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CHAPTER 1 - SLICED LIKE A THANKSGIVING TURKEY
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‘BAD MOVE, VICTOR,’ the man thought, and his sharp blue eyes searched the surrounding shadows. 

Anxiety throbbed in his chest, and he rubbed his fingers together without realizing it. He craved a cigarette, and badly. He had decided to quit smoking, but his will was being tested again. It wasn’t easy to quit smoking in his profession. 

An unpleasant feeling had been eating away at him since he accepted the meeting with the so-called informer at the Music Garden. His gaze slid over the grove once more.  

‘Not a very clever place for a clandestine rendezvous,’ he mused apprehensively. ‘Especially not so close to midnight and not at the Sarabande,’ Victor shook his head, dissatisfied with his lack of foresight. ‘I should have insisted we meet at the Prelude or Minuet,’ he repeated to himself for the tenth time that day. 

Stately in daylight, Sarabande looked grim at night. The anemic moonlight barely penetrating the dense, heavy clouds was of no help. 

The weatherman on duty had predicted rain again. Still, Victor had given up relying on the accuracy of the weather report some time ago. For three days, the weather channel had been calling thunder and lightning storms, but the city had yet to see a drop of rain or hear a rumble of thunder. Following the footsteps of the hottest summer on record, late September was sweltering, and people would have welcomed some rain.  

Victor leaned against the nearest tree and checked his pocket, where he had hidden a tape recorder. He knew his source would not like to see that he intended to record his story, but Victor couldn’t care less. After all, he was paying for the information, and if he was paying for it, the man understood that he could take full advantage of it and use it as he wished. 

Restless, he stood with his eyes open and his ears pricked up. He knew he had not considered certain basic safety precautions because of his impatience to solve the case. Now, he had to make up for his lack of foresight if he wanted to keep his skin intact.  

‘Just one simple mistake, and you’re one step closer to the grave. The pitcher won’t always go in the water, Victor,’ he reflected. ‘I’m far too old to take foolish chances. Heck, I’m too old for all this nonsense,’ he admonished himself, only a moment before he heard a crackle somewhere to his right. 

No sooner had he turned his head towards where the noise had come from than a strong arm plunged a knife into his back. Victor groaned and fell to the ground. He was a big man, well over six feet tall and weighing around 200 pounds, so his fall felt like a small earthquake in the small grove. 

‘Now I’m really fucked,’ he reflected as the pain invaded his brain and seethed in his chest and abdomen. ‘Sliced just like a Thanksgiving turkey,’ he noted bitterly. 

His fingers tightened in the leaves on the ground, and gratitude washed over him when the sound of footsteps moving away reached his ears. At least no one was rushing to ensure he was dead, he thought, then lost consciousness.
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[image: image]


LEAH SNUGGLED CLOSER to Axel as if to steal some of his warmth, though it was pretty warm that night, even if the balcony door had been left open. His arms went around her, and his head rested on the top of hers. From time to time, Axel absently ran his lips over her hair. 

Leah felt comfortable, cherished, and, strangely enough, protected, ‘What the heck! I don’t need protecting, do I?’ she wondered, pushed from behind by a vague feminist pride.

The young woman had lost count of the evenings and nights she had spent with Axel. The days had added up to weeks and the weeks to months. Well, about two or three months, plus or minus a week or two. 

Leah wasn’t paying any attention to the movie on TV - she was much more interested in Axel’s scent and warmth. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply, letting his scent wash over her, content to be in his arms. 

Axel’s thoughts did not overwhelm her. Now she found it restful, even if, for a short while, it had bothered her that she couldn’t read his mind. 

It was a radical change for her not to be able to discern a single thought in the mind of the man she was dating. Quite often, during her encounters with the sporadic friends she’d had, those thoughts had managed to spoil her good mood.  

With Axel, the unknown was simply refreshing. She had to strain to guess what Axel wanted because she couldn’t know what he was thinking when he looked at her. Because of this effort, she was always alert and, as a result, became closer and closer to him. 

Despite the action on the TV screen and the explosions roaring through the speakers, Leah fell asleep in Axel’s arms, her head on his chest. Her fingers curled into the man’s shirt as if she wanted to cling to him even more, and Axel smiled, leaning back slightly to see her face.  

Axel had taken down Leah’s defences one by one, and it hadn’t been easy. Not for the first time, he wondered if he should thank that crazy woman who had stabbed him. After that event, Leah took care of Axel and gradually started to care about him, which mattered to him.

Again, Axel rested his chin on Leah’s brow, and though the woman amused him, his eyes returned to the movie. She had been the one who had chosen that bloody, noisy movie, and yet she had fallen asleep. 

Her even breathing relaxed him, too, and Axel caressed her arm and shoulder with tender touches. His mind began to wander, tamed, free of all tension. 

Suddenly, the man was breathing convulsively, and his arms tightened tightly around Leah’s body, who woke up with a grimace of pain on her lips. 

“What’s wrong, Axel?” she asked when her eyes met his stare. 

Axel seemed to be staring at a fixed point in space.

“What’s wrong?” she asked again, and this time, the woman also shook him to make sure Axel would pay attention. 

The man right now right blinked and looked at her, confused for a moment, then ran his fingers over her cheek tenderly.  

“We have to go now, Leah,” he said sadly. 

“Go where?” she asked, confusion shining in her eyes. “What happened?” she asked the man quietly.

“Someone might die,” Axel replied matter-of-factly, and Leah’s eyes widened, her lips parting with surprise.

“Now?” she asked in a loud whisper.

Axel was content only to nod in agreement.   
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CHAPTER 2 - FATE LIKES A GOOD JOKE 
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THIS TIME, THE WEATHERMAN on duty wasn’t wrong. Lightning lit up the sky, and the rain lashed Victor’s face, half buried in the leaves scattered on the grove ground. 

Groaning in the cold rain, Victor began to stir and opened his eyes with effort. Pain assailed him from all sides, but he felt his back numb, which seemed strange to him.

‘How appropriate. I’m going to die whipped by the rain,’ Victor muttered cynically, trying to look around but finding his gaze blurred. ‘Full circle, hmm?’ 

Victor remembered everything his mother had told him about his birth. Victor had entered the world in a small village in Transylvania at the end of September.

‘Yeah, five more days, and I’d have celebrated my birthday,’ he sneered. 

It had heavily rained the night the man came into the world. His mother may not have made it to the new community hospital. 

In those days, hospitals were found in big cities, metropolises, and county capitals. Unfortunately, the small community hospital was a pilot project that needed better thought out. 

Victor didn’t seem very happy with the hospital environment if his mother was to be believed. With an innate determination - the same determination that would later help him through many trials in life, the baby made his dissatisfaction known by screaming at the top of his lungs.

His screams could be heard beyond the walls of the makeshift maternity ward and made the two nurses on duty tense up. The boy had good lungs.  

At the time, it never occurred to him that his name would go down in the history book of the little hamlet. Victor became a celebrity in his own right - the first baby born in the new hospital built at the foot of the mountain. 

‘Is this the kind of crap people think of when they’re about to turn the corner?” marvelled Victor, flexing his fingers to ensure he was still alive. 

Then Victor shook his head. He was a man of action, and it was not like him to give up. The man tried to move, but the waves of pain spread quickly through his body. He clenched his teeth, and a long hiss escaped his lips. 

‘I just need to rest a moment longer,’ he concluded as the pain grew more intense. ‘Then I’ll be able to move, for sure,’ he muttered with determination.  

Regardless of his other traits, Victor was, first and foremost, a determined man. When he made up his mind, he didn’t change it quickly and stubbornly stuck to it, even if the end didn’t turn out to be a happy one. Now, the man had decided to live so he would undoubtedly survive. 

He closed his eyes and clenched his fists, thinking he would rest for only a moment and then try to move again. 

In the meantime, he had time to analyze his life. He hadn’t had time for that in the last twenty-two years. First, he had gone to college, then he had emigrated... A man’s life... 

It was finally time to look back and seriously reflect on everything he had done in life and where he had come. Anyway, it wasn’t as if he could move from that place or do anything else at the moment. 

Victor’s life had followed a predictable path for the first eighteen years. Victor had never been a very diligent student. Still, he was intelligent and, more than that, had an excellent memory. 

He was able to get out of any situation with words. He didn’t feel guilty when he had to lie. In fact, he lied with such conviction and a straight face that people believed absolutely everything he said. 

In class, teachers avoided asking him questions. They tried at first but learned their lesson pretty fast. Victor had a special gift - he babbled in circles, so everyone, including the teachers, became confused. No one knew what the correct answer was after that. 

After discussing a particular topic with him, more than a few teachers have subsequently found themselves looking for an answer in textbooks. They came to doubt their own knowledge. 

However, it wasn’t like they could make him repeat the year. The policy of the time was clear - no child should have been in the position to repeat a class. 

So, Victor graduated year after year with good grades most of the time. Not because he worked hard but because he simply absorbed information like a sponge when he attended class, which helped him get into high school.  

In the winter of the thirteenth year, things changed, at least on the surface. The change came with the rumblings of revolution when new possibilities emerged. 

The transition from socialism to capitalism had begun, and Victor felt that the latter could make or break a man. He had seen enough films on video - that fantastic contraption daring his fantasy for the past two years - so he had some idea of what else was happening in the world. 

The man had already set his sights on a few possible deals, and his heart was well engaged in those prospects. However, he had forgotten one important thing - he had a very stubborn mother. Victor resembled her, after all. 

Like most people who lived in the country and worked the land, Maria Dobrotă had one dream - for her son to go to college and get a degree. 

As they used to say in the country, Maria wanted her son to become a gentleman. Not because she was ashamed of her work but because peasant work was hard and would break the boy’s back, and she wanted her only son to have something better.

The woman resolutely refused to listen to the words of his teachers, who advised her to send him to a trade school because high school was too expensive. The boy was supposed to go and live in the county capital, which meant money for a dormitory and canteen. 

She fought with them when Victor finished middle school and passed the exam for the first step of high school, and she fought with them when he took the entrance exam for the second step of high school. 

She was more than determined to fight them again. She decided to pay for tutoring to ensure her son would become an engineer. The sound of that word in her ears made her drunk with pride. 

‘Oh, Mother, Mother,’ Victor reflected tenderly. The woman had always seen only the good in him and always nudged him to become someone better. 

Victor tried to change her mind. He explained that times had changed, and an engineer wouldn’t have the same prestige as a businessman, but his mother was undeniable. Maria Dobrota knew nothing about business. But she did know that her cousin’s son was an engineer, and everyone respected him, even if no one knew exactly what the man did. 

Maria wanted her son to enjoy the same respect. She daydreamed of the day she would proudly tell people about her son, the engineer. 

Victor had no chance to escape the fate that had been decided for him. He was paired with a university professor for tutoring in exchange for a good chunk of his parents’ income and farm yield. 

Victor’s father would grumble occasionally, but his mother ruled everything in their house with an iron fist, and what she said was holy. The man had hung his pants on a peg the day he married her, even though he was taller than his wife by more than a head. 

Victor cursed the tutoring class, and the teacher gritted his teeth with determination. Even though Victor exasperated him, the poor man did his best to get Victor to learn algebra, mathematical analysis, and geometry. Fortunately, Victor liked math.

After the first two months of math tutoring had passed, Victor was introduced to another university professor who had agreed to tutor him in physics, one of the subjects Victor disliked most. He would have known everything about history or literature if asked anything from those subjects.

In his own defence, the teacher didn’t know what he was getting into and had simply miscalculated. He hadn’t thought of anything else but about the advantage of having a student from the countryside who would supply him with goods he couldn’t find in town at a reasonable price. 

Nor did the man foresee that he would have to cover a lot of material. His student had spent years of school skipping physics class or simply driving his physics teachers crazy when he was in class. Victor had probably spent a few minutes with his physics textbook over the years.  

Ironically, Victor passed the entrance exam to the Polytechnic Institute and became a student. He found his name in the middle of the admissions list, but his name was there. 

Except for his mother, everyone shook their heads in disbelief at the news. Even Victor didn’t think he would master geometry and physics well enough to get into college. 

His tutors added his performance to their portfolios. They could tutor anyone if they managed to teach Victor enough to get into college. 

‘They obviously intended to profit from that success,’ Victor reflected. ‘I would have done the same,’ he admitted. 

Victor tried to shrug, but the fire of pain shot through his body, awakening nerve endings he would have preferred dormant. Once again, he gritted his teeth. 

To forget the pain, Victor turned to the past. He couldn’t get up from there and go anywhere else anyway. Honest with himself, the man admitted that he wouldn’t even be able to crawl and was stuck in the grove. 

Despite the revolution, hard times were to come. Apparently, everything changed overnight. Values were overturned, and politics showed its ugly face. One guy even said on national TV that things needed about twenty-five years to get right. Not that Victor believed in such ad hoc prophecies. He knew it always depended on the people. 

Prices tended to rise continuously and forgot to go down. People paid a bit more for bread and milk every morning, and many lost sleep thinking about it. 

‘Not my mother,’ Victor smiled, remembering that year. 

His mother was over the moon and didn’t care about prices. The woman walked briskly down the main street and accosted people without hesitation, full of stories of her son’s success. 

Soon enough, tired of hearing about Victor’s genius, people learned to avoid Maria. Whenever they bumped into her, they quickly ran to the street corner or remembered visits they were supposed to make. 

However, some were not quick on their feet and were forced to repeatedly listen to the woman's stories of Victor’s outstanding achievements. Obviously, people smiled and nodded approvingly, but in thought, they ran through the juiciest swear words they knew.  

Drawing in the smell of wet leaves, Victor remembered that he had no worries back then. He’d even spent a wonderful summer before his freshman year. 

His mother decreed that the boy had worked hard enough and deserved the best vacation possible before college. It was, after all, Victor's last summer to enjoy every day without a care on his shoulders. 

The woman was also happy because the revolution had put an end to compulsory military service. Her Victor was spared of sacrificing a year of his life to the military. 

Despite the pain, Victor’s lips curved into a smile. He still remembered that summer. 

His mother’s efforts had given him an extraordinary and expensive month’s holiday by the sea. That year, he had the opportunity to gaze upon the vast surface for the first time. It fascinated him. Not enough to make him forget his mountains, but enough to make him dream of it from time to time.

At the time, Victor’s father tried to explain to his wife that it was too much for them. They weren’t making enough money and had already spent most of their savings on Victor’s tutoring. In the autumn, they had to pay for the boy’s hostel, canteen, and books... There were many things to consider. 

Victor wouldn’t have qualified for a social grant, and with his school record, no one would have given him any other type of scholarship. The boy had never chased high grades. 

Now, at almost forty, Victor understood his father’s concern. But then, the man had been more than happy to have his mother by his side. 

The woman merely plugged her ears and didn’t want to hear anything her husband said. She knew only one thing: her boy needed relaxation and a proper reward for his success. That’s why she gave Victor enough money to last him a whole month at the seaside. 

Maria was happy. Now, she already considered herself the mother of an engineer, as if Victor had already gone through five years of college and had his licensing exam in his pocket. 

That holiday opened Victor’s horizons wide. Away from his mother’s protective wing for the first time, Victor saw what life was all about. The years he spent in the dormitory during high school hadn’t prepared him as much as that holiday. 

Victor lost a quarter of his holiday money on his first night at the beach. He had joined a group of young men older than him, who introduced him to the beauty of a card game he had never played - poker. The game simply enchanted him. 

Two more nights of losses followed, but he gritted his teeth fiercely and persevered. His sharp mind helped him absorb every rule and every move. 

The fourth night brought him the top prize, and he hasn’t looked back. He had learned something that would help him put food on the table and a roof over his head whenever life knocked him down. 

Victor’s fingers brushed away the leaves. He put his head on his folded arms, and a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. 

He remembered his parents’ surprise when he stopped asking them to send him money. When he started sending them money home, they were more than a little stunned. 

Victor still remembered his father’s pride when he told him he had found a job. Obviously, the man had yet to learn Victor’s work consisted of emptying people’s pockets of money at poker. 

But at least by playing poker, he could pay for his five years of dorm, the canteen, textbooks and all the other books he wanted. The man loved to read, and with the money he earned, he could now buy all the books he had once only dreamed about. 

Victor sighed, staring into the night, contentment glinting in his eyes. At least he had made his old father happy for once in his life. 

Suddenly, footsteps echoed in the direction of the Gigue Garden. Trembling, Victor raised his head and stared unblinkingly into the night. 

Anxiety and fear gripped him, and the man pushed hard in his palms, propped on the ground to move. Instantly, pain radiated all over his back, but with determination, gritting his teeth, Victor continued to crawl under a tree. It felt like he was moving through molasses. Every inch he conquered brought him more and more sweat and pain. 

‘At least I’m still alive,’ Victor reflected. ‘But not for long if I don’t get off this damn path,’ he muttered, pushing harder in his arms, gritting his teeth to muffle his groans. 

“He fell somewhere around here,” a loud male voice pierced the silence. 

“Are you sure? I don’t see anyone,” replied a low voice, but one that clearly belonged to a woman. Doubt was evident in her voice. 

Victor stopped and tried to become one with the ground. He knew he was now in the shadows, and they couldn’t see him.  

“I hear him,” the woman said excitedly, and Victor grimaced.

‘How the heck can you hear me?’ the man wondered, and his eyes widened in bewilderment. His fingers dug into the grove’s soil as if he wanted to anchor himself there.  

‘I’m not saying a word,’ he thought feverishly. ‘I haven’t lost my wits enough to talk without realizing it, have I?’ 

“Yes, I hear him too,” replied the man’s voice. “He’s kept his humour, so his condition probably isn’t too bad,” he noticed wryly. 

Victor’s eyebrows rose on his forehead. ‘Who the hell are these people? More to the point, what the heck do they want from me?’

“I don’t hear anyone else around,” the woman said. “Take out your flashlight,” she asked in a commanding voice.

‘She sounds like a drill sergeant,’ Victor mused, listening carefully to every sound they made. 
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CHAPTER 3 - SOMETIMES GOD PUTS HIS HAND ON YOUR HEAD
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VICTOR GAVE UP PLAYING dead as the torchlight swept over him. He didn’t know the two people, but either way, there were only two viable options - they were either coming to rescue him or finish him off. There was no third possibility. 

The man lifted his head and gritted his teeth as he turned to face the light. The flashlight blinded him; this time, he couldn’t do otherwise but groan. 

“He’s over there,” the other man said and rushed to kneel beside Victor. “Hey, buddy, you still with us?” he asked, and Victor felt the smile in his voice. 

Victor growled and shook his head briefly. He didn’t know if he still had a voice or not. His eyes searched the man’s face, and, satisfied that he had never seen him before, he let his forehead fall back onto his folded arms and closed his eyes.

“Is he still alive?” the woman’s voice reached his ears. 

“Yes, he is. What should we do now?” the man asked, arousing Victor’s curiosity. 

‘Why is he asking her opinion?” he thought, and a few moments later, the man’s laughter filled the air. 

“Because she’s the boss now,” the man retorted humorously. 

His words shocked Victor, and he simply froze, his eyes fixing on Axel. He couldn’t even blink.

“Look what you’ve done now, Axel,” the woman admonished her companion. “You frightened him.” 

“He’ll survive,” Axel replied pragmatically, and Victor sensed that the man shrugged nonchalantly. 

“Who are you people?” Victor grunted, unable to keep his mouth shut for another moment. He felt as if he had landed in a bizarre dimension. This time, he was sure he didn’t say anything out loud.

The woman’s cool hand brushed his hair away from his forehead, soothing the rising fever. 

“I am Leah MacKay. I’m a detective, and this is my boyfriend, Axel Arnett,” she explained softly. “I’ll call an ambulance for you,” she continued. 

The woman tried to rise, but Victor’s fingers clamped down on her wrist with surprising strength. 

“Don’t call the police,” Victor muttered and then bit his lip. The sudden movement had released thousands of painful arrows along his spine and pelvis. 

Arnett burst into vigorous laughter, which grated on Victor’s nerves. He would have knocked the man to the ground with a well-placed fist if he had had enough strength. 

“I’m sorry, mate, the police are already here,” Axel explained cheerfully, which made Victor grit his teeth again. 

Leah gently removed his fingers from her wrist and pulled her cell phone from her pocket. She dialled 911 and explained to the operator who she was and that she needed an ambulance and her team at the Sarabande Garden. 

Defeated, Victor sighed and put his head on his arms again. Once, he had seen a commercial on TV about a small gopher who kept trying to climb out of a hole in
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