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			One

			He didn’t dream. He never dreamed. A survival mechanism, maybe. Dreams were the memory of thought, of silence. He had no time to remember. When he awoke, he had to be aware of the quietest sound, of the slightest oddity. He had to begin surviving. His conscious mind allowed no opportunity to consider the prior dalliances of his subconscious. There could be no interpretation of symbolism, no attempt to piece together disjointed images and nonsensical occurrences. Whatever had taken place within the confines of his mind between the time he fell asleep and the time his eyes opened was an alternate universe he was incapable of accessing, and—even if he could—would not. Nothing positive could dwell there.

			Air brakes roused him. The soft hiss of mechanical engineering followed by the rock of the bus shook him from a brief but deep slumber to memories of darkness, of pain, of death. No dream, though, but the realities of the night, the night in which he still lingered. The night he had to escape.

			It wasn’t like him to sleep in public, but Victor had let himself have this small luxury. Exhaustion could not be fought indefinitely. He had slept here to have more energy later, for the next attack.

			He had been asleep longer than he should, he realized, needing effort to break the bond of dried blood and peel his head away from the window glass.

			That blood had crusted thanks to the makeshift tourniquet the stinking beanie provided and the pressure of his skull propped against the window. There had been neither the time nor the opportunity to prepare a better dressing, but the bleeding from his semi-severed ear and the ruptured superficial temporal artery had slowed to a trickle. He used a sleeve to wipe the windowpane until only a semi-opaque smear remained.

			With a tentative touch Victor explored the wound, compressing the beanie to test the healing process. There was no danger of the cut killing him, save for an infection spiraling out of control. Unlikely, but possible given the hat had belonged to a homeless man and smelled awful. That man had been paid well for the hat because Victor always overpaid in such instances. He wasn’t sure why. Perhaps some last semblance of decency in the indecent.

			He looked out into the darkness and the rain. He checked his watch. He knew the timings of sunrise and sunset like civilians knew when they had to be at work and when they could go home.

			There was plenty of night left in which to hide, but to escape he had to be out of Bulgaria before the sun rose.

			Gone by dawn, whatever happened.

			There had been few passengers aboard when Victor had taken his seat and now there were fewer. He knew how to read a person’s clothes, their posture, even the way they held a newspaper—although the latter was rare and becoming rarer—to know there were no threats. A pointless check; no killers had boarded while he slept else he would not have awakened.

			Only one new person was present. That one gave off plenty of the signs of danger without being dangerous.

			She sat on the bench across the aisle from his own. Unlike every other passenger, himself included, she was not tired. Not even close. She sat sideways with her feet up on the seat, her pupils so big and black there was no room left for color. She was looking straight at him. He saw that she had been looking at him for a long time.

			Noticing this gave her license to say, “What’s your name?”

			Victor remained silent.

			She was undeterred. “Why’s your head bleeding?”

			His wound was on the right side of his head and she sat to his left, but she must have seen the blood on the window.

			She asked the question loud enough for others to hear, for suspicions to be aroused, for further questions to be asked and their answers paid attention to, so Victor said, “I have a cut.”

			She was chewing gum. Her jaw was working fast, faster than a jaw needed to work. It would ache the next day, he was sure.

			“Wow, you must be a doctor,” she said with sarcasm. “How’d it happen? What happened? Did you fall? Did someone mug you? Does it hurt? It must do. My pain tolerance is zero. Want me to take a look at it? Do you need—?”

			“A shard of broken glass,” Victor answered so she stopped talking. “Someone cut me with it.”

			She shuffled forward on the seat, closer to the aisle, closer to him. She was slim and tall, with long limbs that seemed awkward to control. The boots looked too big for her, but he supposed that was the point.

			“Did you start it? The fight?”

			Her tone was hopeful. She was hoping he was interesting. The huge pupils were hungry for stimulation. He ignored her for a moment, concerned that all of her attention was so focussed on him, a curiosity when he spent so much effort encouraging indifference.

			“In a way,” he answered with a degree of honesty when he saw her mouth open to say something else.

			Victor was never comfortable with attention. People interested in him typically wanted to kill him. Such people had tried a matter of hours before, after tracking him for weeks. A relentless pursuit for justice, for revenge.

			He didn’t blame them. He deserved it.

			She seemed pleased with herself. “That’s what I guessed. That’s what I said to myself when I first sat down. I said that man has a story to tell.”

			She was a native Bulgarian, although she sounded a little American in the way that many people did when speaking English as a second language. She had jet-black hair made darker from the rain and slicked back into a ponytail held in place with a silvery clip. Her skin was halfway between pale and olive, even if the makeup lightened her face to an unnatural shade. Blue lipstick was smudged from all the chewing. Bulgarians weren’t the most outgoing of people in Victor’s experience—not the kind to start conversations with strangers on buses in the middle of the night—but there were always exceptions to any rule.

			“How long have you been watching me?”

			“Since I got on.”

			“Which was when?”

			She shrugged. She didn’t try and check her watch or phone. Time had ceased to have any meaning for her. It mattered as much to her as dreams did to him.

			Victor said, “Where are we?”

			“Near Kyustendil.”

			He accessed the map in his head, plotting the route the bus must have taken from Sofia. Kyustendil was near the border with Macedonia. Maybe twenty-five kilometers. That was good. He would be out of the country soon with dawn still hours away.

			Victor sat straighter. “How near is near?”

			She chewed harder. “Ten minutes, I think.”

			“You think or you know?”

			She shrugged. She didn’t know the difference with eyes like that.

			Something occurred to him.

			“How did you know I spoke English?”

			The eyes remained wide. She fidgeted with studs glittering on her earlobes. “You talk in your sleep.”

			He was surprised, but intrigued. Also displeased. To his knowledge, he had never done so before. But would he know if he had? Would the scant few people who had witnessed him sleep tell him what they heard? Had he left threats out there he didn’t know about?

			“What did I say?”

			He almost didn’t want the answer.

			“I couldn’t make out all of it, but there was something about limits. ‘People like us . . .’ or whatever.”

			He searched the huge pupils for any untruth, any deception, and found none. Perhaps he had said more than this but she hadn’t heard it or hadn’t understood what she had heard. That was good. He didn’t want to have to start deciding how much of a problem she was, how useful she could be to those that wanted him dead, that had come an eyelash’s distance from killing him. He could still taste cartilage in his mouth. He could still feel flesh in his teeth.

			“Did you have a good night?” she asked. “Before you got glassed, I mean.”

			Yes, he thought, he did have a good night. At first. A show. Dinner. Exquisite company he would never have again.

			Who are you? his date had asked with fear in her eyes.

			Someone you don’t want to know, had been his answer.

			He gazed out of the window, skyward, seeing only the night but trying to picture a plane, a passenger. He turned away because he pictured tears too.

			Better tears than blood.

			The girl with the huge pupils wasn’t going to leave him alone, he saw. With the cut, with the sleep talk, he was too interesting, too stimulating to her hyper-alert brain. It would be impossible to convince her that he was boring, that there was nothing beyond the façade of curiosity to linger upon.

			“Where are you heading?” he asked her, because the more she talked about herself the fewer questions she could ask him in return.

			She took a long time to answer. She stared at him with the huge, unblinking eyes. The sound of relentless, machine-gun chewing filled the silence.

			“Sorry, what did you say?”

			Victor said, “I asked where are you going?”

			“Where does this bus go?”

			He didn’t know. He had boarded the first bus he had seen, taking the first opportunity to put distance between himself and his enemies that he could, the first that presented itself. There had been no luxury of choosing the route to his salvation. He hadn’t cared where.

			He shrugged.

			She shrugged.

			She smiled.

			He smiled too, which was a rare enough occurrence to make each genuine instance valuable to him. He wasn’t sure why he found humor here, but he knew it had something to do with post-battle elation. The organism in which he resided was thankful to be alive, was grateful even, and had released serotonin to ensure he understood the value of the life he almost lost.

			She shuffled along the bench until bony knees protruded into the aisle. She leaned forward. When he didn’t come closer she gestured for him to do so by curling her index finger.

			He relented.

			“I shouldn’t be telling you this,” she whispered, “but I’m really high right now.”

			Victor raised an eyebrow. “No kidding.”

			“When I’m high I do crazy shit like get on night buses to nowhere and talk to strangers.” The chewing was louder than her words. “Do you do crazy shit when you’re high?”

			“I don’t get high any more,” Victor said with a moment’s regret. “And would you mind not swearing?”

			“Shit isn’t swearing, is it?”

			“Yeah, it is.”

			“Oh,” she said, surprised. “Then I’m sorry for offending you. Are you one of those weird puritanical people?”

			“In a way, yes.”

			“Then I won’t swear,” she said with a shake of her head because that meant ‘yes’ for Bulgarians, who nodded for ‘no.’

			“Thank you,” he said.

			“Would you like to know my name?”

			“Sure.”

			She didn’t tell him because her insatiable need for stimulation was distracted by a passing truck, huge and loud, with a trailer that seemed to go on forever. She watched it with sudden awe at the flicker of light through raindrops. Maybe she mistook it for a dragon.

			He felt the bus slowing. There was no traffic to explain this and his first thought was that his pursuers were forcing the vehicle off the road. It wasn’t that either, nor was there any upcoming intersection or crossing.

			The bus continued to slow. A man in overalls stood up and started for the front of the vehicle. A stop was coming up. Of course.

			“This is me,” he said. “It was nice talking to you.”

			He didn’t know where the bus was stopping. He didn’t know how he was going to cross the border or where he would go from there. That was a help instead of hindrance. If he didn’t know his next move then neither could his pursuers.

			The girl wasn’t paying attention. She was staring at her own reflection in the window glass. What was so interesting about it, he didn’t know, but he was glad the reflection had kept her attention away from him.

			He passed along the aisle and offered a polite nod to the driver. Nothing more, because he didn’t want to do or say anything that made him linger in the driver’s memory.

			Victor stepped off the bus and felt the rush of night air envelop him. His ear throbbed worse in the cool breeze.

			A featureless expanse of civilization stretched in all directions. Lights. Concrete buildings, old and dirty. Wet with rain. Quiet, but populated. The street was too open to steal any of the cars parked along it, but he envisioned side streets and shadows, old vehicles and no car alarms. Then he could gather his bearings, maybe get a moment more of rest while he worked out a course of action. He had no weapon, limited funds and a bad cut running almost half the circumference of his skull. There were many steps he needed to take before he could consider his escape complete, the danger over.

			The bus rumbled into motion.

			“Where to now?”

			She was standing behind him in the space he had occupied moments before. He turned around to face her as the bus pulled away into the night.

			The huge pupils were locked onto him.

			Victor frowned. “What are you doing?”

			“I told you I’m high, right?”

			He shook his head for ‘yes.’

			“Did I tell you that I do crazy shit when I’m high?”

			“It rings a bell.”

			She smiled and held out her arms. “Ta-da.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I’m coming with you,” she explained without explaining.

			“Why?”

			“There is no why,” was her gleeful answer. “It’s more of a why not?”

			“You don’t know me.”

			“That’s what we’re going to change.”

			Victor said, “You need to leave me alone.”

			“It’s too late for that.”

			“Why?”

			She looked around. “Because I don’t know where this is. I don’t know where I am.” She frowned, confused, surprised to find herself troubled and starting to become afraid. “You’re not going to leave me by myself, are you?”

			Yes, should have been his answer, Victor knew, but the words wouldn’t manifest themselves no matter how hard he willed them to leave his lips.

			A wide road cut between industrial buildings with high walls and fences. A curious place for a stop, he thought, but perhaps it had something to do with night shifts in nearby factories. No one climbed aboard and only that one man in overalls had alighted. That man was walking fast, shoulders hunched against the weather, the night already swallowing him into darkness.

			Victor and the girl stood in the wash of the tail lights, rain pattering their heads, Victor looking at the girl for answers and she looking back at him for the same.

			He was pretty sure they would have remained like that all night had he not said:

			“This way.”

			She smiled and walked at his side.

		

	
		
			Two

			He chose the direction at random. There were only two options—left or right—and they went right because she had a pinprick scar on that cheek. He hadn’t noticed it on the bus but the bright tail light of the bus bathing one side of her face created a tiny shadow. She walked alongside him, happy enough to trust his judgment because whatever she was on left her own judgment a skewed remnant of its whole. There was no other reason she should take any notice of him, have any interest in him, want to walk where he walked.

			He was no threat to her because she was no threat to him in return. So perhaps whatever was addling her brain had helped her in this way. A random stranger could be dangerous in all sorts of ways and in none of those ways was Victor a danger to her. Perhaps, on some level, with the drugs affecting her thought processes and her consciousness releasing control to the ancient mind, she had become like him. Perhaps that ancient mind recognized the regret he carried and knew it could be useful. Exploited for its own benefit.

			“Where are we going?” she asked.

			He gestured with his chin. “Wherever this road takes us.”

			She seemed happy enough with this non-answer and they walked in silence for a time. He kept his pace slow to better take in all facets of his surroundings, to better listen and look out for threats. This seemed to suit her. He didn’t imagine she could move with much speed even without the drugs. Her legs were thin and long and she wore boots with thick soles, giving three or more inches to her height, but she had a slow gait. He couldn’t imagine her moving fast, except maybe in a club high on narcotics and dancing hard.

			Cars passed by every now and again. Wherever they were it was far from where he had left his enemies, but those enemies had tracked him down once when he should have been protected and could do so a second time. He wondered if he would ever feel safe again.

			At an intersection, she asked which way he wanted to go and he pointed left because he recognized the scent of food, the unmistakable aroma of fatty meat, spices. He wasn’t hungry—although it could be wise to load in some additional calories—but food meant a place to clean and somewhere he could leave the girl.

			Concrete tower blocks formed a backdrop for an all-night café that was nestled between two roads that fed into a traffic island. Rectangular and low, with a car park that was mostly empty and bright lights that revealed a large, mostly empty interior. As they drew closer he made out a scattering of staff and disparate diners, some alone and some in small groups.

			Despite the late hour, despite the scant number of patrons, it was loud. Only Victor and the staff serving behind the counter were not high or drunk or both. That made people loud enough, but someone played music from their phone to worsen the din. Victor almost winced at the awful, repetitive beats but the girl with the huge eyes was bobbing her head the moment they were through the door. The smell was good, though. Kebabs and moussaka and hearty soups.

			Victor looked out of place in his suit and the beanie, and the lights were so bright and harsh it felt like the blood was glowing red to each and every set of eyes.

			“Take a seat,” he said to the girl as he veered toward the men’s room.

			“Where are you going?”

			“I need to clean up,” he said.

			There was too much ground to cover without being noticed by CCTV or some of the patrons, so Victor chose the latter, angling the bloody side of his head from the single camera and accepting that meant some of the customers got more of a look at him than he would have liked, but it was the better option.

			Inside, the bathroom was clean and bright and empty. Victor made his way to the far end of the shelf of wash basins and peeled back the beanie. Blood had dried and crusted in his hair, in the hat’s fibers, to his skin, and he grimaced as he split the resulting scabs. Fresh blood seeped from his ear, from his scalp, and he bunched up paper towels to compress the wounds and soak up the excess. He used hand soap and water to clean as best he could, dried himself with more paper towels, then used more still that he pressed over the wounds as a makeshift dressing, using the beanie hat to keep the dressing in place.

			It was a decent enough job, he concluded, washing out his mouth.

			Hinges squealed as the swing door opened.

			“What the. . .?”

			A teenager with difficulty focusing stumbled in before Victor had chance to clean the mess he had created. The sink was orange with watered-down blood and blood-soaked paper towels surrounded it in a gory halo.

			“Special effects,” Victor answered in Bulgarian. “For a movie.”

			“Awesome,” the teenager slurred as he unzipped his flies.

			Victor cleaned the sink and collected up the plastic liner from the bin that contained a decent amount of his DNA. He tied the bag closed and took it with him back into the restaurant proper.

			The girl with the huge pupils was eating a savory pastry, banitsa, and sipping from a bottle of beer. She had chosen the worst table in the café. It lay in the center, equidistant from the door, the counter, the windows. There was no way he could sit down with any chance of making a decent effort to watch for threats. He could have her move, of course, but she was no longer alone. Three young men sat on the three other seats at the table.

			A rapid-fire discourse was well underway by the time Victor neared. Only one saw Victor’s approach. That young man sat next to the girl. He didn’t realize Victor was heading to the table, however, until Victor was almost there. The girl hadn’t told them she had company. Maybe they hadn’t asked. Maybe she had forgotten all about Victor.

			He did a quick evaluation of the three. No threats, because they were civilians and no civilian could ever be a threat to him, but that wasn’t why he was evaluating. They were inebriated, but he detected no hostility from them, no dark motives. The girl seemed quite happy too. There was nothing in her body language to suggest she wanted them to leave her alone. She was comfortable in their company. Four young people who had all had good nights, now soaking up the excess alcohol and making new friends. Although Victor had little experience of normalcy, he recognized it here. It reminded him of late nights sharing burgers with his small crew of degenerates and delinquents. They had mostly eaten other people’s scraps, however, thrown away and left to rot in garbage cans in the back alleys behind similar establishments. Even now, decades later, Victor didn’t like to waste food.

			The young man who noticed his approach didn’t linger in his gaze and no one else looked up. The girl was saying something about the bus, the isolated stop, but nothing about him. Nothing about a man with a bleeding head.

			Victor headed to the exit, content that she would be okay, that she was safe with the three young men, that she would forget all about him if she hadn’t already. And if she didn’t, there was no conceivable harm in her holding onto so little information about him. He would remain an enigma to her, perhaps only re-emerging in dreams she didn’t quite comprehend.

			He kept sight of her in the reflection of the window glass as he approached the door. She was eating and drinking. Talking. Laughing.

			He no longer existed.

			The door was halfway open when her head tilted up.

			He continued through the door so there would be no time for her gaze to linger on him, for her to call out or for him to respond within. The door fell shut behind him, with it a lingering sense of loss he didn’t understand.

			The night was growing colder, the rain harder. His head and his ear hurt worse after he’d cleaned the wound. Come morning, he would find a veterinary surgery, pay a nurse to stitch him together until he could find a doctor to do a better job and then a cosmetic surgeon to do it all over again. Then, when he had put enough time and distance between him and his enemies, he would seek out an expert in scar reduction. There was a German surgeon in Vienna he had heard of but hadn’t used before. He kept track of such specialists in the same way he kept track of forgers and arms dealers. Only amateurs waited until they needed one before doing the research.

			At some point, he would have to decide what to do about his employer. The employer that had started him on a road that had ended with a shard of glass carving its way around his skull.

			He stared at the traffic island and the circling headlights of late-night drivers. Each vehicle could contain another team of assassins. Victor was neither armed nor rested enough to have any chance of overcoming a second kidon. It had taken everything he had to survive the first one.

			No tires squealed. No suppressed shots rang out. No assassins.

			He was alive for another second, another minute.

			Should he kill Procter? Perhaps.

			It was a decision for another time. He was a long way off from the luxury of having the opportunity to decide on how to answer that particular question. He was still only hours away from the team who had almost killed him. He had killed several of them, wounded at least one more, but he hadn’t wiped them out. They could be organizing backup. It could already be on its way. The reach of Mossad was unequaled, as was that organization’s thirst for restitution. They would not forget him. He would be looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life, however long or short that might prove.

			Gone by dawn, whatever happened.

			The door opened behind him. The girl followed.

			“Hey,” she said again. “Where are you going?”

			He didn’t turn around to face her because she was powering to overtake him, to block off his escape.

			She stood before him, young and thin and weak and utterly convinced of her own immovability. The huge pupils demanded answers.

			He added the plastic liner to a neat pile of garbage. “I needed some air.”

			She wasn’t convinced. “I thought you were running off and deserting me.”

			“Perish the thought.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Nothing,” he said. “How’s the food?”

			“The best.” Her pupils seemed even larger, if such a thing was possible. All thoughts of him abandoning her, of her anger, had disappeared. “Greasy, cheesy pastry is the best food there’s ever been in the history of the world. Like, ever.”

			“That does sound pretty good.”

			She gestured. “Come get yours before someone else eats it.”

			For a moment, he wasn’t sure what to say. “You bought me food?”

			“Duh. Of course I did.”

			She rolled her eyes at him, as if he was stupid, as if the answer had been obvious. Maybe it was to her. Maybe people bought her food all the time. Victor couldn’t recall the last time anyone had bought him anything.

			She took his hand and led him back into the café.

			Inside, everything was different.

		

	
		
			Three

			The three young men were no longer at the table in the center. They had moved to seats along the east wall, which was where every patron now sat. The three weren’t eating because they had left their food behind. No one was eating because all the food had been left behind. Salads and kebabs were abandoned on other tables or scattered on the floor between. Beer and boza and soft drinks mixed in swirling puddles.

			No one was eating because four guys were robbing the café.

			They all wore dark clothing. Not a uniform exactly but a deliberate effort to hide their identifiable features. One wore a balaclava that had no doubt been rolled down just before they had decided to initiate the attack. Another had his hoodie up and tied tightly so it obscured most of his face. Sunglasses furthered the obstruction. The other two both wore baseball caps pulled down low to shadow their eyes and bandanas pulled up over their mouths and noses. One bandana was plain black. Half a skull and jawbone decorated the other.

			All were armed. One with a large hunting knife. Two had pistols. The fourth had a pump action shotgun with a shortened barrel. No doubt done by hand with a hacksaw so it could be hidden under his jacket.

			They must have entered while Victor had been cleaning his wound in the bathroom. He would have noticed them otherwise. He should have noticed afterward too, but his attention had been on the girl and the young men sitting with her. A few seconds’ distraction. That’s all it took, he knew.

			They had some competence, because they had managed to usher the customers to the east wall without shouts and screams, and all in the time it had taken Victor to step outside and converse briefly with the girl. They were slick, they were practiced. They had robbed before and often. They could work a crowd, fast and without unnecessary violence, without alerting passersby. Experienced, but not stone-cold pros because no professional of any worth would rob a such a place.

			“Shit,” the girl said.

			Not loud, not obvious, just a breath, an exhale, but loud enough for the closest robber—the one in the balaclava—to hear.

			The shotgun muzzle swung their way and he gestured with it. No shout. No scream. No words at all, but the message was obvious: get over there.

			The girl hesitated. She was high, but her senses weren’t completely dulled. She was scared.

			Victor placed a palm on the small of her back.

			“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “It’ll be okay.”

			Lies, because she had every reason to worry and he could make no legitimate guarantee, but lies were effortless for him and she wanted to believe him. She didn’t want to be scared. No one did.

			He ushered her to the closest free booth to make sure she sat down first, to make sure she didn’t box him in. She shuffled all the way around until she was opposite him. He placed his hands on the table so the guy with the shotgun didn’t have to tell him to do so. The less contact they had, the less noticeable Victor would be to them.

			“Don’t worry,” he said again—little more than a whisper—because the girl was shaking.

			As angry as she was scared, he noticed. Her eyebrows were pinching together so hard the skin between them was reddening. “I can’t believe this,” she muttered.

			“Quiet,” he said, lips almost motionless. “Don’t draw attention. Let them get on with it.”

			Victor sat and watched the four as they robbed the restaurant. Aside from his pastry getting cold out of reach, he was untroubled by proceedings. He was neither scared like the rest of the customers and staff, nor angry like the girl. It was an inconvenience, but nothing more. The police would be called, sure, and they would arrive, but he would be long gone by then. There would be enough witness statements from the staff that the investigating officers would have no need to seek him out, no need to wonder who he was or what he was doing. He could be on his way, out of Bulgaria, out of Europe altogether. He pictured going south for a while, across the Mediterranean and into North Africa, waiting in the heat of Casablanca for the heat from his enemies to cool down. This incident would be forgotten in time, pushed to the furthest reaches of his mind as were most his experiences, most of his life. Only what was useful, what was necessary, remained at the forefront of his consciousness where it could be accessed as required, where remembering might teach him a lesson he might not otherwise have heeded when that lesson could keep him alive a little longer, to see the next sunrise.

			Gone by dawn, whatever happened.

			The leader was the guy with the knife, he saw. The guns were crowd control. No chance of heroics from a member of staff on a pitiful wage or a manager trained to do exactly as commanded and get the danger over with as soon as possible. The one with the shotgun was the least experienced or had the most nervous disposition. With the big gun, with the balaclava, he was frightening the customers, but he was as scared as they were. The balaclava soaked up the sweat from his face, but he had to wipe his eyes every so often to keep his vision clear. The two with pistols were almost certainly related. They were almost the same height, almost the same build, and they were looking out for one another more than they were for the other two. Brothers, no doubt. One was so calm he seemed bored. The second was neither calm nor bored, and he was weak, Victor noticed. He began holding the weapon out at arm’s length but as the seconds ticked by the muzzle was lowering.

			Two minutes, Victor told himself, beginning to end. He couldn’t know for sure exactly when the robbery had begun while he was outside, but the window of time was small. No more than a minute. They knew enough to ignore the customers, even though there could be more to gain through wallets and phones than the cash register. It burned too much time, required too much proximity. It wasn’t worth the risk.

			Late teens or early twenties. Victor couldn’t be positive of their ages given the semi-hidden faces, but they were all young. Childhood friends, perhaps. Low aspirations and low outgoings. They wanted quick cash. Maybe a couple of thousand lev at the high end. Small change to Victor, but a decent score to low-level thieves. An incredible profit for the time investment. An hourly rate far superior to Victor’s own, he concluded with a stab of indignation. He either needed a raise or a change of career.

			The girl was shaking more. Victor could feel the tremors through the table between them. One of her knees was a piston of rage beneath it.

			“Keep calm,” he whispered. “It’ll be over soon.”

			It could be over at any point. It would be over moments after Victor decided to end it. The nervous guy with the shotgun was wiping his eyes more often, blinding himself every few seconds for a couple of seconds each time.

			With almost no effort Victor could time his movements to be on his feet at the exact moment the guy with the shotgun had his eyes closed. An instant later Victor would be so close that when the guy opened his eyes the shotgun would already be coming out of the single hand now holding it.

			Click. Boom.

			Pellets and what remained of nervous guy’s skull would be embedded in the polystyrene ceiling tiles, transformed into an abstract of blazing red and glistening pink by the exploding balloon of blood and brain chunks.

			The shotgun was pump action, so there would be a slight delay as Victor racked the next shell before killing the first of the brothers, the closest, the weak one, then another delay that would give the remaining brother a moment in which to react, to turn, to shoot if his reflexes were exceptional. Small chance of that, because there were maybe eight or nine people on the entire planet who could react that fast, and one of those eight or nine was Victor, and even with the remote possibility the calm brother was among that tiny fraternity, he didn’t have the training, the experience or the resolve to actually put those reflexes to use. The sound alone of a firing shotgun in a confined space would overload his nervous system. He would still be in shock, he would be statue still, as the next cloud of lead made an unholy mess of his ribcage and shredded the organs behind.

			Then, just the leader with the knife. No threat at all. Victor could execute him or order him to drop the weapon.

			All over.

			Three or four seconds, total.

			Victor sat and let it happen.

			He had no skin in this game and every reason to let it play out as nature intended. If he stopped the robbery there was no way he was slipping out of town unnoticed. Those same investigating officers all set to ignore him would be poring over the CCTV footage and extracting every scrap of information from the girl, from the staff, from the customers about the man in the suit and the simple ease with which he had brought the incident to a fast, bloody conclusion.

			Mossad, ever watchful, would be on his trail within hours, or perhaps minutes. He might reach the border only to be ordered into another waiting vehicle, with another kidon or the remnants of the first burning with vengeful intent.

			And if not Mossad, he had many other enemies keen to pick up his scent should he needlessly leave it behind for them to detect.

			Besides, he just didn’t care. A little over two minutes and the four robbers were heading to the door. Hurrying, but not rushing. None of the quartet so much as glancing Victor’s way.

			All over.

			Except it wasn’t, because the girl stood up before Victor knew what was happening—he hadn’t been paying her enough attention—and she was calling after the four robbers before he could stop her. She had ceased shaking, not because the anger had dissipated, but because she had decided what to do with it.

			“How dare you,” she called out to them. “How can you do this? What is wrong with you? You’ve terrified all these people. You didn’t need to do that, did you? You chose to. How could you? And for what, for a little money you could have earned if only you weren’t so greedy, so lazy, so pathetic. How dare you.”

			Despite the huge pupils, she was clear, she was articulate. A short, impassioned speech that had a tangible effect, that made a difference. The words hit home, Victor could see it in the robbers’ eyes.

			It made them stop. Consider.

			Then the leader took the handgun from the calm brother and killed her with it.

		

	
		
			Four

			A single shot that hit her between the eyes, between the huge pupils. Instant death. Not enough time to understand the flash, to hear the bang, to feel. No pain. No anything. Perfect way to go.

			Victor sat still and watched it happen.

			She had taken him by surprise in the same way she had taken them. There was a moment in which he could have intervened. He could have grabbed her arm while she spoke, wrenched her back down to the booth, but he had listened instead. Her words had stalled him, affected him as they had her killers.

			He blinked, because the mist of blood from the exit wound swirled his way. Warm on his face. He tasted iron on his lips.

			When he had wiped his eyes clean again, the robbers were gone.

			The girl lay on the floor tiles, twitching in a lake of blood. People were screaming. Others were crying. The manager vaulted the counter and rushed to give her mouth-to-mouth. There was no point, but he either didn’t know or wouldn’t accept the reality. A decent human being, refusing to give up hope, desperate to beat lottery-level odds, praying for a miracle.

			Victor sat and watched.

			He was still sat when the paramedics arrived within a few minutes, when, moments after, the police arrived.

			Not smart. Not smart at all, but there was an immovable weight holding Victor in place, an exhaustion that will alone could not overcome.

			“What was her name?”

			The responding officers were competent and efficient, controlling the scene and talking to witnesses and singling Victor out within seconds as the person who could help the most.

			“You came with her, yes?”

			He shook his head. I did.”

			“What was her name?”

			“I don’t know.”

			The officer was female, older than the dead girl but younger than Victor. She had a kind face and a stern tone. She introduced herself as Officer Stoyanova.

			“How do you not know her name?”

			Victor used as much truth as he could afford, because the dead girl deserved that. He told the officer about the bus, about falling asleep, about the high girl who latched onto him for inexplicable reasons. He only lied about where he was going, what he had been doing, and every detail related to who he was. Simple lies. Effortless lies. Yet they felt a betrayal.

			He wasn’t asked about why he hadn’t ended the robbery. Stoyanova didn’t know Victor could have stopped it whenever he so wished. The cop didn’t know he had elected to sit and let it happen instead.

			The paramedics had covered the girl with a sheet. Victor couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to those impossibly huge pupils. Would they remain the same in death? Did they shrink? Who was she when she wasn’t high?

			He said, “How many times have they done this?”

			Officer Stoyanova didn’t look up from the notes she was making. “How many times has who done what?”

			“The criminals, the four guys. It wasn’t their first time.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“It would have gone flawlessly had she not stood up,” he said. “I can’t imagine many armed robbers are so efficient their first time.”

			She accepted the explanation. A civilian could think like that. “This is the fifth.”

			“First fatality?”

			“Yes,” was her answer. “We’re going to need an official statement.”

			“Sure,” Victor said. “Now or in the morning?”

			“We’d prefer now. At least, soon. Once the detectives have arrived.”

			“Can I get some air first?”

			“Of course. Take your time.”

			He stood. “Has anyone left yet?”

			“No one’s allowed to leave.” She regarded him with suspicion. “You’re not planning on going anywhere, are you?”

			Gone by dawn, whatever happened.

			“No,” Victor said.

			Outside, he looked at the parked cars. He had counted seven earlier. There were still seven, police vehicles and ambulances excluded. He walked the car park, looking for fresh tire marks. There weren’t any. There were no baseball caps fallen off in a hurry to get away. No anything.

			A detective found Victor a few minutes later. Two arrived in an unmarked car and went inside the restaurant. Not long afterward one emerged with Officer Stoyanova, who pointed Victor out.

			The detective went through the same questions and Victor gave the same answers. The detective lit a cigarette at the end and asked Victor if he minded. Victor shook his head to say it was okay.

			“I’m told you asked how many times they’d done this before.”

			Victor said, “That’s right.”

			“Why?”

			“You’re not going to ask me how I know it wasn’t their first time.”

			The detective exhaled smoke. “You’re a man who notices things. That doesn’t require further explanation. But I’d like to know why a man who notices things wants to know about other things.”

			“They’re related, isn’t that enough?”

			“For most people. Not men like you, or me.”

			Victor said, “She was a nice young woman. She didn’t deserve to die like that, killed by thieves who’d robbed before.” He paused. “Who should have been caught before.”

			The detective took it on the chin with little reaction. “Are you so very perfect at your job?”

			“No,” Victor answered with complete honesty.

			“So why do you care? You didn’t care enough to know her name.”

			Victor remained silent.

			“You want to know it?” the detective asked through the haze of smoke. “She had ID in her pocket.”

			Victor hesitated. He wasn’t sure he deserved to know. The detective didn’t press the matter.

			“Yes,” the detective answered to a question Victor hadn’t asked. “I am perfect at my job. If there’s evidence, I’ll find it. If there’s a way to get a criminal, I’ll find that too.” His tone bore no arrogance, only realism. “But it’s not always so simple. There’s not always a way.”

			Something in his tone.

			“You know who they are,” Victor said. "You just can't prove it."

			The cigarette had over half left but the detective dropped it to the asphalt and stubbed it out with the sole of his shoe. “You can go,” he said. “We’re done here.”

			I’m not, Victor thought.

		

	
		
			Five

			The detective’s name was Todorov and he spent a lot of time at the crime scene. Hours, in fact. Victor knew because he waited in a faded old Volkswagen that he stole from behind one of the tower blocks and drove back to the café, parking on the far side of the traffic island, on a side street where he could sit behind the wheel and see the glowing sign of the establishment and the car park before it and the cops going about their business.

			He knew enough about law enforcement to predict the next few hours, the next few days. The only thing he couldn’t predict was: would Todorov have the four suspects dragged down to the station for questioning or would he go to them?

			Neither, at least at first, because Todorov went home. An hour’s sleep, Victor assumed, then a shower, a change of clothes, a thermos of coffee. Victor waited. It was still night, but not for long. Not long left until dawn, until he had to be gone, one way or another.

			He knew he was tired but there were no yawns, no drooping eyelids. He had been awake for days on end in the past. Worse than any torture he had endured, but he could and would do it again if he needed. The pain from his head, from his ear, had muted to a constant hum of discomfort. It should have been sutured by now. It should be healing. It was, but not in the right way. Every minute left to its own devices meant more scarring, more procedures to correct the scarring, more expense, more time out of action, more time drawing attention, more danger.

			Victor sat and let it happen.

			Todorov spent a few minutes on his phone and sipping coffee in the driver’s seat of his Citroën before he went to bang on doors. Two doors in total. The first was deeper into the town and led to a flat above a betting shop. Victor had to keep his distance and couldn’t see who answered, but he scaled the exterior of the bar on the opposite side of the street and from his vantage point on the roof made out four men talking in the flat. He couldn’t make out faces, just shapes, but of those four shapes one had Todorov’s bulk. Of the other three two were almost the same height and weight and the third couldn’t keep still.

			The next door Todorov banged on thirty minutes later was opened by a young man who had to be the leader who had held the knife, who had shot and killed the girl. He answered the door wearing only boxer shorts, pretending to have recently awoken from the way he yawned and rubbed his hair. Or maybe it wasn’t an act. Maybe he had killed the girl and gone home and slept without trouble, with ease.

			Todorov and the leader went inside after an exchange on the doorstep and Victor put the stolen Volkswagen in gear and drove back to the betting shop.

			A short drive. Made quicker than the last because he knew the route.

			Not professionals, but if they had a shotgun and pistols at the restaurant they could be armed now. Little chance of the same weapons, because they were evidence and Todorov had been unable to find evidence of their guilt for the four previous robberies. A few hours to survey and put together a plan would be enough, but dawn wasn’t going to hold off just for Victor, so Victor skipped the recon, he skipped the plan.

			He kicked in the door.

			It didn’t rebound because it thumped so hard into the interior wall the brass handle buried itself in the plasterboard and the door came to an immediate stop.

			Hallway. No one. One interior door open to a bathroom that he cleared with a glance. Fast steps took him into an open-plan lounge and kitchen. A mess. Empty of two brothers and their nervous flatmate. A sofa bed had a duvet and pillow, so Victor knew the last door led to the flat’s only bedroom. Two single beds. Empty as well.

			Mugs in the sink were a little warm from the hot beverages they had until recently contained.

			Where would they go at this hour? Why would they go anywhere?

			First fatality? Victor had asked.

			Yes, Stoyanova had answered.

			New territory for them. Perhaps they were panicking, perhaps Todorov had scared them in a way they hadn’t been scared before. Maybe the nervous guy had been freaking out. Maybe the brothers didn’t know what to do.

			So, what would they do?

			Call the leader, giving him a heads-up that Todorov was on the way and on the warpath, then they made coffee. Left.

			Victor hurried back to the Volkswagen, drove fast back to the leader’s abode, arriving in time to see Todorov leave after a long, wearing conversation. He was shaking his head, exhaling hard. Angry. Frustrated.

			Victor waited as Todorov returned to his little Citroën and drove away.

			The leader waited a few minutes to make sure Todorov had indeed gone, then left himself, getting behind the wheel of a gray Subaru.

			Victor followed.

		

	
		
			Six

			Dawn was coming. Unavoidable. Inescapable.

			Blue was creeping into the blackness of the eastern sky. Still time, but not enough of it. Never enough of it. The leader drove at a snail’s pace. He didn’t want to take even the slightest chance of getting picked up by a speed camera. Victor kept his distance because there were so few cars on the road.

			The leader stopped on a long, narrow strip of wasteland that bordered a motorway. Demolished factories, Victor assumed. There was a temporary fence and big signs announcing twenty-four-hour security, razor wire and dogs, but they were just for show to scare away delinquents and the homeless, so no trespassing kid hurt themselves, so no construction was halted by rough sleepers who wouldn’t move when they were told. The signs didn’t stop the robbers and they didn’t stop Victor.

			A skeleton of a building remained on the other side of the fence. Concrete. Rebar. Low and long, the concrete pillars and posts covered in graffiti. Exposed rebar was bright orange with rust, even in the dark. That dark was fading fast, now only an aerosol of charcoal muting everything that an hour ago had been pure black.

			Visibility was limited, but their voices were enough to pinpoint where they stood. They weren’t whispering. They thought they were all alone. They were discussing the robbery, the dead girl, Todorov’s visit. Victor only needed to implement a little stealth to come right up to them.

			They formed a tight square, all facing inwards at one another. The nervous guy was restless, animated. The calm brother was stationary. The weak brother looked tired. The leader was telling them what to do, what not to do. They were going to get away with it as they had every other time.

			“Why?” the nervous guy was asking, hands in his hair. “Why did you have to kill her?”

			The leader shrugged as if it didn’t matter one way or the other. “Insurance,” he explained. “For the next time. We let one girl give us crap and the next time some meathead thinks to intervene because he wants to be a hero.” He shrugged again. “We tell people to sit down and shut up or else. We’re not joking. We’re not bluffing.” He held his hand out, fingers posed like a pistol. “That was the ‘or else.’”

			“It’s done now,” the calm brother said. “Right or wrong, we can’t take it back. We let it go. Continue as normal.”

			The nervous guy was not convinced. “We’ll be a priority now. The cops will be under pressure to bust us. They’ll always be watching. It’s over. We can’t ever do this again. No way.”

			The leader said, “Look around. No one’s watching. We’re not worth their time. We know that for a fact.”

			“Will you listen to yourself? You’re deluded. That was then. That was when we were only stealing. Now you’re a killer.”

			The leader said, “Now we’re killers.”

			“No. No,” the nervous guy insisted. “I’m not. That’s not what I signed up for. I need the money. I’ve got debts. I don’t want to hurt anyone. We never said we would actually hurt anyone.”

			The weaker brother hadn’t spoken until now, and said, “Your gun was loaded, same as mine.”

			“In case we had no choice. I wouldn’t have killed some girl for mouthing off.” He was shaking his head, lost and unable to find a way out. “We should run. We should split now and never see each other again.”

			“No,” the leader said.

			“We should run now while we have the chance.”

			The calm brother said, “Maybe some quiet time is the right call.”

			The leader was surprised by this reaction.

			“A break,” the calm one explained. “Let the heat die down.”

			“There is no heat,” the leader insisted. “We do what we do. Nothing changes. Nothing needs to change. Nothing has changed.”

			The other three were silent.

			“What else are we going to do? Get jobs? Go to school? It’s too late for any of that. People like us don’t get to choose. This is our life. We didn’t choose it but here we are.”

			The leader smiled a little in reassurance. He put his hands on the nervous guy’s shoulders. “Come on, don’t pretend you haven’t enjoyed all this.”

			The nervous guy didn’t respond.

			“If this was just about the money then we could be dealing weed and earning more. It was never about that.” The leader glanced at the two brothers. “Was it?”

			They didn’t answer, but they agreed with him with their silence.

			The leader massaged the nervous guy’s shoulders. “We’re outlaws, remember? That’s what we all agreed. That’s what we all wanted. Outlaws to the end.”

			The nervous guy was nodding now. Smiling. Reassured. Convinced. An outlaw to the end.

			The leader released his shoulders and addressed them all at the same time. “So, some dumb bitch got herself killed, so what?”

			“So, me,” Victor said as he emerged from the darkness.

		

	
		
			Seven

			They didn’t have their guns or Victor would have seen them by now. He expected they were hidden somewhere. Not at the leader’s home or the flat above the betting shop. Somewhere they couldn’t be connected with. They had no other guns because they probably couldn’t afford a second set of weapons. Even cheap guns weren’t cheap.

			The square formation fell apart and they formed a line as they faced him, the leader in the middle, the nervous guy to the leader’s right and the brothers to his left. Their faces showed their surprise, their confusion. The nervous guy was sweating again. Maybe he had a medical problem.

			“Who the hell are you?” the leader asked.

			“I’m the guy gone by dawn, whatever happens.”

			They didn’t ask for an explanation.

			The calm brother remembered him, however. “He was in the café.”

			“Five points,” Victor said. “You can double it if you tell me the other piece of salient information.”

			“Whatever you think you know, whatever you might have heard,” the leader said, “it doesn’t matter. We’re simply four friends discussing a night out. You’ve misheard. You’re mistaken. Go now, while you can.”

			The nervous guy used a sleeve to wipe perspiration from his forehead. “He might have a wire. He could be recording us.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” the leader said in a loud, clear voice, “because we’ve done nothing wrong. Well, trespassing here. But if anyone’s listening then we’re really sorry.” He turned around on the spot, shouting out to whoever might be nearby. “We won’t do it again. Promise.”

			Victor stepped closer. “I have no recording device. No one’s listening.”

			“You’re all alone?”

			Victor said, “All by myself.”

			The leader smiled. “Not the brightest bulb in the lamp shop, are you?”

			“The light that burns half as bright burns for twice as long.”

			The nervous guy said, “What does that mean?”

			The calm brother said, “He’s stalling. He’s waiting for backup.”

			“No one’s coming,” Victor assured them. “No one knows I’m here.”

			The leader broke the line to approach, to get a closer look because he couldn’t quite understand, he didn’t quite believe what was unfolding. “What’s your story?”

			The nervous guy gasped. “He was with the girl. He came in with her.”

			Victor nodded again. “Ten points for that man.”

			The leader didn’t remember him at all, but he knew his crew. He trusted their recollections. “How did you find us?”

			“That’s the least important question you could ask right now.”

			The leader was young, maybe even younger than the other three, but he looked older now, he looked ten years older, his face creased and pinched with bewilderment as he tried to understand what was taking place.

			The weak brother asked, “Why are you here?”

			“He storms into the lead,” Victor said. “Anyone want to guess the answer and win the game outright?”

			No one spoke. No one answered. No one wanted to answer because they all worked it out at the same time.

			“A tie,” Victor said in response. “Which means we go to sudden death.”

			The calm brother lost patience. He approached Victor, walking fast, a taut bundle of energy about to be unleashed. “This has gone on long enough.” He stopped a few feet before Victor. “Leave now or don’t leave at all. Forget this. Forget us. Pray we forget you.”

			The other three edged forward to back him up, to emphasize the threat.

			Victor didn’t move an inch. “You’re never forgetting me.”

			The calm brother may have delivered the ultimatum, but the leader recognized it was his job to enforce it. He took a step forward. He reached out to Victor, either to push or to grab. It didn’t matter which, because Victor seized the guy’s wrist, locked out the arm and had him on his knees before any one of them knew what was happening.

			They weren’t pros. The other three should have rushed him, but they were too surprised, too passive. Amateurs.

			“Before,” Victor began, speaking to the leader on his knees but keeping his gaze on the other three, “you said it didn’t matter, whatever I thought I knew. Why doesn’t it matter?”

			The leader grinned up at him. “We’re going to hurt you.”

			In his left hand, Victor took hold of the leader’s little and ring fingers, and grasped the index and middle finger in his right fist. He squeezed both hands, hard.

			There was no pain, but the leader’s grin faltered. He stayed silent because he didn’t know what was about to happen. If he had, he would be begging, he would be hysterical.

			Victor made sure he had everyone’s full attention, then wrenched the leader’s fingers in opposite directions, tearing the hand in half all the way down to the wrist.

			The leader didn’t scream. His face paled to white and he dropped to the ground as Victor released the fingers and the two separate halves of the hand.

			The nervous guy vomited.

			The calm brother died first. He was the closest. No other reason. Death by proximity.

			Victor snapped out his left hand to grab the guy’s jacket and wrench him closer and into the right elbow Victor propelled forward, multiplying the energy delivered to the calm brother’s jaw, snapping the head back and knocking the target unconscious so fast that he tipped back with no reaction, limbs trailing at his sides.

			The sound of the back of his skull striking concrete was both hard and wet. Victor knew that sound well. No one who made it ever made another one.

			The nervous guy turned out to be the smartest of the four because he was running as soon as he had stopped vomiting.

			The weak brother tried to fight. He pulled a small knife, confidence through ignorance. Victor let him attack. He let him try. He let each easy sidestep, each simple block diminish that confidence and replace it with desperation, then hopelessness.

			The weak brother was drenched with sweat and panting by the time Victor said, “Are you done?”

			There was no answer, and he had no strength to resist as Victor choked him to death. The leader watched the whole thing from where he lay on the ground, cradling his hand as the two disconnecting halves flopped around with the slightest of movements. He was in shock. Victor didn’t bother to ask him any follow-up questions and pushed the calm brother’s knife through the nearest temple.

			The nervous guy didn’t get far. He made it back to the car he had arrived in, but he didn’t have the keys. One of the two brothers had driven, so the nervous guy had broken a window and was trying to hotwire it, but he was shaking too much, sweating too much.

			“It’s not as easy as it looks, is it?” Victor said. “Hard to do it under pressure. Damp fingers don’t help, do they?”

			The nervous guy shook uncontrollably, teeth chattering at a ferocious rate. He had nowhere to go. He had trapped himself in the car.

			“Tell me what I want to know and I’ll make it quick.”

			The nervous guy needed no further convincing.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Todorov lived alone, which made things simple. Victor already knew where, so he parked the gray Subaru nearby, but not where Todorov might see it on his way home. For a cop, his security was minimal. His precautions nonexistent. His job, his badge had always protected him before. Not any longer.

			Victor was sat in an armchair when Todorov arrived. The front door was unlocked and slow, heavy footsteps entered the hallway beyond. Keys clattered in a dish by the door, which clicked shut a moment later. A weary groan, then a grunt, and shuffling. Victor pictured Todorov taking off his shoes, perhaps using a wall as support. Todorov wasn’t much older than Victor but it sounded as though the simple task pushed the limits of his athleticism.

			The soft footsteps of socks on carpet followed, and then Victor heard Todorov enter the kitchen. Cupboard hinges creaked. A refrigerator door opened and closed.

			Todorov stepped into his lounge carrying a bottle of local rakia and a glass. No ice. No mixers. Straight and pure.

			“It won’t help,” Victor told him.

			There was no fear in Todorov’s expression, but there was surprise, suspicion. The glass and bottle remained firm in his hands, however. Most people would have made a mess on the floor.

			“What are you doing in my house?”

			Victor said, “You haven’t forgotten me then.”

			“What are you doing in my house?” Todorov asked again. He set the bottle and glass down on the coffee table between himself and Victor.

			“I thought you couldn’t find a way to get that crew because there wasn’t a way,” Victor said. “I didn’t know you were simply ignoring it.”

			Todorov went to remove his jacket.

			“Leave it,” Victor said, knowing there was a pistol at Todorov’s belt. He had seen it outside the restaurant, when it hadn’t mattered to him.

			“Whatever you think you know, you’re wrong.”

			Victor said, “I’m here. I’m in your house.”

			Todorov understood. He changed tack. “One’s my nephew. My sister’s boy. He’s an idiot. He’s . . . He fell in with the wrong crowd. Listen, I never intended to cover for him, but I couldn’t let him go to prison for trying to fit in with his friends. Anyone would do the same to protect a family member.”

			The nervous guy, Victor realized. There was no physical resemblance, but there didn’t need to be one. He believed Todorov. He even understood.

			“I never thought they would kill anyone,” Todorov said. “I tried to get them to stop. I swear to you, I really did.”

			Victor believed him.

			“They’ll never do it again.”

			“That’s something we can agree on,” Victor said.

			“They’re just dumb kids. They made a mistake. We all make mistakes when we’re young, don’t we?”

			“I made plenty,” Victor admitted. “But I never killed anyone I didn’t need to kill.”

			Todorov looked at him with new eyes.

			“They’re all dead,” Victor explained.

			Todorov bowed his head. He sighed. He swallowed. His eyes were moist when he raised his head again. “I . . . I don’t believe you. They can’t be.”

			“It doesn’t matter what you believe. It only matters what I believe.”

			Todorov just stared at him.

			“You may take your jacket off now,” Victor said. “And you should know by now that’s all you may do.”

			Todorov took off the jacket. He ignored the handgun holstered to his belt. It was in easy reach, but it was clasped, it had its safety engaged. Victor was far too close. Todorov went to drop the jacket over an armchair but Victor raised a palm to stop him.

			“Pass it to me.”

			“Why?”

			Victor said, “Because I told you to.”

			Todorov hesitated, but he obeyed. He was reluctant only because he was confused. Victor took the jacket from him. He patted down the pockets until he found what he was looking for and pulled free an envelope. Standard letter sized but fat with its contents.

			“I almost believed you,” Victor said.

			He turned the envelope upside down. It hadn’t been sealed, and banknotes dropped free and onto the coffee table.

			“You took more from them this time, didn’t you? You took more because they’ve made more work for you.”

			Todorov was silent.

			“I almost let you go.”

			Todorov’s eyes were still moist. “He really is my nephew.”

			“Was,” Victor corrected. “And protecting him and profiting from his activities weren’t mutually exclusive, right?”

			Todorov didn’t answer. He went for his gun. He had practiced his quick draw, that was clear. Each of the necessary movements was fast and smooth, but there were too many to make: reach, unclasp, grab, draw, raise, aim, squeeze.

			Victor used the bottle of rakia to bat the pistol from Todorov’s hand before he was halfway through the process.

			Todorov grimaced and clutched at his injured wrist. “Why are you doing this? Are you trying to be a hero?”

			“I assure you, I’m the opposite.”

			“Then why?”

			Victor didn’t answer. He hadn’t considered the why before now. He wasn’t the self-reflective sort.

			“Why?”

			“She was nice to me,” Victor said, finally. “She bought me food.”

			Todorov’s eyes were almost as large as the girl’s had been. “What? That’s it? That can’t be it.”

			“I didn’t get the chance to thank her,” Victor said. “This is my way of making up for that.”

			Todorov’s bones were dense. Plenty of calcium in his diet. Plenty of magnesium. It took three hits with the gin bottle before his skull broke apart.

			It was light when Victor stepped outside again.

			Dawn had come, and gone.

		

	
		
			Nine

			Sometimes you needed to catch a lucky break. Otherwise, certain cases just couldn’t be solved. That was the sad reality of police work. Even with fingerprints, even with DNA, even with ever-advancing technology, some motives could not be rationalized, some perpetrators could not be understood. Some victims went unavenged.

			Stoyanova was used to all that. Didn’t make it any better, but acceptance was everything.

			Detective Todorov had not been a good man. More officers than not were corrupt in her experience. Some were outright criminals. Others still were pure villains. Stoyanova treated all victims the same, however. Innocent or guilty, a victim was a victim.

			So she was disappointed to consign Todorov’s murder to the archives. Unsolved. Unavenged. No doubt murdered by one of the many criminals he associated with, but she would never know. That made her sad. Not for him, but for the lack of justice. The same night a young girl had been killed by armed robbers, the same night four young men almost certainly those robbers had been slaughtered, one of whom was Todorov’s nephew. The bloodiest night in recent memory. It could very well be the bloodiest night Stoyanova would ever witness in her career. News of it reached far. A national talking point. The town police couldn’t cope, especially after losing one of their detectives in the process. Maybe it was the alignment of the stars. Stoyanova was a little superstitious. She believed not everything could be explained with science alone.

			She toasted Todorov that evening in his favorite bar, remembering the best of him and drowning the worst with plenty of rakia.

			Maybe too much, but her whole family had the constitutions of mountain bears. She drank a lot but it was rare for her to get drunk. She still had her wits when a stranger took the bar stool next to her.

			He was in his early forties. A neat man in smart trousers and a blazer. He introduced himself, a detective from Sofia. He showed his credentials and asked if she would answer some informal questions, off the record because it was a sensitive case he was working, a perpetrator only he cared about finding. He would get in trouble if his superiors knew he was chasing ghosts.

			“Sure,” she said, happy to help. She had plenty of cases like that, ones which she wasn’t supposed to be working on but which she worked on all the same.

			He asked a lot of questions about that bloodiest of nights, about the armed robbery, about the girl, about the four young men, about Todorov.

			“It’s my understanding that the girl was in the company of a man.” He checked a notebook. “Thirties. Suit. Perhaps a wooly hat. Maybe injured.”

			She remembered the witness. “Yeah, he was passing through. I don’t recall any injury, however. I spoke to him about the incident and he was cooperative but ultimately unhelpful.”

			“I’d like you to tell me everything you recall about this particular witness. Leave nothing out. Nothing at all. Every single detail is important to me.”

			“Hey,” she said. “Where are you from? Originally, I mean. I can’t quite place your accent.”

			He smiled at her, impressed. “You have a good ear. I’m from Chechnya. Originally.”

			She was pleased with herself. “Thought so. I have family there so I can hear those little traces. So, why do you want to know about the witness?”

			Ishamel Basayev was honest in his answer, “He and I have unfinished business.”
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			Chapter 1

			The beach was white sand, stretched in a crescent around the bay. Dark waves lapped against the shore as feral dogs foraged along the water’s edge, searching for scraps left by backpackers. On the farthest spur of sand two wild horses ran back and forth in some ritual Victor couldn’t hope to comprehend.

			The seller he was meeting called himself Jairo. He was old and tanned, short and hairy. He had a beard that rose to his cheekbones, pure white and bushy. His shirt was opened to his sternum, revealing a thatch of colorless chest hair. Gold neck chains gleamed from among the curls. His eyebrows were still black, and almost met in the middle. He smelled of rum, or else local aguardiente—Victor hadn’t spent enough time in Guatemala to be able to differentiate between them by scent alone.

			The last of the sun was disappearing over the horizon, but the heat of the day remained. Victor’s clothes were lightweight and loose, pushed taut against him by the breeze. It came from the east, from out across the Caribbean Sea, somehow cool and warm at the same time.

			Jairo was from across the border in Honduras, and he dressed like a bum. His shirt was dotted with grease stains from a couple of days’ worth of messy eating. Threadbare denim shorts hung to his knees. The legs that protruded from the shorts were thin and weak. He wore rubber sandals that revealed that the skin of his heels was cracked and split. He had tattoos on his forearms. They were too old and faded and his skin too tan for Victor to make out what they portrayed.

			He was no international arms trafficker. He was no Vladimir Kasakov. He was no Georg, even. He was just a small-time gun runner. He was just a man in possession of an expensive rifle. How he came across the weapon, Georg hadn’t passed on to Victor, and Jairo hadn’t offered its history. He hadn’t even wanted to show it to Victor without seeing the money.

			“I check the weapon is in good condition,” Victor had said. “Then you get see the cash.”

			Jairo shook his head. “That’s not how this works.”

			They spoke in English, because Victor didn’t want Jairo to know he spoke Spanish as well as he did. Better, even.

			“It works how I say it works.”

			Jairo was silent. He glanced at the wild horses.

			“Don’t forget that you want to sell the gun more than I want to buy it. I can walk away at any point and keep my money. You’ll still have a rifle you don’t want.”

			Jairo thought for a while. He didn’t blink a lot, but he rubbed one palm with the other thumb.

			He shrugged. “Okay, you can check it. Make sure it’s legit.”

			He was nervous while Victor did. He couldn’t stop moving. He couldn’t stop fidgeting. If he wasn’t shuffling his weight, he was rubbing his palms together. If he wasn’t rolling his shoulders, he was scratching the back of his neck. Victor took in all the telltale signs and acted as if he didn’t see them, as if he didn’t understand. He wanted to buy time. He wanted to assess the situation.

			The Accuracy International AX50 was a big piece of engineering. It came in a case made from toughened military-grade polymer large enough to hide a person inside—dismembered, but doable. Victor had squeezed bodies into less. Inside the case, thick foam rubber encased the component parts, isolated and identifiable to Victor’s gaze. He checked each part in turn and acknowledged that every one was as it should be, as expected. Accessories came in a separate compartment and were, like the weapon itself, all good. Too good.

			He kept his thoughts to himself for the moment, still assessing. Jairo was growing even edgier, because in the dim light he couldn’t see Victor’s eyes in the shadow of the khaki cap and he couldn’t read the expression beneath.

			“What do you think?” Jairo asked when he couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “You like it?”

			“It’s beautiful,” Victor said.

			Jairo was picking something from his teeth. “You gonna buy?”

			Victor kept his gaze on the rifle. “How much do you want for it?”

			“A hundred thousand is the price agreed by the middleman. You have the cash? You buy?”

			The rifle retailed for a fraction of that, even with all the accessories, but there was a heavy premium on black-market weapons. Jairo was adding a considerable premium to that premium, but for such a weapon it was a seller’s market. If Victor wasn’t prepared to overpay he was never going to be able to acquire what he needed. Whatever he had said, he wanted the gun more than Jairo wanted to sell it.

			He rubbed the gun oil from his fingers. “Where did you get the weapon?”

			Jairo shrugged and adjusted his footing. “What does it matter? I’m not gonna ask you where you got your money from. You brought it, yes? In your truck?”

			Victor nodded.

			He had his pickup parked where the sand dunes became prickled with long grass. Jairo’s own vehicle—another pickup—was parked on the beach itself, out in the open as agreed. Victor had arrived early, but Jairo had been earlier. He had been drinking. There was a sheen to his skin and a glaze to his eyes.

			“Let me see it.”

			Victor shut the case and thumbed the catches. He dragged it from the load bed of Jairo’s pickup. Even for Victor’s strength, it was heavy. The rifle alone weighed almost twenty kilos. He carried it in his left hand. He led Jairo to his truck. Led, because Jairo didn’t move fast. He followed at a slow pace. In part because his stride was short, like his height; in part because he had poor footwear for traversing sand; in part because of all the nerves.

			“A hundred grand is a lot of money,” Victor said as they walked, “even for a weapon like this. Black-market rates are black-market rates—I get that—but this rifle is brand-new. There’s still packing grease on the components. Someone tried to wipe it away, but you can’t do that. You have to use it. You have to get it dirty first. You have to put it together and fire rounds and strip it apart again and scrub and clean and oil it. Then you get rid of the packing grease. Good try all the same.”

			Jairo acted confused. “What does it matter if it’s brand-new? You’re getting a good deal.”

			“That’s my point. The price is too good, black-market rates and all, for a brand-new weapon. This has never been used. It’s mint in the box. So, where did you get it?”

			Jairo shrugged. “I don’t own the gun,” he explained. “I’m only the seller.”

			The light was fading fast and the blue pickup Victor had bought for cash looked almost black. He set the heavy case down in the load bed and dragged forth a sports bag. He shoved it into Jairo’s waiting grip and ripped open a packet of beef jerky from a container of supplies.

			“Want some?” He offered the packet to Jairo.

			Jairo glanced up. “Looks disgusting.”

			Victor shrugged as he chewed. More for him.

			Jairo wasn’t hungry. He was wasting no time, unzipping the sports bag and peering inside, smiling when he saw the bundles of American dollars.

			“You know,” Victor said after swallowing, “at first I wondered if you were part of a sting operation. A nonproliferation thing. That’s always the biggest risk when buying this kind of hardware. I figured there could be binoculars and cameras on me, officials and cops waiting out of sight behind the dunes, ready to rush in when I showed the money. Until then, I’d committed no crime. So, I was weighing up my odds, wondering if they had a clear shot of my features, wondering what repercussions I would face farther down the line. Just because I had committed no crime didn’t mean there wouldn’t be fallout. A man like me can’t afford to be on someone’s radar.”

			Jairo was half listening, because he had noticed something about the bag. He reached inside.

			“All those nerves you had,” Victor continued. “I figured they had you over a barrel, and you’d get them off if you gave up your buyer. Me. But then I found the packing grease. No way an official sting operation would use brand-new weaponry like that. No way they could get hold of it, even to lure out of an utterly deplorable person such as myself. They would use what they had, what they had confiscated. So, this has to be something else. I overthought it. The simplest explanation is usually the right one.”

			Jairo pushed his hand deep into the bag and drew out one of the thick bundles of cash. They appeared to be straps of hundred-dollar bills, a hundred bills per strap, secured with a rubber band. Jairo peeled back the first bill to see that the rest were nothing more than rectangular pieces of blank paper.

			“No, no, no,” Jairo muttered.

			“You didn’t think I would bring a hundred grand in cash to make a deal in the middle of nowhere, did you? That’s how you get yourself killed.”

			“You’ve made a huge mistake.”

			Victor said, “When I’ve already made so many, why stop now?”

			“You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

			Victor’s tone was wistful. “If only the reverse were true, Jairo, we could save ourselves an awful lot of inevitable unpleasantness.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The sun was little more than a red line on the horizon. The horses had gone with the approaching darkness, but the feral dogs still scoured the beach. They had no fear of the night and were hungry and determined. The waves had lost their remaining luminescence, blackening as the day became night.

			“Where’s the rest of the money?” Jairo asked, speaking with fast, desperate words. “In your truck? Nearby? It had better be, for both our sakes.”

			Victor shrugged like Jairo had done several times.

			“It’s not here at all?” Jairo gasped. “That wasn’t the deal. I bring gun. You bring cash. You don’t know what you’ve done.”

			“But that’s not all you brought, is it?”

			Jairo was silent.

			“The simplest explanation is usually the right one,” Victor repeated. “This is a shakedown. This is a robbery.”

			“It’s not me,” he said.

			“Excuse my sarcasm when I say, ‘No kidding?’ No offense, Jairo, but I wouldn’t have bothered with the charade if I thought you were behind it. I would have simply killed you and carried on with my day, a rifle in my truck and a spare hundred K to spend at the blackjack table.”

			Jairo stared.

			“I jest—half jest—but the funny thing is that now you know I know, you’re not showing the same nerves as before. Why’s that? Who wants the money?”

			It was never unexpected that those Victor dealt with would seek a better deal. It was never a surprise to be betrayed. He kept few acquaintances, and of those, he used them only from time to time. He had to deal with new people to do his job and to stay alive. He had to find a constant stream of suppliers. Suppliers who operated in the same underground world as his were untrustworthy by default. Some were even less trustworthy than Victor.

			“Marxists,” Jairo explained, shaking his head in some private conflict. “Crazies. They call themselves the Army of the Poor.”

			“The guerrilla group from Honduras? They disbanded decades ago.”

			“Doesn’t mean there aren’t those out there who wish they hadn’t, that would like to start a new war, a new revolution. Like I said, they’re crazy.”

			That was how they had the rifle then, Victor realized. Part of a larger arms cache—maybe stolen, maybe hijacked, maybe donated—lying unused and waiting somewhere in the jungle, waiting to be put to use, waiting to be activated when they had enough numbers, enough resources to reveal themselves and pursue fruitless goals.

			“They’re raising funds,” Victor said. “For the cause.”

			Jairo nodded. He thumbed one of the bundles of blank paper, as if he had been wrong, as if dollar bills would magically appear and fix the mess he had found himself trapped within.

			“This isn’t the first time you’ve done this,” Victor said. “Even with your nerves, you did everything else right, so you’ve had practice. How many times has this setup worked?”

			Jairo hesitated. “You’re the fifth person they’ll have robbed.”

			“Then you shouldn’t have been nervous with me. It should be old hat by now. My fifth job was a walk in the park. Figuratively and literally. Gorky Park, if you’re interested.”

			“I don’t want to be part of this,” Jairo said. “I hate them. But I have no choice.”

			“There’s always a choice,” Victor said, then understood. “Ah . . . You weren’t scared the shakedown would go wrong, that I would see it coming. You’re scared of what happens when it goes right. You don’t have the stomach for it. That’s why you were drinking, isn’t it?”

			Jairo was silent. He couldn’t look Victor in the eye.

			One of the feral dogs was barking at gulls trying to steal the morsels of food it had found for itself. The gulls swooped down in daring raids as the dog chased them away.

			“They’re not going to simply rob me, are they, Jairo? They’re going to kill me. That’s why it’s worked four times before: no one left to report the crime.”

			“I—”

			“Don’t bother. I don’t want to hear it. I want to hear how they’re going to do it. I didn’t see any signs that anyone is nearby, so they’re keeping their distance.” He glanced around. “Let me guess: I give you the cash; I take the rifle. I think it’s all fine; then I drive into an ambush when I try to leave the beach, when my guard’s down. Sound about right?”

			Jairo could only nod.

			“I like it,” Victor said. “Whoever thought it up knows their stuff. Can’t do much with my hands on the wheel. That’s why I don’t like driving. You’re getting nervous again, Jairo. Calm down—I’m not going to kill you.”

			Jairo was confused.

			“On one condition,” Victor explained. “After I’ve killed your friends, I want your assistance cleaning up the mess. I don’t just mean the physical mess, but the fallout. I have a job to complete, and I can do without the added attention. It’s proving to be difficult enough as it is.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You don’t need to understand at this moment. All you need to understand is that this is a genuine deal. I don’t really have rules, Jairo. There’s not much I haven’t done. There’s even less I won’t do. If there’s a worse person out there I haven’t met him, and I’ve met plenty. But if someone plays straight with me, then I’ll probably play straight with them in return. I’d like to call it a do-no-harm kind of philosophy, but in the business I’m in that would be beyond ironic. So let’s say that if I agree to a deal then I’ll honor it, and while I don’t necessarily expect the other party to do the same, there’ll be the severest of repercussions if they don’t. What I’m trying to tell you is that if someone leaves me alone, I’ll leave them alone. You could say I try to keep my word, but I’m also a very bad person. If I weren’t presenting you with a genuine offer, if I were trying to trick you, I would say something like, ‘I’m not going to kill you now’ or ‘I’ll help you get out of this,’ which would allow me to keep my word and still kill you later. Juvenile, perhaps, but who wants to grow up if they don’t have to? But that’s not what I said. I’m offering you the unprecedented chance to continue your miserable existence. All you have to do is back the winning team. So, are you going to switch sides?”

			Jairo was even more confused. “They have guns.”

			“A shocking revelation,” Victor said. “I can see that you are unconvinced. That’s understandable, as you don’t know me, so I’ll allow you to think about it. You can give me your answer in a few minutes’ time.”

			“You’re as crazy as they are.”

			Victor nodded. “More so, I assure you. But that’s enough talking. Let’s maintain the charade, shall we?” He secured the case in the load bed and then offered Jairo his hand. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

			Jairo stared at his outstretched hand.

			“At least try to play along, Jairo. There’s a good chap.”

			A tanned hand took Victor’s, and they shook. Jairo’s grip was limp. He was shaking his head before Victor had finished. “No, they already know.”

			He looked at Jairo. He looked at the open shirt and the loose shorts, the tattoos and the chest hair, the sandals and the hairy legs. Nowhere to hide a conventional recording device.

			“You were supposed to give them a signal when you looked in the bag,” Victor said. “But you didn’t. They know I haven’t brought the money. They’re here.”

			Jairo didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to say anything. A loud rustle came from the dunes, from beyond the long grasses, announcing the approach of several figures with guns.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			They looked as Victor would have expected. They dressed in military fatigues, as if they were a legitimate army, but the clothes didn’t fit right. They didn’t quite match: olive green with woodland green, US Army–issue jackets with Colombian khakis that attempted to be a uniform but failed on the details. They had jungle boots and marching boots and hats of various types—caps, berets, and smocks. There were six in total, all armed with cheap assault rifles: Galils and FALs, all as old as Victor. They were clean, though, which was the most important detail. Whatever the failed attempt at a uniform, whatever the age of the weapons, these guys had at least some proficiency. Amateurs, but not incompetents.

			Their arrival startled the feral dogs, who scattered, leaving whatever they had found to the gulls. Victory through perseverance.

			The leader of the six was obvious. She walked—strode—ahead of the others, her face pinched by undisguised anger. The woman looked young, but so did her men. None of them were older than twenty-five. One of the men was still a teenager. They were a group of idealists that had become extremists, which in Victor’s experience was more of a short walk than a long journey. He had been paid to kill enough of the latter to know the steps.

			She had a confident gait and held a rigid posture. Camouflage paint dirtied her face. Her hair was short and straight. Binoculars hung by a leather strap from her neck. Unlike her men, she carried no rifle, but had a sidearm holstered on her left thigh. She drew the pistol as she neared and aimed it at Victor with her left hand, but the safety stayed on. He was in no immediate danger, because killing him meant they wouldn’t get the money.

			The commander stopped when she was close, but not too close. Victor raised his palms.

			“Don’t shoot,” he said without inflection.

			“Where’s your weapon?” she demanded.

			Slow and obvious, Victor lifted one flap of his shirt to reveal a Glock tucked into his waistband. He had bought it in the back streets of Guatemala City, where small arms could be purchased cheap and were readily available.

			“Lose it,” she said.

			Victor did. A good pistol, but no use in a six-on-one gunfight. He threw it toward the dunes, high in the air, so it didn’t go far. His gaze was on the woman, so he didn’t see the Glock land, but he was listening hard for it to do so. Twelve or thirteen meters, he noted, should he need to sprint for it. He wasn’t sure how this was going to go just yet, so he wanted to keep his options open.

			“Where is it?” she demanded.

			He played ignorant—“Where’s what?”—but not dumb, because his answer only angered her further. He wanted her angry.

			“The money,” she spat. “Where is it?”

			“Far away from here. Safe. Secure. Hidden.”

			She edged forward. “Where?”

			“I’ll take you to it, if you like.”

			“Tell me or I’ll put a bullet through your skull.”

			Victor shrugged. “Then you won’t get the hundred thousand.” He glanced at the bag Jairo was still holding. “Well, the other ninety-nine thousand, to be exact. I’m guessing a grand isn’t a good consolation prize.”

			One hundred thousand dollars wasn’t a lot of money to Victor, but to some aspiring terrorists living in tents in the jungle, it would go a long way to keep them sustained. Someone had recently told him that revolutions took time, and were expensive. When the average citizen in this part of the world earned less than ten thousand dollars per annum, it wasn’t hard to see how such a group would kill for the kind of cash Victor had brought to them. Or hadn’t brought.

			The woman said, “I don’t have to shoot you in the head. I can shoot your dick off if I want to.” She stepped closer. “You’ll be begging to tell me then. You should know that I’m a great shot.”

			Victor remained silent. He didn’t have to say anything. They both knew it was a bluff. The old weapons and the mismatched clothes answered for them. They were desperate for funds. She wouldn’t risk hurting him too much. If he died of shock or blood loss they would miss out on much-needed cash. This was a new situation for her—the shakedown-cum-ambush had worked every time until now—and she wasn’t sure of the best way to handle this particular scenario. She was making it up as she went along. Victor had been in similar situations. He knew what to do.

			“Okay,” she said, having worked out her next move. “You take us to the money.”

			“No,” he said.

			“No?”

			She was shocked. His refusal wasn’t part of her next move.

			Victor said, “If you want the cash, you do it my way. I’ll take you to it. But only you. Your guys wait here. They can build a fire from driftwood. Sing songs about workers controlling the means of production until we get back.”

			She smiled with contempt, stepping closer, and answered with a predictable “No.”

			Which let him ask, “You’re not scared of me, are you?”

			She hesitated, because there was no correct answer. If she agreed, she would lose face in front of her men. If she denied, there was no reason not to go with him.

			She smiled at Victor, as if this was a misunderstanding that had spiraled out of control, and lowered the pistol. “We can fix this, can’t we? You want the rifle. We want the money.”

			He nodded. “It was supposed to be that simple. It could’ve been that simple. Play straight with me and I play straight with you.”

			Jairo, standing at the edge of Victor’s peripheral vision, tensed.

			The woman holstered the gun, fast and easy. “It still can be. See? We’ll all go to fetch the money. I’ll go with you. My men follow in another truck. Okay?”

			“Sure,” Victor said with a smile of his own, as though she had convinced him it was only a misunderstanding, that her intentions were to make the original deal work.

			Pleased to have the situation under control, she turned to face her men, to tell them what to do next. She had a new plan.

			The only problem with it was that she now stood too close to Victor, who took a fast step forward—up behind her—and closed the distance enough to snatch the gun from her unfastened holster in his left hand while he grabbed her hair with his right.

			In an instant, the muzzle was against her cheek.

			“Change of plan,” he said.
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