypnosis. I went on a course. None of it helped. But because I know the statistics, because I know the odds, I can control my fear.�
�It always pays to know the odds.�
�Doesn�t it just? And we�re all scared of something, aren�t we? Unless you have that disorder which stops you experiencing fear. Must be the only disease that�s actually a benefit.�
�I certainly think so.�
She tapped him on the arm. �So, what�s waiting for you in Berlin?�
�Work,� Victor answered.
�Always business, never pleasure, right?�
�Right.�
�Story of my life. I�ve been to half the world�s major cities, yet I�ve only seen them through a taxi window on the way between my hotel and the office. This time it�s Operation Kiss Arse. My firm is owned by some gigantic German conglomerate. I�m the board�s designated diplomat sent over to �strengthen relations�.� She pulled a face and used air quotations. �In other words I�m the only one who speaks German. It�s not that bad though. I do get three nights in a four star hotel, all expenses paid. It�s got a spa and there�s no big oaf snoring in the bed next to me. What about you? Sprechen sie Deutsch?�
He looked confused. �Excuse me� Dutch?�
She shook her head to say it wasn�t important and asked, �What business are you in?�
�I used to freelance. But that didn�t work out in the end.�
�And now you�re slaving for the Man?�
He nodded.
She nudged him in the arm again. �I know how you feel. I used to consult on a contractual basis. It was so good. Fantastic money. I could pick and choose the jobs I actually wanted. Lots of free time to spoil my two boys. Except they�re young men now. Correction, they think they�re men. But times change. It�s a tough climate. You take the pay that�s available and you wave your freedom goodbye. It�s awful not being your own boss any more, isn�t it? But what�s the alternative? How else do you survive?�
�That�s precisely what I�m trying to figure out.�
�Want my advice? Don�t worry about it. Take the regular money and pucker up to all the posterior you need to keep your job. When the economy gets better, tell them where to go. I�m Victoria, by the way.�
She held out her hand. He took it in his. It was soft and cool.
�That�s a beautiful name.�
She beamed. �Do you really think so? I�m not sure. It sounds very old-fashioned to me. Can�t help but think about that fat, sour-faced queen holding the hand grenade. Why don�t we get to choose our names, instead of being saddled with the one our parents chose for us? It�s bizarre, if you ask me. Years before we can even speak, let alone have the kind of self-awareness to decide what kind of names we like or don�t like, someone else from another generation and born in another era with different values and fashions decides how we will be known for the rest of our lives. It defies belief, if you ask me. I wish we were free to go by whatever name we chose. Tatiana today, Scarlett tomorrow. Maybe something else the next day. I think it would be fun, don�t you?�
�I expect living like that could prove to be quite a challenge.�
Her eyebrows arched. She seemed shocked that he didn�t automatically agree. �How so? I wouldn�t care if people got confused.�
�That�s not what I meant. If you had so many different names how would you think of yourself? Isn�t a name intrinsic to self-identity?�
She thought for a minute. Her eyebrows stayed arched the whole time. �Well, I suppose I�d pick the name I liked best and that would be how I thought of myself. That would be me. It wouldn�t matter what name I gave out to other people. I�d always have that name for myself. Like a secret.� She paused to think again. Her eyebrows fell back down. �Yes, that makes it more fun if only I knew it.�
�But if no one knew your name no one would ever know the real you.�
She smiled. �You are a funny one. I turned fifty-two last month, so I�ve been alive half a century, and the only one who knows the real me is my reflection. Does anyone out there know the real you?�
Victor shook his head.
�Then what does it matter if only I know the name I chose for myself?�
�You make a compelling argument.�
�You�d better believe it. I may be silly enough to have to tell myself three times before every flight that I�m not going to die so that I don�t turn into a screaming, crying wreck, but that doesn�t mean I don�t know what I�m talking about.� She winked. �At least occasionally.�
The plane finished taxiing to the runway and prepared for take-off.
The woman said, �You see, take-offs and landings are the most dangerous part of any flight. I�m scared, but I�m not going to freak out. Just in the same way I don�t panic about getting struck by lightning if I�m out in a storm, or I don�t think if only I�d bought a ticket when I hear someone�s won a hundred million.�
�Live by the odds, die by the odds.�
�I think that�s going to be my motto from now on.�
�It�s served me well thus far.�
�Long may that continue.�
Victor glanced around as the plane accelerated and lifted off. Lots of people were nervous. Lots of people weren�t. Within a few minutes it had reached cruising altitude and levelled off. Two hundred tons of metal carrying forty tons of flesh, blood and bone, resting on nothing but air.
She winked and said, �Live by the odds��
He smiled in response.
She smiled back and rested her hand on his arm. �So, handsome, what do they call you?�

CHAPTER 2

Berlin, Germany
Adorj�n Farkas was a forty-year-old captain in a leading Hungarian criminal organisation based in Budapest. He lived and operated primarily on the Pest side of the Danube, but in eight days� time would visit Berlin. According to the dossier, Farkas was personable and generous with everyone he met, but merciless with his rivals. A combination of cunning and brutality had taken him up the organised crime ladder at uncommon speed, and the addition of paranoia was keeping him there. Farkas paid his lieutenants considerably well to ensure their loyalty, but never kept anyone too close to his side for too long. That made sense to Victor. Farkas�s rise had coincided with the demises of those in positions of power above him.
The dossier provided by Victor�s new employer was extensively and somewhat unnecessarily detailed, with reams of information on Farkas and his various illicit business practices. Victor didn�t know if this was standard procedure for his employer or due to the fact there were a number of potentially problematic stipulations in the contract. Killing Farkas in Berlin was not one of them. When travelling abroad he would be far less secure than back home.
Farkas was well aware of this fact, and would be accompanied by a contingent of heavies, but this came as no surprise to Victor and was nothing he hadn�t dealt with numerous times before. Farkas�s precautions didn�t stop there, however, and where he would stay for his trip was the only piece of relevant information Victor�s employer had not been able to provide.
Whatever the destination, whatever the reason for the journey, accommodation was booked at the last possible moment, often just a day or two before he left Hungary. Farkas never used the same place more than once and always sent his most trusted man ahead to scout out a number of potential locations to get a first-hand look at their suitability. These were always rented apartments or houses. Farkas never stayed in a hotel. Victor didn�t blame him. They could be dangerous places.
He had to admire Farkas�s level of consideration to personal security, even if it made his job significantly more difficult. But that, of course, was the point.
Not impossible, however. Not even close.
* * *
The care and attention Farkas paid to his own safety was not evident in the man he sent as his advance party. Bence De�k had paid for his business class plane ticket and booked his hotel room two weeks previously, giving Victor�s employer a sufficient window of time to acquire all manner of personal details about him, such as his intolerance to wheat gluten and his passion for the roulette wheel. American roulette, not French.
De�k sauntered through the arrival gate the day after Victor, wheeling a gold-coloured hard-shell suitcase behind him. The flight from Budapest had only been ninety minutes, and no time zones had been crossed, but De�k looked drained. He had the pasty skin and red eyes of someone who had been awake half the previous night, and inebriated for the major part of it.
He had an emaciated frame and stood a little over six feet tall. His dark brown hair hung down to his jaw and its greasy sheen showed it hadn�t been washed in at least twenty-four hours. He wore a silvery grey suit that was more wrinkled than a short flight would produce, but was about right for one that had followed an all-nighter. His white dress shirt was untucked at the waist and unbuttoned down to his sternum. Ribs and curly hairs on his concave chest were visible through the gap.
Victor, standing with the crowd of people waiting to greet loved ones and business associates, waited for De�k to walk past, and followed.
* * *
Outside the airport, while De�k used broken German to instruct a short north African taxi driver on the correct way to place the golden suitcase in the trunk, Victor squatted down next to the taxi�s front wheel to tie his shoelace. As he stood, he slipped his fingers under the wheel arch. He left behind a small box made from hardened cellulose. It was adhesively backed and had the circumference of a two-euro coin with twice the depth.
As the taxi pulled away, Victor checked his cell phone to make sure he was receiving the signal. The box stuck to the car�s wheel arch contained an Italian made tracking device that was similar to a cell phone that couldn�t make calls: comprised of just a SIM card, transmitter and battery. The device could be pinged like a regular mobile to reveal its GPS location, which was readable from Victor�s phone. Because retrieving such things wasn�t always possible, and because Victor didn�t like to leave evidence lying around, he�d had the trackers cased in cellulose. As long as it was exposed to air the case would biodegrade and fall apart at about the same time as the battery ran out of power. Under the constant vibration of the taxi�s engine, and exposed to dirt and water thrown up by the tyre, this one would disintegrate within a few days, and the delicate components inside would fall away.
Victor climbed into his own taxi and told the driver to head into central Berlin. He knew where De�k was staying, but there was no guarantee he would go straight there. De�k�s room was booked for a single night and his flight back to Hungary left before midday. He had just over twenty-four hours to check out potential accommodation for his boss. Discounting eight hours for sleep and two to eat today�s lunch and dinner and tomorrow�s breakfast and another for the ride back to the airport, De�k had about thirteen hours with which to check possible locations. Depending on how long he spent inside each and how long it took to travel between them, dozens could be checked in that time frame. But someone who had so busy a schedule for so ruthless a boss wouldn�t have stayed up partying all night.
The internet would have provided enough information with which to compose a shortlist, so Victor expected De�k had no more than half a dozen locations to visit before close of business today, then the evening off to make the most of the trip before catching the flight back home tomorrow without having to rush in the morning.
De�k�s taxi dropped him off at his hotel, and that he spent over an hour in his room before reappearing told Victor he�d been right in his prediction.
* * *
De�k strolled through the hotel lobby in the same silvery suit he�d arrived in, but it had benefited from a few minutes with a press or steamer. He wore a new shirt, and his jaw-length hair was wet and pushed back behind his ears. He looked alert, if not wholly refreshed. A shower and strong coffee, but no actual rest.
He opted to walk, which made shadowing him simple, especially as he hadn�t had the most rudimentary training in counter-surveillance. He didn�t take any of the most basic precautions. He even walked slowly. The idea that someone might follow him seemed an alien concept. He was a poor choice for a scout, but Farkas had sent him based on loyalty, not competence.
If De�k�s role was solely as an information gatherer and the final decision was left up to Farkas, Victor would need to survey each and every one as a potential strike point before Farkas�s arrival. But in the same way Farkas would use De�k�s intel to decide which was safest for his stay, Victor could do the same to narrow down the list to arrive at the most likely to be used.
His employer, with considerable power and resources, could no doubt help Victor to do so with blueprints and schematics and anything else he might need, but the less contact Victor had with the nameless CIA officer who had recruited him, the better. This was Victor�s first contract for the man he�d met just once. His years of working freelance had taught him to trust no one � which was one of the primary reasons he was still alive � and those who paid for the services of a killer he trusted least of all.

CHAPTER 3

Victor spent the day following De�k around Berlin, mostly on foot and sometimes on the subway, but only for notable distances. The Hungarian liked to walk, and knew his way around the city, no doubt having scouted for Farkas before, and only occasionally had to consult his phone for directions. De�k met up with several realtors outside townhouses or apartment buildings in wealthy neighbourhoods and Victor waited nearby while he was shown around inside. Victor timed the duration of each visit and watched De�k�s reaction when he reappeared. After leaving a realtor he would immediately make a call on his cell to report to Farkas how the location met with his criteria. Victor didn�t speak Hungarian well enough to effectively read De�k�s lips, but he could decipher some of what was said, and body language was universal in portraying positive and negative.
By the time he returned to his hotel, De�k�s movements were sluggish and he yawned every few minutes. He had met five different realtors outside three townhouses and two apartment buildings, with the latter apartment building resulting in a viewing lasting over twice the mean duration. That made six locations scouted, and from De�k�s calls to Farkas, two had been greeted with a stronger reaction than the others: a townhouse in the financial district and a grand building in Prenzlauer Berg where De�k had viewed a single apartment.
* * *
It was nearing seven p.m. when De�k set out once again, too late to be conventionally viewing any potential accommodation, and the relaxed body and arrogant strut confirmed to Victor that De�k didn�t plan on spending the evening working. He was out to enjoy himself. Shadowing him therefore wasn�t imperative to learning where Farkas might be staying in a little over a week, but Victor had learned a long time ago that seemingly unessential forays could provide the most useful intelligence.
From the background information on De�k and the route he was walking, Victor wasn�t surprised to find him heading for a casino. The Golden Talisman was one of Berlin�s premier gaming establishments and attracted a high-rolling clientele. Exactly the kind of place where someone with a love of gambling would want to spend an evening.
It was located less than half a mile from De�k�s hotel, and De�k�s lack of caution while walking was even more obvious at night than it had been during the daylight. He took short cuts through dark alleyways and unused side streets, even circumventing a block by cutting across the ground level of a multi-storey parking garage that would have provided an assailant with the perfect spot for an ambush. Victoria would have envied such blissful ignorance to danger.
Outside, the Golden Talisman had an unassuming fa�ade that didn�t advertise its services beyond simple signage. Inside, the lobby had a luxuriant, opulent d�cor. Mahogany panelling ran along the walls. Crystal chandeliers glinted overhead and illuminated the intricate frescoes depicting mythological beasts and fabulous riches that decorated the ceiling. The carpet was thick enough to mask the sound of marching boots.
Berlin had several much larger and more well known casinos, but the Golden Talisman catered purely for wealthy patrons and serious gamblers. The minimum stakes were large enough to discourage first-timers and casual players that found themselves inside.
Two huge guys in dinner jackets were stationed at the far end of the lobby, before the corridor that led to the cashier counters and the casino proper. One used a metal-detecting wand to scan De�k while another checked the contents of his pockets. Victor had expected such a level of security and had left his weapon � an FN Five-seveN handgun � in a bin on the opposite side of the street. With less in his pockets and not draped in jewellery, Victor was past the gorillas in a fraction of the time it took De�k.
The Hungarian exchanged cash for what looked like about a thousand euros in chips of various denominations and headed straight for the American roulette wheels.
It took Victor less than a minute to spot the three watchers.

CHAPTER 4

They weren�t there for Victor. That was immediately obvious and a welcome surprise. They were waiting for De�k and were as unsophisticated in conducting surveillance on him as he was unknowledgeable in how to counter it.
The first was positioned by a marble column with a clear view of the entrance corridor and the exchange booths. He was far too ugly and short to be a professional watcher, whatever his level of skill. Anyone with even the remotest level of awareness couldn�t fail to notice him. And with his height-restricted line of sight, even the sparsest crowd could defeat his attempts at observation. He was about thirty, squat and wide with natural strength; a Turk or an Armenian whose face hadn�t looked good even before frequent brawls had flattened his large nose off-centre and given him a prominent scar that divided his left eyebrow. His black hair was thick and curly and his cheeks were red with shaving rash.
He didn�t own the clothes he was wearing. The top button of the white shirt was undone, but not to be casual, because the collar couldn�t stretch around the circumference of his tree-trunk neck. The jacket of the sharkskin suit was big enough for his shoulders and chest but the cuffs hid those of the shirt beneath and hung almost to the first knuckles of his thumbs. The trousers bunched up at his shoes, which were the only items the correct size. He looked uncomfortable too. Not only because the clothes didn�t fit, but because he�d never worn a suit before in his life.
He�d stood with the slumped shoulders and hands in pockets of someone bored of waiting, but his back straightened and his shoulders squared when he saw De�k near. As De�k passed him, predictably oblivious to his presence, the watcher turned his head to nod several times. Victor followed the guy�s gaze to where the second watcher stood among the roulette tables.
He was less ugly than his associate, but probably still had a hard time with the opposite sex. He was much taller than the squat guy, six two or maybe three if he got rid of the slouch, and had a lean but solid frame of about one hundred and ninety pounds. He was young, twenty-four or � five, but had advanced receding hair scraped back with a monstrous quantity of product. The look had probably cost him half a tub but would endure a hurricane. The casino lights bounced off his huge forehead in pools of pure white. His eyes were overlarge and his mouth was half open as he indiscreetly chewed gum. He had a different heritage to the squat guy � a fair-skinned central European, almost certainly a native German. His black suit fitted as it was supposed to, but he seemed almost as uncomfortable wearing it as the squat guy was in the one lent to him. A funeral and wedding suit then, making an uncommon appearance tonight.
He nodded back to the ugly Turk or Armenian with the flat nose and then his gaze locked and tracked De�k as he crossed the casino floor. It was a large but simple room, and unlike the modern super casino, not intentionally designed as a maze to confuse and disorientate. There was a single bank of slot machines along one wall, present only for the amusement of those grown bored by the lack of attention from their serious gambling dates. The main space was dominated by tables for craps, baccarat, poker and blackjack. There were several roulette wheels, catering for both American and French versions of the game.
The croupiers and cocktail waitresses wore white and were easy to spot amongst the many players in mostly black evening wear. The mahogany panelling, thick carpet and ceiling frescoes continued in from the entrance corridor and lobby. The room was brightly lit and filled with the quiet noise of cards being turned, balls dropped into spinning wheels, dice rolled, and muted cheers or exclamations of dismay.
The third watcher was more challenging to spot, but only because he wasn�t on the casino floor when Victor entered. The other two watchers checked their phones and then looked at a man as he emerged out of the door leading to the restrooms. The new guy was older than the others, approximately fifty, with hair that was mostly grey and cut as though time had frozen somewhere in 1989. His beard wasn�t quite as grey as the hair, and it was fastidiously maintained. He was a little fleshy at the waist but moved with the confidence of someone who knew they could handle themselves. Like the tall guy, he was a fair-skinned German and his suit was the correct size, but unlike the others, he was at home in the attire.
He was more relaxed too, and more focused. The leader. He used a cell phone to type out a message. More instructions, or perhaps simply some reassuring words for the other two to help ease away their nerves. The squat man spent a moment reading it and then slipped his phone away. The tall guy between the roulette tables spent longer absorbing the information, head bowed, his scalp glowing through the slicked thinning hair.
They barely caused a blip on Victor�s threat radar. None of the three so much as looked his way. Their focus was far too fixed on De�k to notice anything else, significant or not. It would take a concerted effort to get them to notice him. They were far too unsubtle for cops and didn�t display anything approaching the skill level of other professionals. Everything about them said that this was amateur hour; they had the look and manner of low-level criminals, gang enforcers not smart enough to be making big money but picking up plenty of work breaking bones and filling shallow graves. The squat guy and the tall young one were typical muscle, while the fifty-year-old had been them twenty years before but now wore a suit every day and only dirtied his hands when he had to. Seniority through age and experience, not ability. The result was a three-man crew that knew how to fight but had no idea how to make sure they went into that fight with every possible advantage.
This was nothing to do with Farkas. The crew hadn�t followed De�k here. They had been waiting for him. They had known with absolute certainly he would come to them. If they had that level of inside information they would also know what he was doing during the day. They hadn�t been waiting for him at the airport or at his hotel and they hadn�t followed him around the city because they had no interest in knowing where Farkas would be staying. This was all about De�k. It could be purely business � the inherent danger of the gangster�s lifestyle � or something personal. Whatever the reason, the three-man crew were after De�k�s blood. They didn�t know how to do anything else.
Victor slid on to a stool at a medium stakes blackjack table where he could watch De�k from a discreet distance and keep track of the crew. They wouldn�t try anything in the middle of a crowded casino floor, not with numerous security personnel around and a multitude of cameras watching, and especially not without weapons. They were here to keep watch on De�k until he left and didn�t have the confidence or know-how, or maybe even patience, to set up surveillance outside.
The exact reason why De�k was marked for death was unimportant to Victor. He didn�t need to know who had paid three thugs to kill the man, whether enemies here in Berlin or rivals back home in Hungary, but he couldn�t let them see the job through. Adorj�n Farkas, De�k�s boss and Victor�s target, wouldn�t be so keen to come to Berlin if the scout he sent ahead as an added layer of protection turned up gutted in some back alley.
Then, Victor might have no option but to attempt the contract where Farkas was most secure and when he would be no doubt even more cautious after the death of his most loyal man. Alternatively, Victor�s employer might cancel the contract. Not exactly a disaster in itself as Victor cared little if the CIA handler achieved his goals, but if those goals were unachievable perhaps Victor�s services would no longer be required. He didn�t know much about his employer, but he knew enough to be considered a liability if his paymaster decided he was of no further use.

CHAPTER 5

De�k played roulette with a system. He made notes on a notepad to track numbers and bet exclusively on red, sometimes betting on two or three balls in succession and then sitting out a number of games before rejoining when he felt the time was right. From the sporadic exclamations of joy and the increasingly large pile of chips sitting before him, De�k was beating the odds. Victor watched from his blackjack table and did his best to stop himself counting the cards so as not to win too often. No one noticed a loser in a casino. Everyone noticed a winner.
The young tall guy with the receding hair played roulette at a nearby lower stakes wheel, but wasn�t having the same kind of success. The squat Turk or Armenian with the flat nose sat at a slot machine but couldn�t manage playing and watching at the same time, so rarely inserted a coin. Both guys visibly relaxed more the longer De�k played, growing comfortable and confident in the routine, knowing they hadn�t been made, and happy to have at least achieved that new feat. The grey-haired leader wandered around the casino floor, playing the occasional game of poker to pass the time and not paying De�k too much attention because his subordinates were doing that for him.
Victor doubted the crew had an elaborate plan waiting to go into action. They would keep it simple. It was three against one. It was their turf. There was no need to over-think things, assuming they were even capable of over-thought. When De�k left they would follow and move on him as soon as the first chance presented itself, when he was alone and vulnerable, stabbing or shooting him, maybe after delivering a message so he knew why he was about to die. The route back to his hotel would present them with plenty of opportunity. Whether they had guns or knives or both they would be stashed outside in the trunk of a car parked nearby.
Stopping them killing De�k wouldn�t be too complicated. Stopping them killing De�k without him noticing would be somewhat more challenging. If he felt under threat, he would no doubt report that to Farkas, who could then cancel his trip and put Victor�s position with his handler into jeopardy.
* * *
A little after ten p.m. De�k checked his watch, gathered up the large stacks of Golden Talisman chips and had them exchanged for cash. He looked a couple of thousand euros up. A two hundred per cent return for less than two hundred minutes� work.
The local crew were predictable in their response. There was lots of obvious eye contact and nods and messages sent and received as they prepared themselves for what would come next. The tall young guy left while De�k was still exchanging his chips, and Victor pictured him heading for the car, both to get the weapons from the trunk and to sit with the engine idling. The leader with the grey beard and grey hair and the squat Turk or Armenian moved closer together and edged nearer to their target, ready to tail him as he left the casino.
But De�k didn�t leave. He headed for the casino bar.
The two men didn�t expect that. There was a moment of confusion and indecision after De�k passed them by. The older man motioned for the other to stay with De�k and then set about typing a message to inform the guy outside of the change in circumstances. If he had been alone in his surveillance on De�k, Victor would have remained on the casino floor, knowing De�k had nowhere to go. He didn�t want to get too close to the Hungarian if he could help it. De�k wouldn�t notice, but after his success at the roulette wheel CCTV cameras might be pointing his way and security personnel could be watching too, suspicious of his good fortune, and there was a chance they would pick up on Victor�s interest in him. The squat Turk or Armenian in the ill-fitting suit followed De�k from a distance that said either he didn�t have the same concerns or he didn�t consider them. Victor took a wild guess on the latter. But that was why the man wouldn�t last three months doing what Victor did, while Victor was still alive after ten years in the world�s most dangerous profession, even if his last contract had cost him his freedom.
He entered the bar a minute later, despite the risk. The crew hadn�t tried anything at the roulette table, but they had been expecting De�k to leave. Now they were improvising. It would be almost as idiotic to try something in the bar or the bar�s restroom should De�k use it, but underestimating a person�s stupidity could be as dangerous as underestimating their intelligence. Jails the world over weren�t exactly overflowing with geniuses.
A horseshoe-shaped bar dominated the room with a lone female bartender working behind it. Booths lined the wall opposite and the rest of the space was filled with small round tables and chairs cushioned with red velvet. The floor had the same thick carpet as the rest of the casino and polished flooring formed a band that bridged a two-foot-wide gap between the edge of the carpet and the bar.
De�k pushed his hair back behind his ears while the female bartender poured him a large Scotch on the rocks. He then fanned out the thick wad of his winnings as though he was a magician performing a card trick. He stepped back from the bar and adjusted his footing to make sure everyone in the room could see his wealth and success.
The routine had the desired effect. Other patrons couldn�t fail to notice. The wealthy high rollers, cooling their heels between trips to the baccarat table, looked on with measurable disdain. The unsuccessful, using the last of their money to wash away the bitter taste of defeat, gazed at De�k with palatable loathing and envy. The card sharps, taking a break so the pit boss didn�t notice their uncharacteristic run of luck, willed the Hungarian to try his hand on the poker tables so they might relieve him of his burdensome weight of cash. Two hookers, squeezed into cocktail dresses as small as bathing suits and looking for work, readied themselves to help De�k celebrate his good fortune.
Victor found a spot at the bar and shared a raise of eyebrows at De�k�s lack of class with an elderly couple in tailored evening wear, sitting on stools before a pair of tall multicoloured cocktails. The watcher with the brawler�s nose stood a few feet away.
De�k was making an exaggerated play of struggling to control the sizeable fan of euros, which was probably harder to deal with than he�d expected, but finding this out gave him an even greater opportunity to pose. Only four people paid De�k�s routine little or no attention. Victor and the squat Turk or Armenian, whose focus on De�k had nothing to do with his success at the roulette wheel, the female bartender, who had to witness such ridiculous displays on a regular basis, and a man sitting on his own at a corner table, whose gaze momentarily flicked in the Hungarian�s direction but whose expression showed no change.
That man caused Victor�s threat radar to announce a warning.

CHAPTER 6

The first tell was the man�s position. It was an excellent one. Victor liked corners. He liked two solid walls converging behind him and extending out into his peripheral vision, not only guarding his back and flanks but simultaneously enabling him to watch a room without having to turn his head and reveal that watchfulness. Had it not been occupied Victor would have elected to sit there. The two walls extended nine and ten feet respectively before there was anything that interrupted line of sight � a booth to the man�s left, to the right a short corridor that led to the restrooms. The far corner gave the man the best possible field of vision of the room�s open space and provided a perfect uninterrupted view of the entranceway. There were several booths where the man could not see into, but no one could enter or leave the bar without his knowledge.
Sitting alone in a corner could have been for entirely innocent reasons, but the second tell was the man�s appearance. He was approximately five feet eleven inches tall, but height alone revealed nothing. His build had more significance. His shoulders weren�t broad, but they weren�t narrow either. His arms weren�t thick, but they weren�t thin. Most people would describe him as of an average size. But his face was gaunt. The cheekbones were prominent, and his jaw, although weak in bone structure, was clearly defined. He may have been of average size, but his percentage of body fat was minute. And a man of a regular build with such a low proportion of fat carried a lot of muscle. He was dressed in a navy blazer over a charcoal sweater and black trousers. His clothes, although of high quality, were slightly too big for his frame, which both aided faster movement and disguised the physique beneath. As did Victor�s own suit.
Spending a significant portion of the week taking care of himself while not feeling the need to show off that fact was not in itself indicative of ulterior motives, except the third and most important tell was the man�s demeanour. De�k�s lengthy and gratuitous performance with the fan of euros had caused the rest of the bar�s patrons to have a good look, either in disdain, envy, amusement or opportunism. The man in the corner had barely paid any attention. He was uninterested in De�k�s theatrics. He was similarly uninterested in the shapely young prostitutes looking for business. He neither had the seething expression of a man who couldn�t afford to lose half as much as he had nor the easy air of someone having a good time. He wasn�t bored. His face was neutral and unreadable, but clearly he hadn�t randomly picked a casino bar in which to sit alone in the corner.
If he wasn�t a gambler he could be plainclothes security, in the bar to listen out for scams being plotted or to watch out for the disgruntled drinking enough to metamorphose into troublemakers. If so then Victor would have to be aware of him, if not concerned. Victor�s action on De�k was strictly surveillance, and if he continued to be discreet then there would be little for the man in the corner to witness. But if he wasn�t a member of security, the list of probable alternatives was decisively small, and in Victor�s line of work a potential threat was a definite threat until proven otherwise.
Eventually De�k managed to shake out a bill for the female bartender to slide off the bar. She did a good job of hiding her impatience. A blonde hooker, quicker to ditch her less obviously affluent mark than her brunette counterpart, got to him first. She shared a look of friendly rivalry with the brunette. There were no hard feelings. The brunette no doubt showed her fair share of speed on other nights.
The squat brawler was next to be served, identifying himself as a Turk by his accent when he ordered a bottle of beer. He drummed his fingers on the bar�s surface and tried, badly, to look incognito.
When the female bartender turned Victor�s way, he said, �I�ll just have an iced water, thank you.�
When she returned with the water, she said, �I made it a double. No extra charge.�
Victor just about managed to limit his smile. He left an appreciative tip and settled onto a stool where he could use his peripheral vision to watch De�k and the Turk with the flat nose. De�k chatted to the blonde, who was as good an actress as she was attractive. Regardless of how much her company cost him, De�k would part ways believing she had been as enamoured with him as he was with her.
The man in the corner was out of Victor�s line of sight, but from his seat at the bar Victor would know if he walked past to reach the entranceway. While he didn�t, Victor knew he was sitting in the corner without having to confirm it visually. He judged it too great a risk to observe the man directly. Someone trying so hard to look as if he wasn�t paying attention to anyone would be attuned to attempts at surveillance, especially if the charade of neutrality was for Victor�s benefit.
His list of enemies was extensive. He�d been found before. He could be again, even if the odds were against it. He�d been in Berlin less than a day. He�d followed De�k into the casino less than three hours ago. The time in which to track him down was minimal, but he had to treat the man as a direct threat or risk fatally underestimating any potential danger.
He could rule out any relationship between the man in the corner and the local crew. The Turk had shown no stealth in his communications with the tall guy with the slicked receding hair and the older boss. There had been no interaction between the Turk and the man in the corner.
Victor sipped his water and considered. The situation had become exponentially more complex. His task had been a simple one � follow De�k so as to discover where Adorj�n Farkas would be staying when he arrived in a week�s time. Now, there was a three-man team waiting to kill De�k and an unaffiliated lone professional of some sort in the same location for unspecified reasons.
Victor didn�t believe in coincidences unless they could be proved beyond doubt. He couldn�t afford to. Not when an error in judgment could mean a subsonic hollow-point rattling around inside his skull.
The female bartender passed Victor on her way to fix a martini for one of the high rollers and asked, �How�s that water?�
�Wet. Cold. The best I�ve ever had.�
She smiled as she poured the cocktail from the chrome shaker.
�What�s your name?� he asked.
She didn�t look up. �Anika.�
�It�s a pleasure to meet you, Anika.�
She smiled back at him a little shyly, picking up on his tone, and excused herself to serve another customer. She hadn�t asked for his name because she didn�t want to give him any further encouragement. She probably had to discourage patrons several times a night. Anika had a lithe, athletic figure and a pretty face that lit up when she smiled. Her skin had an appealing dusky tone too dark for a pure German heritage. Her brown eyes were big and bright and her honey hair was smooth and glossy but not her natural colour. Black was just starting to show at the roots. It was pulled back into a practical ponytail and her make-up was minimal; both no doubt in an attempt to reduce the amount of times men asked her name.
Victor was glad she thought he was hitting on her. He wanted the man in the corner to think the same. While he thought Victor was in the bar to pick up the bartender he wouldn�t be thinking about why else Victor could be there.
* * *
De�k had been in the room for twenty minutes when he excused himself from the blonde�s company and headed to the restroom. Victor watched him the whole way, as might anyone who was bored and had witnessed the fan of cash, and as De�k disappeared into the corridor, Victor used the cover of looking away to let his gaze momentarily pass over the man in the corner. He was still there, still pretending to be passing the time, but like Victor his eyes had followed De�k � maybe significant, maybe not � and were now returning to settle on the rest of the bar.
They met with Victor�s.
It was for a split second, a brief moment of chance, but in that instance Victor saw through the illusion of neutrality to the measured watchfulness and calculating intellect that lay beyond. What the man saw in return, Victor didn�t know. He maintained his act of insignificance. He was just a gambler quenching his thirst and hoping to get the bartender�s number.
The Turk turned his whole body to watch De�k head to the men�s room, even stepping away from the bar to maintain his line of sight for as long as possible, short of following him inside. Victor could see the guy debating with himself whether to do just that, but in the end he managed some measure of self-control and remained at the bar. He took out his phone to send an update to his companions.
Victor took a sip of water. To his right was one third of a team eager to kill De�k as soon as it was feasible. To his left was a man whose motives were not discernible, yet Victor could feel the danger radiating from him.
The squat brawler finished his beer and asked for another. He was anxious and drinking fast because watching De�k by himself in the bar hadn�t been part of the plan, and now De�k was out of his sight. One bottle of beer wouldn�t have much of an effect on a guy that solid, but if he drank subsequent bottles as fast that might put enough alcohol in his bloodstream to benefit Victor later on.
Reflected shapes rippled on bottles of liquor behind the bar.
The man from the corner approached and put down his empty glass two feet from where Victor sat. The man kept his gaze forward, patiently waiting for his turn to be served, and ordered a Coke from Anika. He spoke in German, but had a foreign accent. He didn�t say enough words for Victor to identify it, but it sounded as if he spoke Russian more often than not.
He said, �Are you having a good night?�

CHAPTER 7

The man spoke while looking ahead at the wall behind the bar which was lined with bottles of spirits and liqueurs standing on shelves that almost reached the ceiling. It took Victor a second to realise he was the recipient of the question.
�Up and down,� Victor answered.
�Mostly up,� came the reply as the man turned to face him. �From what I saw of you on the blackjack table.�
Victor did his best not to show his surprise. He hadn�t seen the man on the casino floor. It could be a bluff, hoping to draw a reaction.
Victor shrugged. �My luck seems to be holding.�
Now the man was close Victor saw the flecks of white in the neat brown hair above the ears. His skin was almost colourless over the gaunt face, with fine lines across the forehead and around the eyes. His eyebrows were thin and jet black. He�d shaved today but the dark stubble had resurfaced so that his cheeks, upper lip and chin were as grey as graphite. His eyes were small and the irises pale green.
The man nodded slowly and considered Victor�s response for a long moment. Then asked, �So you are someone who believes in luck?�
�Of course,� Victor lied.
The man with green eyes nodded again, as if Victor had confirmed something of greater significance, and said, �I find it a difficult concept to accept. How can anything in this existence be the result of pure random chance? You roll a die and it comes up a one. You roll again and it is a six. You can�t control which number is rolled so you call it luck. Yet if you roll that die six thousand times you will roll one thousand sixes and one thousand ones and a thousand of every other number. More or less. It is probability. It is causality. It is the only outcome. So it cannot be luck, can it?�
Victor revised his deduction on the man�s accent. He spoke German as would someone would who had Russian as a first language, but Victor didn�t believe the man was from the federation itself. The accent was from one of the states east of the Black Sea. Most likely Georgia, Chechnya, or perhaps from one of the many � stans in that region.
�Maybe not,� Victor said in answer to the man�s question, �but on a six-sided die the six is on the opposite side to the one. And that side has the least number of dots carved out. So it is fractionally heavier than any other side and gravity will ensure it comes to rest on the table surface more than any other. Therefore it will roll marginally more sixes than other numbers.�
The man nodded. �Then we are in agreement that it has nothing to do with luck.�
Anika returned with his Coke. He didn�t thank her. He left no tip. He paid with his right hand, took the change with his right hand, and picked up the drink with his right hand.
�This has been both interesting and enlightening,� the man with green eyes said before he returned to the corner.
The conversation could have been nothing more than small talk, but it could also have been a ruse to test out his suspicions on Victor. In the same way Victor had noted the man as someone who didn�t belong, he could have been similarly noted. Although he hadn�t been sitting in a corner to attract that first level of scrutiny.
Victor opened up the encrypted internet feature on his phone to log on to the secure email account he used to deal with his CIA employer. Two separate parties potentially interested in De�k or Farkas warranted the risk of communicating with someone he didn�t trust. And Victor hadn�t completely dismissed the possibility that the man with green eyes was there for him. How his employer responded could prove crucial.
He composed a message:
Observed suspected professional in Berlin, possibly interested in De�k and/or Farkas. Five feet eleven inches tall. Two hundred pounds. Approximately forty years old. Right-handed. Brown hair. Green eyes. Not German. Speaks Russian. Likely from east of the Black Sea. Possibly Georgian or Chechen. Do either Farkas or De�k have any enemies beyond mob rivals that I should know about?

Victor tapped send.
* * *
When De�k returned from the restrooms he was only halfway through redoing his belt, but finally managed to get the buckle centred by the time he reached his drink. He whispered something to the blonde, who giggled as though she�d regressed a decade in age. He ordered another Scotch for himself and a glass of ros� for her.
Victor wasn�t sure how long he would have to wait to receive a response from his employer. It was still before six p.m. in Virginia, so there was a good chance he would get one before De�k left. There was a distinct possibility any reply would tell him nothing based on what little information he�d been able to give, but it might tell him everything. He would have liked to have sent a photo along with the description, but even though the camera on the phone wouldn�t flash or otherwise give away that Victor was taking a picture, the man in the corner would notice a phone being angled towards him.
With his new Scotch in hand De�k led the blonde to a booth out of Victor�s field of view. Normally, he would have waited a moment and made a subtle adjustment to his seating position so as to keep De�k in his peripheral vision, but the man in the corner would surely notice. Whatever the reason for the man�s presence, Victor didn�t want to reveal his own if there was still a chance the man hadn�t yet worked it out.
The squat Turk with the flat nose ran a palm over his curly hair and changed positions, taking a seat at a small table in the centre of the room so he could keep De�k in view. De�k was too far away to create any meaningful reflection on the bottles behind the bar, but the Turk was close enough. Victor didn�t need to watch De�k when the Turk�s reaction would tell him everything he needed to know.
* * *
It had been forty minutes since Victor had sent the message to his employer when the phone in his pocket vibrated to inform him he�d received a reply. The Turk was still at his stool, which meant De�k was still in the booth with the blonde.
The email read:
That description matches that of a Chechen killer Interpol believes to be in Germany. He�s known as Ishmael Basayev. He�s forty-two years old, a former GRU operative with a long list of high profile freelance hits on his r�sum�. Basayev is believed to be in the employ of a warlord/people trafficker in Grozny and now works exclusively for that network. Interpol have been trying to track down Basayev for years, but he shares your gift for anonymity so no photo is available. Rumor has it that Basayev is hunting for a thief who stole from his boss. No ID on the thief so cannot confirm if it is De�k or Farkas, but Farkas� organization is involved in people trafficking so I don�t like the coincidence. Basayev or not, your boy must not interfere with our objective.

Victor put the phone away without responding. Our objective. It was interesting phraseology. Victor had no objective beyond staying alive and seeing out his commitment to the CIA. But to do that meant following orders.
The information on Basayev told him nothing that confirmed the identity of the man with green eyes. The email suggested Victor was right to have his suspicions, but he preferred to deal with facts over speculation. Fortunately there was a way to help him decide, one way or the other.
In the corner the man with green eyes sipped his Coke. The glass had about a quarter of liquid left. Victor gestured to Anika.
�Another iced water?� she asked.
�Think I�ll go for an orange juice this time, thanks.�
She gave him a look. �Moving onto the heavy stuff?�
�I�m letting my hair down.�
She returned a minute later with a highball glass filled with fresh orange juice.
�Don�t go too wild,� she said and took his money to the register.
Victor sipped his drink and waited.

CHAPTER 8

It took another fifteen minutes before the man who could be Basayev had finished his drink. It was a further four minutes before he came to the bar for a replacement. He moved slowly, but deliberately so, as though the world rushed for him, not the other way around.
�A Coke,� he said to Anika.
She nodded and took a glass from a shelf.
The man with green eyes asked, �Resisting the call of the table?�
As before, he spoke to Victor without looking at him. The Turk�s distorted reflection remained stationary on the bottles behind the bar.
Victor said, �I don�t like to push my luck.�
The man faced him and Victor thought he saw the first trace of a smile. �Or perhaps you are trying your luck elsewhere in succumbing to another type of call?�
�I�m not sure I follow.�
A full smile. �From the looks of things I think you would find more success at blackjack.�
�I�ll bear your advice in mind.�
�Consider it a gift.�
They held eye contact for a moment before Anika brought the man his drink. He turned to pay and waited for his change. His gaze remained fixed on a point behind the bar. Anika returned with a small stainless steel plate on which rested a few coins. She placed it before the man. His head angled downward. His gaze rested on the coins. His right hand reached towards them.
Victor�s glass shattered on the polished flooring that framed the bar.
Orange juice splashed outwards. Shards of glass and cubes of ice skidded across the flooring.
Victor paid no attention, neither when he knocked the glass with his elbow nor when it smashed near his feet. His attention was fixed on the man with green eyes and his reaction to the sudden noise. That reaction wasn�t to start in the instinctual response to potential danger, or to turn around in surprised curiosity, but was to thrust his right hand under his left lapel as he stepped away from the noise and twisted ninety degrees in its direction, left hand coming up to create distance and defence, feet a little more than shoulder width apart to provide balance and stability.
The reaction was fast. The movements were practised and smooth. The response was measured and confident. There was surprise but there was no hesitation and no fear.
�Damn,� Victor hissed through clenched teeth as he pretended not to notice.
He looked down to the floor and the mess he had created and then to Anika, an embarrassed and apologetic expression on his face. He expected her to roll her eyes or to laugh or smile at his clumsiness. Instead her chest heaved with panicked breaths. Her already large eyes were larger. White showed around the irises.
The man withdrew his hand from under the navy blazer and picked up his drink. He was relaxed and calm, his face neutral and unreadable.
�Unlucky,� he said to Victor without looking at him and took the Coke back to the table in the corner.
Anika was slower to control herself, and turned away in search for utensils to clear up the mess, her movements tense and hurried.
�Sorry about that,� Victor said, because most people would and because he was genuinely sorry about making a mess, and more so for scaring her.
He got up from his stool and squatted down to collect up the largest shards of glass in a napkin. Anika rounded the bar with a dustpan and brush in one hand and a towel in the other. She squatted down too, close enough for him to smell her perfume.
�Don�t worry about it,� she said, a little tersely � not angry at Victor but embarrassed by her earlier shock or not yet fully recovered from it.
�I knew moving to neat orange juice was a bad idea.�
She managed a forced smile but didn�t make eye contact. She pointed at him picking up shards of glass. �You probably shouldn�t be doing that.�
�I�m being careful.�
�No, I mean you probably aren�t allowed, as a customer. It�s bound to be against twenty different European health and safety regulations.�
He didn�t stop. �How did we survive before the EU was there to look after us?�
She shrugged and looked at him, relaxing.
He said, �Death by broken glass must have been endemic.�
Anika smiled, briefly but genuinely, and some of the tension seemed to fade. She was fast and efficient in sweeping up the broken glass and then using the towel to soak up the puddle of orange juice. She took away the debris and towel and returned with another towel, a damp one, to wipe down the area of the spill so the soles of shoes didn�t end up sticking to the flooring.
She grunted as she went to stand and Victor surprised himself by offering her his hand and was surprised to find Anika took it. Her hand felt tiny in his own. The skin was warm and smooth. He helped her up. He held on to her hand longer than he needed to, but she didn�t pull away.
�Sorry,� Victor found himself saying again as they released hands.
She nodded to say no problem, and moved to serve a waiting customer. Glad to have repaired the damage he�d caused, Victor settled back on his stool and glanced to the bottles behind the bar to check on the Turk�s reflection, but the glass surfaces were empty of distorted shapes. Victor turned his head to see the watcher was no longer sitting at his table, and the booth where De�k and the blonde had been lounging a moment ago was now empty.

CHAPTER 9

�How about another orange juice?� Anika asked Victor.
He shook his head, said, �Not now,� and stood.
She asked another question but he was already walking away. Letting De�k exit the bar without his knowledge was the kind of amateur level mistake Victor thought he�d left behind years before. Ascertaining the threat posed by the man he now believed to be Basayev had been a necessary precaution, but he shouldn�t have let Anika distract him. It hadn�t even been a purely physical distraction. He had been surprised by her reaction to the broken glass and felt bad for scaring her.
The whole sequence of events with the glass of orange juice had lasted no more than ninety seconds, beginning to end. De�k could have left at any point during that period. It would have taken five seconds for him and the hooker to slide off their seats and get out of the booth. Then four seconds to exit the bar. Up to eighty-one seconds left with which to disappear with.
Victor exited the bar in two seconds, reducing De�k�s head start to seventy-nine seconds. The Turk and his boss with the grey hair and beard were nowhere to be seen. Wherever De�k was, they would be just behind him.
The casino floor had five exits excluding the bar � a doorless entranceway that opened up to the restaurant, the corridor leading to the main exit, two unmarked doors for casino staff, and one for the restrooms. The two service doors were not options. That left three. De�k and the blonde wouldn�t be using the toilets, either out of necessity or squashed together in a cubicle. They could have more efficiently done either in the bar�s own. Two exits left.
He walked quickly, but not too quickly, towards the corridor leading to the main exit. He typed out a text message on his phone as he did � a man in a hurry replying to something important, searching for better reception. The restaurant was on the far side of the casino floor and a minute�s casual walk through the crowd and around the tables. De�k would have had plenty of time to reach the ma�tre d� stand and could be now waiting to be seated or on his way with the blonde to a table. It would take Victor forty seconds to get to the restaurant to confirm they were there. If they weren�t, Victor would have to recross the casino floor, losing another forty seconds and putting him 159 seconds behind De�k. Plenty of time to have reached outside and got into a cab and taken a turning off the street and be lost in the city by the time Victor got onto the sidewalk. And if De�k and the blonde were in the restaurant they would still be there after Victor had checked they hadn�t left the casino.
De�k was seventy-nine seconds ahead when Victor entered the casino floor. It took him nineteen seconds to reach the corridor leading to the main exit, and would take another eleven to get outside. De�k would have covered the distance no more than a third slower. Sixty-nine seconds ahead. If he was on foot he would still be visible. If not, it would take seven seconds to get into the first of the taxis lined up outside. Eight seconds to tell the driver where they were going. Two seconds for the driver to start the engine. Three to take off the handbrake and put the car in gear. One second to check his mirrors. Four seconds to pull out. Fifty-two seconds left. At only ten miles per hour that was 763 feet. Enough to reach an intersection and disappear around a turning or so that Victor would only see the tail lights glinting in the distance by the time he pushed through the revolving doors.
An amateur mistake.
But De�k wasn�t in a cab. He wasn�t on the street outside either. Victor checked with first taxi driver waiting outside the casino. He�d been there twenty minutes without a fare. De�k was in the casino restaurant, ordering a late supper for himself and the blonde. The grey-haired man with the meticulously trimmed beard was sitting at a nearby table. The Turk wasn�t in sight. There didn�t need to be both of them in the restaurant to confirm De�k was there and having been close to him in the bar, even a clueless crew didn�t want to risk avoidable exposure.
Victor saw the Turk when he returned to the bar. He was perched on a barstool waiting for another beer, looking somewhere between annoyed and exasperated. Too many false starts in one night. Victor sympathised.
Basayev was still at his little table. His neutral expression was just the same as when Victor had last seen it, except that now he nodded a single time at Victor. An almost friendly gesture.
Victor took a stool at the bar. When the Turk checked his phone and left, so would he. It wouldn�t be a long wait, maybe half an hour. Someone of De�k�s thin frame wouldn�t eat a huge meal at this time of night and the blonde would be keen to move things along as the sooner De�k was out of breath with a grin on his face, the sooner she could help someone else celebrate. It would have been more discreet for Victor to wait outside the casino, but he had returned to the bar to see whether Basayev was still present. While Anika fixed Victor another orange juice he considered that fact.
Basayev hadn�t moved when Victor had left to find De�k. If either De�k or his boss Farkas was Basayev�s target then losing a visual was a significant risk and one that seemed out of place with so careful a professional. So either Basayev knew exactly where De�k was going to be at some later point and there was no need to survey him so closely, or he knew De�k would now be in the restaurant. If the first option was true then Basayev had no need to be in the casino bar at all and was risking exposure for no benefit. That didn�t make sense. And if Basayev knew De�k was now in the restaurant with the blonde without having to check himself, then the blonde had to be under Basayev�s employ. But the blonde had shared a look of friendly rivalry with the other hooker. They knew each other. They both regularly worked the casino, competing for the same business but each getting enough clients not to have any genuine dislike for the other. A prostitute who relied on casino patrons to pay her rent wouldn�t betray one to someone she didn�t know or trust.
Therefore Basayev didn�t know De�k�s current location. He could have left the casino in a taxi to the airport for all Basayev knew. No killer, least of all one so careful and aware, would allow that to happen. Which meant one thing.
Neither De�k nor Farkas could be Basayev�s target.
Victor wasn�t either. There were too many reasons against it. He hadn�t been in Berlin long enough for one of his many enemies to track him down and put someone on the ground ahead of him. He�d never stolen from a Chechen warlord and people trafficker either. The only person who knew he was in Berlin was his employer, and he would know better than to send a lone man after him. Victor had met the man who hired him just once but from that short meeting knew he was too smart for such an error. If his paymaster was going to set him up the attempt would be much harder to identify and much harder to escape from. He knew Victor�s recent history. He wouldn�t make the same mistakes others had.
So if Basayev�s target wasn�t Victor or De�k or Farkas, then who was?
Anika wiped down the bar in front of Victor and said, �I hope you�re going to be more careful with that orange juice than the last.�
Victor gripped the glass. �I�ve got it glued to my hand.�
She smiled easily, relaxed, her face nothing like it had been in her reaction to the broken glass. Yet someone who worked behind a bar would hear glasses smashing on a regular basis. And even if she was new and still unused to such surprises, she would have only been startled, not scared. There was a reason why sudden noises frightened her.
Victor asked, �How long have you worked here?�
�Almost a year.�
�Like it?�
She did a little dance with her shoulders as she decided how to answer. �It�s a job. Like any other.�
She didn�t know Victor. She wasn�t going to tell a stranger she hated what she did for a living. He gave an understanding nod.
�What about you,� she began, �some kind of construction work?�
�Why do you think that?�
�Your hand was rough. I don�t mean that as an insult,� she was quick to add. �It just felt as though you don�t sit in an office all day.�
�I do work in an office,� he said, �but I do a lot of climbing. Where are you from?�
She gestured around. �Here. Berlin.�
�Your parents aren�t German though, right?�
She looked uncomfortable and answered without looking at him. �That�s right.�
�Where are they from?�
He smiled as though they were just making small talk, like he was a regular patron and not a professional assassin and she was a regular bartender, not someone who lived with the kind of fear that made her panic at the sound of breaking glass. He saw her debating with herself whether to say more, but in the end she trusted him enough to say, �They�re Moldovan. Me too, but I�ve lived in Germany for three years now.�
�How do you like Berlin?� he asked.
�I love it. Germans are so friendly.�
Victor asked himself what Anika could have stolen from a Chechen warlord and people trafficker that would justify sending a man like Basayev after her. It had to be something of considerable value to the warlord to warrant the time and expense and risk of setting a killer on her trail. It had to be something personal because Victor doubted Anika had the know-how to have smuggled large amounts of cash or jewellery into the EU and if it was money or jewels then she wouldn�t need to work in a job she didn�t like. It had to be something precious to Anika to warrant living with the kind of fear that made her panic at the sound of breaking glass after three years.
There was only one thing she could have stolen.

CHAPTER 10

She�d stolen herself.
Moldova had a tiny land mass and a population of only a few million people, but it was one of the world leaders in people trafficking. Tens of thousands of its young women had been sold and held against their will to be used as prostitutes or sex slaves in Europe and the Middle East. Some managed to work their way out of captivity. Some were freed by the work of police forces and charities. Some escaped. Some never got away.
Anika must have been the personal property of the Chechen warlord, instead of a commodity, if three years later he still cared about her escape. Maybe she�d even been his wife, or one of many.
She asked, �Where are you from? You sound German, but I don�t think you are.�
�Switzerland mostly,� Victor answered. �But I travel around a lot. I�m kind of nomadic.�
�So what brings you to Germany?�
�The coffee.�
She smiled. �I hope you don�t mind me saying but you don�t seem like a gambler.�
Victor didn�t know how she�d managed to escape, but she had, and he respected that kind of guile and resourcefulness. She was a survivor. Like him. Whatever she had endured in captivity, three years later she was now able to hold down a job, interact with people, handle the advances of male patrons. Maybe after three years, even though she hadn�t yet fully shaken off the fear, she dared to believe she was safe. But Basayev had tracked her down.
�Why don�t I seem like a gambler?�
She said, �You don�t fit the type. The way I see it, people gamble for one of two reasons: because they need the money or because they like the excitement, the risk.�
Victor thought about Basayev, waiting in the corner. He was waiting for Anika�s shift to end. He hadn�t been pretending to have no interest in De�k. He had no interest in anyone but Anika. It was a simple matter of time. He knew her schedule. He was careful and prepared. He would leave five minutes before she did. Either he would wait near her car or somewhere else along her journey home. He didn�t want to kill her inside her house or apartment otherwise he would be waiting there now for her return. Maybe she lived with other people or had a dog, creating unnecessary obstacles when he could simply execute her out on the streets, but if that was his plan he wouldn�t need to wait in the bar where she would notice him.
�I could be penniless,� Victor said.
Her gaze briefly passed over him. �Your suit suggests otherwise.�
If Basayev was waiting where she would notice him then he wanted her to. He wanted Anika to recognise him from the bar so when they bumped into each other in some dark alleyway she would not be suspicious until it was too late. Basayev needed to get close to her. Because he didn�t want to kill her. He was going to take her back.
Victor said, �So by your logic I must be a thrill seeker.�
�One who gets his thrills drinking water and orange juice?�
�Maybe I just know to quit while I�m ahead.�
�An invaluable trait,� Basayev said as he neared. �Most people don�t know their limitations. They get arrogant. They get greedy. They don�t know when to walk away.�
Anika nodded. �He�s right, you know. I see it all the time in this place. People push their luck too far.� She looked back to Basayev. �Same again?�
He nodded. She knew his drink. She knew his face. He was familiar. He was predictable. She wouldn�t be concerned when she saw him walking towards her.
�Any more words of wisdom?� Victor asked.
Basayev stared at him, his pale green eyes small and unblinking. �I�m not sure I can tell you anything that you don�t already think you know.�
�I guess I�ve got it all figured out.�
�Do you happen to know what the line is called where confidence ends and arrogance begins?�
�Isn�t that the point when we start giving out unnecessary advice?�
Basayev smiled. The crow�s feet at the corners of his eyes deepened. His teeth were even and yellow. He stepped closer to Victor, who was sitting on a stool, forcing Victor to tilt his head back to maintain eye contact. He stared while he smiled, but said nothing.
Anika returned with his Coke. Basayev paid and left.
�How�s your new friend?� Anika asked.
Victor watched him go. �He likes the sound of his own voice a little too much.� He looked at Anika. �What time do you get off work?�
She thought for a moment, not to remember when her shift ended, but to decide whether or not to tell him. He wondered if she�d even had a date since her captivity.
Eventually she answered with a question: �Why do you want to know?�
�Would you like to go to dinner with me?�
She took her time responding. He�d expected that and didn�t say anything further. He didn�t want to make her feel pressured.
�Won�t it be too late to have dinner?�
�I can eat at any time,� Victor answered. �And I�m sure if you work until late then you eat late too. And if you don�t want to eat we can get a drink.� He gestured to his orange juice. �I�m about ready to have a real one.�
�Why do you even want to go to dinner with me?�
�Because I want to get to know you better.�
She shifted the weight between her feet. �Maybe you wouldn�t like what you found out if you did.�
�Maybe you should let me be the judge of that.�
�I�m not sure. I�m not supposed to see casino clientele.�
�By the time I take you to dinner I won�t be any longer.�
She smiled a little. �I don�t think that�s how the rule works.�
�I�ll never come here again, if that�s what it takes.�
�You�re stubborn, aren�t you?�
�I prefer to think of it as persistent.�
�I didn�t realise I was so irresistible.�
�It�s the way you fix iced water,� Victor said. �I told you, the best I�ve ever had.�
She laughed. �Maybe you should ask me again in an hour.�
�Why in an hour?�
�Because that�s when my shift ends.�
It was 23.36, which meant her shift ended in fifty-four minutes, 00.30, because when it came to time civilians always rounded up or down. Basayev knew that time. He knew how she got home. He would leave in forty-nine minutes to wait at a point he�d already chosen, having followed her several times to determine where best to set his ambush. Abductions were even harder to pull off than assassinations and someone who had been in captivity before took some precautions, which was why Basayev was waiting in the bar so she wouldn�t fear him until it was too late. He was bigger and stronger and armed with a gun. She would have no choice but to do exactly as he wanted, to get into a vehicle or hold still long enough to be bound or drugged or knocked out.
But none of that would happen if she was in some other bar or restaurant.
Basayev would try again, of course, the following night or the night after or however many it took. That wouldn�t matter. When Victor had her alone he would say it was time to start running again. This time she would be more careful. Victor would tell her how to be. Knowing how close she�d come to being taken back, she might never be the same again, but at least she would be free.
Victor watched Anika while she served other customers. If she didn�t agree to go out with him, if Victor didn�t get her somewhere private to talk alone, she wouldn�t listen when he tried to warn her. She would get scared and think he was crazy or it was a trick to kidnap her himself. Security would throw him out and maybe one would walk her home to make sure she was all right. The next day she would play the incident down to save face and no one would walk her home.
He couldn�t say anything else. Further attempts to convince her would only make her feel pressured. She would say no, and by the time it got light she would be locked in a corrugated cargo container on a ship to Grozny. He just had to wait.
At 23.55 he couldn�t wait any longer.
The Turk with the brawler�s nose checked his phone and left the bar.

CHAPTER 11

The crew�s leader met the Turk by the slot machines. Victor watched them converse for a moment and the Turk left for the exit. The man with the grey hair left a moment later. There was no sign of De�k but this was it. No more false starts. They were leaving because the leader knew De�k�s departure was imminent. In the restaurant, he would have seen or heard him ask for the bill.
Victor waited a minute and left too. He exited the casino and saw a black Audi parked on the opposite side of the road, thirty feet to the right of the trashcan hiding Victor�s gun. Its paintwork was clean and polished and bounced back the orange glow of the nearby streetlights. The glare on the windshield stopped Victor from fully seeing the occupants, but none of the crew were on the street. The tall young guy with the slicked receding hair would be in the driver�s seat because he had left earlier. The older man would be in the passenger seat because he was the boss. Which put the Turk on the back seat, behind the crew�s leader, because the tall young guy would have his seat slid way back for the leg room.
All three were in the car because it was the best place to wait should De�k get a taxi for himself and the blonde. They must have anticipated that De�k might have used one, even before he was joined by the blonde, so they were either happy pulling up alongside the taxi at a light and shooting car to car, or would gun De�k down as soon as he climbed out at his destination. They didn�t much care where the kill occured, just so long as it didn�t happen right outside the casino where they�d spent the last few hours.
Victor crossed the road and retrieved his gun from the trashcan. The crew didn�t notice. They were too focused on the casino entrance, waiting for De�k to emerge, and a car restricted lines of sight with bodywork and seats and other occupants and the simple fact that those inside were sitting and not standing. Victor could have used those facts to deal with the crew in a matter of seconds, but they were too close to the casino. If De�k did use a cab then Victor couldn�t let the Audi follow, but if De�k was true to form he would walk instead.
Victor began to stroll away in the direction of De�k�s hotel, at a slow pace, checking his phone and dawdling like a man in no hurry to get anywhere.
De�k emerged with the blonde a moment later, a big grin on his face. He�d beaten the odds and had a pretty young thing on his arm that was going to show him the time of his life. He had no idea that four pairs of eyes watched him.
He ignored the cabs and turned left, one hand cupping and squeezing the blonde�s behind as they walked. Victor didn�t know how the crew would respond. They could more easily execute a drive-by from the Audi now De�k was on foot, but it would be better to take care of him in some less conspicuous manner. Even a trio of dumb street thugs would know that.
It was 00.02. Anika�s shift ended in less than thirty minutes.
When De�k had walked twenty yards, all three men climbed out of the Audi. The one with grey hair then got back into the driver�s seat while the tall young guy and the squat Turk crossed the road to De�k�s side. They walked at a faster pace to close up some of the distance.
The Audi pulled away from the kerb and soon passed De�k. The two on foot each had a phone in hand, set to speaker so they didn�t have to make it obvious, on a continuous call to the boss to keep him informed of De�k�s route so he could make slow circuits of the immediate area, keeping close, never more than a minute away, either to block De�k off or provide a getaway for the two killers. At last the crew were displaying a level of competence, but it was inevitable that they would be smarter outside the casino, in their element, on the streets.
De�k continued walking, passing lively bars and glancing inside. Victor willed him to take the blonde into one, to give Victor more time, but more alcohol wasn�t going to tempt him when he had something far better to look forward to.
Victor followed the two men following De�k, staying on the opposite side of the road, matching their pace and keeping no closer than twenty feet behind at any time. They stayed fifteen feet behind De�k, who continued groping the blonde and walked slowly, utterly certain of his own invincibility. The street was a wide four-lane boulevard, with cars frequently passing in both directions. There were bars nearby and enough pedestrians using the sidewalks to keep the crew from going into action.
That would change soon. Victor knew that the route De�k would take back to the hotel provided plenty of secluded locales for the crew to get their work done. They�d know all the possible routes De�k might take. They were local. They knew which roads were busy and which weren�t. They knew where they could kill a man without witnesses. They hadn�t anticipated the blonde though, and weren�t yet sure if she was leading De�k back to her place, but even if she wasn�t with him they would still be trailing De�k instead of waiting at some ambush point. They didn�t know the exact route he would take, and they had only one night to kill him. They couldn�t afford to guess incorrectly.
Victor pictured the journey to the hotel � the side streets and back alleys � trying to determine the likely strike point for a crew who had no concept of tactics. Somewhere dark wasn�t necessary when they had the advantages both of mobility from the Audi and greater numbers. They needed somewhere their car could get to, to enable a fast withdrawal, but not where a police cruiser was likely to pass by.
The option that would meet their criteria was the multi-storey parking garage De�k had cut through earlier. It was a 24-hour establishment, but at this time of night would be mostly empty. It wasn�t manned either. The crew�s leader could drive the Audi inside or pick the other two up from either of the exits. There would be CCTV, of course, but if these guys were concerned about cameras they would have been more careful in the casino. The cameras would have dissuaded Victor from using it, at least without disabling them first, but he reminded himself who he was dealing with.
Victor couldn�t let them reach the parking garage. But he couldn�t make a pre-emptive move while De�k was in the vicinity. He had to get between the crew and De�k. He had to separate them. And he had to do so without De�k�s knowledge.
The parking garage was approximately a quarter of a mile walk. Even if De�k quickened his slow pace to three miles per hour he wasn�t going to reach it for five minutes.
Victor took the first turning off the boulevard he came to and ran.
He needed to run three times faster than De�k to get ahead of him by circling around the block, if the block was roughly square and had no alleyways bisecting it.
There was, and Victor reached the side street into which De�k would turn with plenty of time to spare. He examined the area, looking for advantages. The street was about eighty feet long and joined the boulevard at one end and an entrance to the parking garage at the other. There were a few storefronts with security grilles down, but nothing open and no pedestrians or traffic. A chain-link fence stretched between the exterior of the parking garage and the building next to it. Near to the fence were two sets of steps leading down to public restrooms. Lights denoted they were still open. Twenty-four-hour, like the parking garage.
Victor backed off into the alleyway, took out his gun and thumbed the catch to release the magazine, then pulled back the slide to eject the 5.7mm shell from the chamber. He caught it and dropped it into a pocket of his suit trousers, the magazine following.
He heard a man�s footsteps and the scrape and clatter of stiletto heels and waited. He heard two more sets of footsteps a few seconds later, but quieter because they were muffled by those that were closer. De�k and the blonde passed the mouth of the alley without glancing Victor�s way. Victor waited a moment and stepped out, turning left to face the two men following.
They were five feet in front of him. The tall young German on the left, the Turk with the flat nose on the right. They were momentarily surprised by his presence, but unconcerned by it. They went to walk around him but stopped when Victor raised the handgun.
They didn�t panic. Which was good. They didn�t do anything stupid. Which was better. Their eyes darted between the gun and his eyes. He remained silent, listening to De�k and the blonde behind him, walking further away. Fifteen feet, then twenty. If they happened to look over their shoulders they would just see three men standing together. They wouldn�t see the gun.
Victor held it at arm�s length, obvious and threatening, stepping forward, stepping closer.
�De�k,� he whispered.
He didn�t need to say more. He watched as they tried to put the pieces together. Their whole reason for being there was De�k. By saying the name Victor told them he knew their job. Pointing a gun at them said he wasn�t going to let them see it through. He was a friend of De�k, or a mob associate, or some sort of bodyguard; someone in contact with him, someone they hadn�t been told about, someone they had missed at the casino. De�k and the blonde were thirty feet behind Victor by now, entering the parking garage.
The two men were nervous, expecting Victor to shoot at any moment. The tall German seemed angry too � angry at himself for walking into an ambush. Sodium light reflected from his furrowed forehead.
Victor spoke in Hungarian, some basic sentences irrelevant to the current situation. The two guys didn�t understand. Victor spoke again, louder, angrier, as if he wanted answers. De�k and the blonde would be forty feet behind him, now inside the garage. Another twenty seconds and he was far enough away not to turn around at a commotion, or not to see one if he did.
Victor didn�t react to the muffled noise that emanated from a hand of each man.
The tall young guy was first to realise. His shoulders involuntarily squared and his brow relaxed. It was the kind of body language that took a huge amount of practice and discipline not to display. The squat Turk came to the same conclusion a moment later, and he glanced at the road. It wasn�t involuntary, it was a conscious action, and one he should have thought twice about.
Victor gave no indication he�d seen either man�s reaction, but even if he had he didn�t expect they would have picked up on it, and even if he had given an indication and they had seen it he doubted they would have understood the significance. But better to be cautious, to assume competence, to overestimate.
He saw headlights sweep on to the street, fifty feet away, behind the two men, as a black Audi turned at the intersection with the boulevard. They couldn�t keep the relief from their faces. They even looked at each other to wordlessly check the other had reached the same conclusion.
Victor edged a step forward, the FN at arm�s length, held one-handed, the muzzle now barely a foot from the two men. He let it drop down a few inches, pointed at the squat man�s chin.
Behind them, the Audi rolled closer. The two men stood still, trying and failing to disguise their anticipation and readiness. Eleven seconds until De�k was far enough inside the parking garage for line of sight to be blocked by cars and pillars and walls should he react to what was about to happen.
Victor spoke again in Hungarian.
The Audi sped up as the driver realised exactly what he was looking at on the sidewalk ahead of him. Three seconds.
Close enough.
Victor glanced away from the two men, looking at the car as it approached, turning his head instead of just his eyes, the muzzle of the gun dropping again.
It was all the invitation needed.
He had the gun pointed at the Turk with the brawler�s flat nose and scarred eyebrow because he was the one more familiar and comfortable with violence and its consequences. He grabbed the FN and Victor�s right hand, wrenching it upwards, muzzle pointed at the sky. The tall young guy might not have had the same confidence to try such a move.
But now there was no gun pointing his way he rushed forward to tackle Victor, but Victor had one hand free and one was enough. He smashed his left elbow into the man�s face, his own forward momentum multiplying the force of the impact as Victor�s elbow connected with the nose, crushing cartilage, shattering bone, opening a tap of blood that exploded from the nostrils.
The man�s eyes flooded with water; pain and shock detonated through his brain. He collapsed forward, not enough awareness left to stop his forehead smacking into the asphalt. He went limp.
The squat Turk had both hands gripped over Victor�s right to control the gun and keep it pointed skyward, his own arms angled upwards to do so. He was leaning forward, his torso stretched because he was half a foot shorter than Victor and all his weight was on his forward right foot.
Victor kicked him in the side of the load-bearing knee � not with enough force to break the joint but hard enough to take the leg out from underneath him.
He dropped, and Victor eased his hold of the gun just enough to allow the man to wrench it away as he went down.
The Audi had already stopped and the driver�s door was opening and the grey-haired leader was climbing out of the car, fast because of the circumstances, but awkwardly because the last time he had got out of a car in a hurry he had weighed forty pounds lighter.
Victor, unarmed, outnumbered, dashed across the street, and sprinted at the chain-link fence. He leapt up but lost his grip and fell back down. The Turk was back on his feet and his face was twisted with rage. Light reflected off a knife in the grey-haired man�s hand. They both rushed Victor�s way.
He couldn�t scale the fence before they reached him. He turned and hurried down the steps leading to the public toilets.

CHAPTER 12

Berlin had some of the world�s cleanest public restrooms. This one was no exception. It was large and bright, with white and black tiled walls and floor. Along the right wall was a long mirror above a row of porcelain sinks, a pair of shiny hand dryers and a paper towel dispenser. Opposite the washbasins were urinals and four stalls. The three stall doors were open but the farthest door was closed.
The Turk with the flat nose entered first. He had a gun, held out before him in both hands. It was a cheap Russian Baikal, probably decades old, but the bullets in the eight-round magazine wouldn�t be. The grey-haired fifty-year-old followed behind him. He had no gun. In his left hand he had a cell phone. In his right he clutched a small knife. It was a kitchen utensil, not a fighting weapon, but it was sharp and pointed and flesh was always weaker than steel.
The door fell shut behind them. Their movements were jerky because they were high on adrenalin, but slow because they were cautious. They weren�t scared. Neither had Victor�s Five-seveN so they had seen it was empty, and they knew Victor was now unarmed because no one used an empty gun in an ambush if they had a loaded one in their pocket. The squat Turk limped on his injured right knee, but he could still move well enough.
The tall young guy would still be lying face down on sidewalk outside after hitting his head. He�d been too dazed from the elbow in his face to break his fall, but he hadn�t fallen from a steep enough angle to break his neck. He would recover within a few minutes, because the forehead was the strongest part of the body, but for now was out cold.
The leader stood directly behind the guy in the ill-fitting suit. He tapped him on the shoulder and gestured to the farthest stall. The Turk nodded but didn�t look back. They had the gaze of predators, eyes fixed forward, ready to kill their prey. The squat guy stepped forward, creating a little space between them, but not quite enough.
They didn�t have to be here. Victor wasn�t their target. De�k was. But they couldn�t go after De�k while Victor was nearby, ready to intervene a second time or make a call to warn De�k of their approach. Victor was a problem that needed to be dealt with first, and could be dealt with. After failing to escape by scaling the fence, he�d fled here, stupidly, and trapped himself underground, where his phone wouldn�t get reception.
Easy work. Two against one. Gun against no gun.
The man with the grey hair hung back and let the Turk approach. When he was in the middle of the room, ten feet from the last stall, the Turk bent over to look beneath the stall door. He couldn�t squat because of his knee, but he managed to see a pair of shoes. They were black Oxfords, polished, but not overly so. They had a thick, treaded sole. No socks protruded out from them. The shoes were at strange angles, as if they�d been slid there from some distance.
He spun around and stood straight up to look at his boss, to pass on the information, to warn, and saw a blur of motion in the long mirror above the washbasins.
Victor, shoeless, noiseless, had already darted eight feet from where he�d been standing on the other side of the door, hidden when they�d pushed it open, waiting for at least one of the two to be preoccupied.
The squat Turk couldn�t shoot because Victor was directly behind his boss, but he managed to scream a warning that reached the grey-haired man�s ears too late for him to react in time to prevent Victor�s left hand pushing against the back of his neck where the spine met the skull, fingers spread out across the back of his head to brace, palm pushing against the top of the spine while his right hand reached around to grab hold of the cheek and jaw and wrench clockwise.
The second and third cervical vertebrae of the man�s neck broke and transected the delicate spinal cord. The loud crack echoed off the walls.
Brain death was instantaneous. The lifeless body collapsed straight down into a pile of slack limbs before Victor�s feet.
He continued his momentum, leaping over the corpse before the squat guy could process the events unfolding before him and react accordingly. His tactical know-how may have been almost non-existent, but the Turk with the broken nose was a fighter. His instincts were sharp and his reflexes were fast. He let go of the gun before Victor could disarm him and took advantage of Victor�s exposed position to punch him with a fully powered left hook that generated torque all the way from the firmly planted feet, building through the legs, swivelling hips, twisting torso, dipping shoulder, through the rotating arm and finally out of the big clenched fist that connected against Victor�s ribs on his right flank.
Victor gasped, all the air in his lungs expelled in a single agonising exhale. He lost his balance and stumbled, expecting his enemy to bombard him with more thunderous blows, but the man went for the dropped Baikal instead, his injured knee slowing him down enough for Victor to sweep the weak leg out from under him.
He went down, hard and heavy, landing on his back and in doing so kicking the gun away so that it skidded across the tiles until it rebounded off the far wall and came to a halt by the toilet door, spinning in slow circles.
Victor rushed for it, sliding to a stop because his socks had no traction on the tiled floor. He scooped it up, turned and aimed it at the squat guy, who�d managed to get back to his feet and cover half the distance.
He stopped and held up his hands. He was breathing heavily. His face was slick with sweat. He was fast. He was powerful. But he was unfit.
�Knife,� Victor demanded.
The man took one from a pocket � a folded butterfly dagger � slowly, indignantly, and held it out for Victor to take from him. He didn�t blame the guy for trying, but Victor wasn�t going to fall for such a basic move. He motioned for the guy to throw it. He did. It ended up near Victor�s foot. He toed it into a corner.
�Who wants De�k dead?�
He had no intentions of protecting the Hungarian indefinitely, but if someone wanted De�k dead enough to set another crew after him before Farkas reached Berlin, Victor needed to know about it.
The Turk in the ill-fitting suit didn�t answer. Like the tall guy had been outside, he was angry at himself for being in this position. If Victor had been lured into an ambush by an empty gun he would have been equally furious at himself.
Victor adjusted his aim and squeezed the Baikal�s trigger. The gunshot was excruciatingly loud in the subterranean room. A hole tore through the collar of the man�s shirt. He flinched, inhaling sharply, fear replacing anger in his expression.
�Who?� Victor demanded. The tang of cordite filled his nostrils.
The man shrugged and clicked his cheek as though it wasn�t important. He said, �His employer in Budapest.�
�Farkas?�
The man nodded.
�Why?�
He shrugged again. �I don�t know. Why would I know? What does it matter?�
Victor didn�t answer. He was just curious. It didn�t matter to him why Farkas wanted his own man killed now he knew De�k�s death wouldn�t stop Farkas coming to Berlin. He should have considered it as an option, but even if he had, he would have still had to follow through with this course of action to be sure.
�It seems there has been a misunderstanding.� Victor gestured to the corpse. �And there�s no need for you to join your boss if you�re not the kind of man who holds a grudge.�
Confusion passed over the Turk�s face.
Footsteps on the stairs leading down.
The squat man screamed, �HE�S BEHIND THE DOOR.�
It flung open, hard, hitting Victor in the right shoulder and outstretched arms, knocking him to the side and the gun out of his grip.
The tall German was through the door before Victor regained his balance. No traction on the tiled floor. The skin of the young guy�s forehead was frayed and bloody from the collision with the sidewalk, but his skull had to be Neanderthal-thick for him to recover so fast. His whole face was a mess � the fall hadn�t done the recently broken nose any favours and it was now worse than the Turk�s had ever been; blood coated his lips and chin and was smeared across his cheeks where he�d tried to wipe it away with a sleeve.
He wrapped his arms around Victor�s waist, lifted his feet from the floor, and powered him backwards into a wall and the hand dryer protruding from it.
The collision knocked the breath from Victor�s lungs for the second time and sent another earthquake of pain through his ribs.
He pushed a thumb into the hollow behind the German�s right ear, where the jawbone converged with the skull, and applied force on the pressure point known as Triple Warmer 17. Pain was instantaneous and horrific.
The tall young guy howled and released Victor to scramble away.
The Turk had gone for the gun, but was slow on his injured knee, and by the time he had it in hand and pointed Victor�s way, Victor was already hyperextending his wrist.
The gun clattered on the floor as the tall German launched himself at Victor from behind � size, strength and momentum driving Victor towards the stalls. He threw his arms up and they slammed painfully into the side of the first stall but saved his face from the same fate.
He was momentarily pinned in place, the German�s arms wrapped around him, his own pressed between his face and the stall wall. He was trapped, but so was the guy holding him there.
Victor threw a backwards headbutt. Nowhere near the same power as one going in the other direction, but the back of his skull struck an already broken nose, already exposed nerve endings. The pressure pinning him instantly lessened. He pushed himself off the stall wall, twisted one hundred and eighty degrees and shoved his dazed enemy away to create room for another headbutt to take him out of the fight, but the Turk, fast and experienced, came at Victor, who pivoted to dodge the incoming punch, momentarily presenting his back on the young guy.
The edge of a forearm found its way under Victor�s chin and pressed into his throat. At the same time a hand braced the top of his head.
The chokehold wasn�t applied well enough to close his carotids, but his windpipe contracted under the enormous pressure. His medical knowledge told him he would pass out after about a minute, but experience told him he had no more than thirty seconds before he�d been denied air long enough to never recover.
He grabbed the forearm at his neck in his left hand, for leverage, and kicked the Turk in his injured right knee as he closed to take advantage of Victor�s immobility. The man grunted and hopped away on his good leg before he could be kicked again.
Victor, face reddening and lungs desperate for air, tried another backwards headbutt, but the young guy had learned and kept out of range. But in stretching his head away his torso was forced close enough to Victor for him to slam an elbow back into his attacker�s ribs. The first blow scored a glancing hit, but the second found its mark.
The elbow caught the vulnerable floating rib at the bottom of German�s ribcage. It cracked, which was painful, but dislodged, which was agony. A high-pitched wail followed and the strength of the hold on Victor�s neck disappeared.
He dropped out of it, faced the biggest threat, the squat Turk, who had grabbed his boss�s knife as it was closer than the gun, and attacked.
The slash had a limited arch because all his weight was on his good leg and Victor easily stepped clear and grabbed the guy�s hand, but let go without disarming him when he heard the scrape of metal on ceramic behind him.
He turned in time to see the German, on one knee because the pain from the dislodged rib had put him there, every square inch of his contorted face drenched in blood from the injured forehead and twice-smashed nose, levelling the Baikal in Victor�s general direction. But he couldn�t find his aim with eyes full of his own blood.
The gun went off anyway, but Victor was already dashing clear of the line of fire. The round punched a hole in the mirror, creating a spiderweb of cracks.
The tall young guy stood as he swivelled to track Victor, but the fractured and dislodged rib slowed him and he was half blinded, and Victor was the fastest target he�d ever aimed at. Victor hit him with an open-palmed blow to the jaw.
The German flailed backwards and dropped the gun.
Victor caught it mid-fall, adjusted his grip, and shot the man twice in the centre of the chest. He collapsed into a washbasin, tearing it from the wall. Water gushed from a ruptured pipe.
Reflected in the broken glass of the mirror, Victor saw the squat Turk going for the door, half hopping, half stumbling, ignoring the pain in his knee in the hope of escaping.
Victor shot him in the back. He shot him again when the man fell to his hands and knees but kept moving, and again when he tried to drag himself along the floor with only his palms. The squat guy lay quiet, unmoving, but Victor shot him a fourth time. Just in case. Victor checked pockets to get keys, phones, IDs and any Golden Talisman chips that he found. He then grabbed a handful of paper towels from the dispenser and shoved them into a pocket. He took another handful and wet them in the spray from the ruptured pipe before heading for the exit.
Blood inched along the grooves between the floor tiles.

CHAPTER 13

It was 00.24 when Victor re-entered the casino bar. He�d used the crew�s Audi to drive away from the scene and scrubbed the blood from his hands, face and head. He�d had to discard his jacket. The phones, batteries removed, and IDs were in the Audi�s trunk along with his reloaded Five-seveN.
There were fewer people inside than had been earlier, and Anika was behind the bar, but Basayev was nowhere to be seen.
�Go to dinner with me,� Victor said before Anika could ask him if he wanted a drink.
�I�m not sure it�s such a good idea.�
�Most things in life aren�t a good idea.�
�That�s not a reason to go.�
�It�s also not a reason to not go.�
�Look,� she said in the universal let-down-gently tone, �you seem like a nice enough guy, but I�m just not interested in dating right now.�
He nodded. �Okay.�
She stepped away. Victor ran through scenarios in his head of what would need to happen next, now Anika would be leaving alone and Basayev had already left to wait for her, but stopped when he saw Basayev exit the bar�s restroom. He looked calm and relaxed and in control.
Victor said, �Let me buy you a drink.�
�How very kind of you. But I�m afraid I�m about to depart.�
Victor stepped into his path. �This will only take a minute.� He gestured to an empty booth.
Basayev considered for a moment, his pale green eyes unblinking as they stared at Victor. There was no change in the calm expression, no shift in the relaxed body language. Eventually, he nodded and walked over to the booth, unconcerned enough by Victor�s proximity to give him his back.
Victor sat down opposite. He rested his phone on the table before him. Basayev�s gaunt face had deep shadows beneath the cheekbones from the overhead lights. His hands were visible on the tabletop. Victor kept his own similarly visible.
Basayev said, �I know what you�re about to say, so this conversation is needless.�
�Then thank you for humouring me.�
�You have two minutes. After that I�m gone. Consider those two minutes the kind of courtesy you�ve failed to show me.�
�I meant no disrespect.�
Basayev�s lips turned upward in a small smile. �Yet here we are. Our goals do not overlap. They are not in opposition. But you are attempting to interfere with mine. So, before you say whatever it is you think will cause me to deviate from my path, I propose a compromise.�
�What sort of a compromise?� Victor glanced in Anika�s direction. She was looking at the clock, waiting for the exact second she was allowed to leave.
�I have invested a significant amount of money and a greater amount of time in my current task. I have done this because the return shall be substantial. Perhaps I might offer you an incentive to� � he paused to think of the correct expression � �stay on the sidelines.�
�I�m not on the clock.�
�I�m sure there are more comely women to purchase drinks from in this city.�
�That�s not what this is about.�
�Then perhaps you might tell me what is behind your actions.�
Victor didn�t answer. He couldn�t.
Basayev said, �I didn�t take you for a humanitarian.�
�Neither did I.�
�So is this atonement for some past wrong or failing? If so, I find that quite touching. But one should be more careful to keep your emotions in check in our line of work. Otherwise, before you know it, you won�t like what you see in the mirror.�
�I already don�t like what I see in the mirror. But that has nothing to do with what I do for a living.�
�If your mind is made up and money cannot tempt you then you should be aware of something. You noticed me as soon as you entered the bar, correct?� He didn�t wait for agreement. �Yet you were not sure of me until you performed that ridiculous stunt with your glass.�
�Which worked.�
�Yes, it worked,� Basayev agreed with a nod. �It was an effective trick. But in your rush to defend your actions you fail to see the greater point. I performed no trick. I needed no stunt. I had only to observe you to know you. And I did so before you had even entered the bar. I saw you at the blackjack table, maintaining your surveillance on that Hungarian and trying not to win too many hands. I knew everything about you then. Tell me, did you see me on the casino floor? Did you see me watching you? Would you have looked at me twice had I not sat alone in the corner as you would have done yourself?�
Victor remained silent.
�I take it you understand my point.� Basayev waited for an answer he didn�t get. �You still have a chance to withdraw. Don�t be foolish. Don�t let your ego convince you you are something you�re not.�
�I�m not the one trying to persuade the other to back off.�
�I�m explaining to you that you�re out of your depth.�
�Maybe,� Victor said, �but tonight I�m feeling lucky. What time is it?�
�I don�t need to glance down at my watch to know the time. I don�t believe you do either.�
�You don�t have to do this. You don�t have to take Anika back. You can walk away. I can reimburse you for your costs. You can even make a profit.�
�When I first saw you I could see you handled yourself well. You were observant and discreet, but not quite enough of either to notice me or disguise yourself from my notice. There is no shame in that. You are still young, after all. Neither that crass Hungarian gangster or the local crew or the casino security had any idea of your motives. Had you not decided to interfere with my work you could have continued your surveillance and learned what you needed to learn to be ready for when your target arrived. If you were good you would have. If you were good you would not have allowed yourself to be in this position. And to beg for your life� � Basayev shook his head in disgust � �it�s pathetic. You�ve embarrassed yourself. Have some honour. Have some self-respect. Meet your end with a little dignity. Had you stepped aside willingly I could have taught you how to spot an enemy faster and to understand your limits and to know when you�re out of your depth. And now you have learned that the line separating self-confidence and arrogance is the most dangerous of all. And now there is no going back.�
Victor said, �What time is it?�
Irritation found its way into Basayev�s face. �What does it matter what time it is? You think keeping me here talking will prevent the inevitable?�
�I�m asking because you�ve missed the last plane to Chechnya.�
Basayev�s eyes narrowed. �Then you know who I am.�
�I�ve had the Interpol highlights.�
�Then you are even more foolish than I imagined for electing to stand in my way.�
�Interpol know you�re in Berlin.�
Basayev laughed briefly. �That is a good try. And even if they did, Interpol know me by reputation only. No evidence ties me to any crime. And they do not know what I look like. I know this because my sources are just as resourceful as your own.�
�I doubt that. Tell me, when you gun me down in a casino bar, with that pistol you somehow got past security, do you think Interpol won�t make the connection?�
�I�m somewhat more imaginative than that. Who says how or when I�ll dispatch you? I believe that�s my prerogative. I respect your perseverance, but not your desperation. I can see what you�re doing. It is written all over your face though you are doing everything to keep it from there. You want to keep me talking. The longer we talk the more familiar the situation becomes, the more relaxed, the more comfortable. Whatever it is you hope to achieve was always destined to fail against someone like me. The line between self-confidence and arrogance. You should have paid attention to that lesson. It was never going to work.�
�It was never meant to work,� Victor said. �What time is it?�
Basayev�s face showed more irritation, but then a measure of intrigue that became concern. His lips pursed to speak, to ask why he kept being asked the same question.
Victor spoke first. �Interpol may not know what you look like but they�ve been informed the Chechen killer known as Basayev has spent the evening sitting in the bar of the Golden Talisman casino. And they know you�re armed. They know because I told them.� Victor lifted up the phone he�d placed on the table. �Would you like to check my call log?�
A pause, then, �You�re bluffing.�
�We�ve been talking for three and a half minutes. One and a half minutes longer than you declared you�d give me. Four minutes and eleven seconds have passed since I sent that message. Let�s say thirty seconds to digest the information. One minute to pass it on to the Federal Police. One minute for the tactical response unit on standby to get in their vehicles. One minute forty-one seconds left.�
Basayev smiled. �Not enough time for the BKA to get here, wherever their headquarters is.�
�It�s less than two miles away.�
�Even with lights flashing that�s at least a four-minute journey through an urban area. How long does it take to withdraw a gun and squeeze a trigger? I�ve still got two minutes and twenty seconds to kill you and walk out of here.�
�Two minutes and eight seconds now.�
�Plenty of time.�
�And leave a mountain of evidence behind for them? They�ll have a corpse, a bullet, your face on the casino cameras, witness statements. You won�t be able to get out of Berlin. Your anonymity will be ruined. I take it you value your anonymity.�
�You�re bluffing,� Basayev said again, but quieter.
Victor held open his arms. �Then squeeze the trigger. One minute fifty-one seconds left.�
Basayev smiled, skin creasing around his mouth and eyes.
�Congratulations,� he said. �Well played. You�ve saved your life and given that whore a respite. But now I�m going to walk straight out of here, having committed no crime. And I�ll return someday to take her back to where she belongs. Or are you going to protect her for ever?�
�You won�t be back. Not after this. Because even with nothing on you the BKA will pull your face from the security cameras just on the strength of Interpol�s request. That picture will be passed on to anyone who needs it. The whole of Europe is about to get very difficult to travel through. And if you return to Germany you�ll be in custody the moment you step off the plane.�
Basayev�s smile widened. �You�re forgetting something. My face may soon be known, but now I know yours. And I�m the worst enemy you�ve ever had.�
�I believe you.�
Basayev�s pale green eyes stared at him, unblinking and burning with rage and the promise of vengeance. �I�ll find you. One day. You know I will.�
Victor stared back. �And I�ll be waiting.�

CHAPTER 14

Victor stood to leave a minute after Basayev. It was 00.29. Anika kept her gaze on the clock to avoid looking Victor�s way as he crossed the bar towards the exit. He didn�t try to say anything to her. He just left. Outside the casino he saw the blue flashing lights approaching and heard the wail of sirens. Three police cruisers. He watched them race past the Golden Talisman, on their way to where an anonymous tip reported three bodies were lying in a subterranean restroom, victims of a professional killer known only as Basayev, who was now fleeing the scene.
Victor climbed into the crew�s Audi, and drove it away. Before the sun rose it would be nothing but a smouldering shell sitting on a strip of wasteland miles away from here with its licence plates tossed off a bridge into the Spree. There would be no link to the three bodies. The crew probably had records, and would be identified quickly even without IDs in their pockets, but those who knew where they had spent the evening worked for Farkas in Budapest and weren�t going to help the German authorities trace the kill team they�d hired.
Without further evidence, the BKA would likely determine Basayev had killed the trio in a professional assassination for an indeterminate reason. If anyone ever figured out anything closer to the truth the security recordings at the Golden Talisman would have long since been deleted. Victor didn�t want the BKA picking up his face from them any more than Basayev did. Victor didn�t doubt Basayev would manage to slip out of Berlin, and if he used the sources he�d boasted of, would discover the BKA had surveillance footage of him, but he still wouldn�t come back to Berlin. Not when he found out the BKA had a photo of his face anyway, taken by Victor when he held up his phone no more than three feet from where Basayev sat opposite.
Half an hour later, Victor felt his phone vibrate. There was a short message from his employer, but one weighted down with significance.
Change of circumstances: Farkas can wait for the moment. Your skills are needed in Romania. Right now.
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