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The Story

 

How would you take them down?

 

Devastated after what happened to his family, Tom is out for revenge. But the first step is regaining his freedom. However, freedom is not free: He will have to assassinate a devious Russian oligarch.

 

This oligarch may hold the key to Tom finding out who is the network of assassins targeting him. But if he lets him live, Tom knows the client, a fearsome former KGB director, will make him pay.

 

Before Tom can decide, his enemies start closing in and he is forced to run. With the death toll piling up and so many unknowns, can Tom takedown those responsible?
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Chapter One

 

 

Vossiusstraat, Amsterdam

Netherlands

 

Assassin Tom Maverick stepped out of his rental Volkswagen as his target appeared on foot across the street. Tom had already double-checked his Sig Sauer P229 9mm pistol and had threaded a sound suppressor into the weapon’s barrel. He held the pistol with his right hand inside his half-zipped gray jacket as he advanced toward the target.

Akim Novikov was a Russian billionaire who had made a fortune in the steel industry during the chaotic years shortly after the fall of the Soviet Union. Over the years, he had made also a lot of enemies, sworn enemies. Even Novikov’s billions couldn’t keep him safe from the wrath of the man who had contracted Tom for the assassination.

The Russian was wearing a red tracksuit and was jogging slowly down the street that was barely wide enough for one car. Red and gray brick four-story apartment buildings rose to the right side. Vondelpark stretched on the left side, enclosed by a five-foot-high wrought-iron fence. It was a favorite park among locals and tourists for jogging, exercises, or picnics. Vehicles and bicycles were parked along the fence and the narrow sidewalk by the buildings.

Novikov was followed closely by his two trusted bodyguards. He usually had a larger security detail: Tom had counted up to eight bodyguards armed to their teeth when the Russian traveled in a three-vehicle convoy. Tom had run reconnaissance over the last seven days, trying to establish a pattern of the target’s daily activities. Like most people, the Russian was a creature of habit. And habits will lead him to his doom, Tom thought.

Novikov had just stepped out of his mansion for his daily run in the park. It was still early in the morning, not even six o’clock, and it was quiet. The air was crisp, and a cool breeze toyed with Tom’s black hair. Only a handful of people were on the street, and there would be even fewer people in the park. 

It was the perfect time for a run.

The perfect time for an assassination.

Tom advanced toward his target, then stopped and pulled out his phone, pretending to take a call. He turned slightly and ignored the bodyguard following closely behind Novikov. The bodyguard, a tall, young blond man in his twenties with a crew cut and dressed in a black suit, measured up Tom and determined he presented no threat.

Tom smirked. That’s a mistake.

He waited until the target and the bodyguards reached the park entrance, then he sprinted up behind them to close the gap. Tom placed his pistol into his shoulder holster, a modified version that was suppressor compatible. He rounded the corner and entered the park.

He was now about twenty yards away from Novikov and his goons. One of them turned his head and glanced at Tom. It was the same bodyguard who had measured up Tom a few seconds ago. Tom nodded slowly and waved at the bodyguard. The gesture was intended to show he was friendly and was carrying no weapons. At least, not as far as the bodyguards could see.

As expected, the bodyguard tensed for a moment. He assessed the threat as he slowed down for a couple of seconds. Then he shook his head and picked up his pace.

Tom glanced left and right, casting a sweeping gaze at the park. A man on a bicycle was about a hundred yards away. A jogger with wraparound headphones was stretching by a couple of trees on the other side of the park, at a distance of about fifty yards. Most likely, he won’t hear anything.

Tom decided to seize the moment. He stopped and with a swift, well-practiced move pulled out his pistol. The side of the holster was cut at a perfect angle, serving as a ramp to smooth out the draw process. He aimed his pistol at the blond bodyguard and fired a couple of rounds. They struck the man in the back of his head. He collapsed onto the gravel path with a loud thump.

The second bodyguard had just pulled out his pistol and turned around. However, Tom was faster on the trigger. He tapped it twice, sending two bullets into the bodyguard’s face. The man folded over and dropped dead onto the ground.

Novikov reached for his pistol in his waistband holster, but Tom had already aimed his Sig at the Russian. “Don’t do it!” he shouted at Novikov. “Not if you want to live.”

“You will kill me anyway,” Novikov said in an angry voice with a light accent but didn’t grab the gun.

Tom hurried his steps toward the Russian and locked eyes with him. Novikov was in his late sixties but looked younger. He had a full head of grayish hair, a broad forehead full of wrinkles, and large brown eyes full of wrath. The Russian’s hand was hovering a couple of inches away from his holster. When Tom was about six feet away from Novikov, he said to the Russian, “The man who sent me after you wants you alive.”

“Who is that man?” Novikov demanded in a gruff tone. “Tell me!”

His hand didn’t move away from the pistol.

“You know I can’t do that,” Tom replied in a calm tone with a headshake.

“I will pay you. I will pay you whatever you want to save my life.” Novikov’s voice rang with desperation. His fingers hovering over the holster twitched, but his eyes sparkled with a tiny glimmer of hope. He gave Tom an expectant look, then added in an emotion-choked voice, “Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll double it!”

Seeing no reaction from Tom’s poker face, the Russian blurted, “I’ll triple it!”

Three million dollars, Tom thought. It’s beyond tempting, but can I trust Akim Novikov? Plus, what will my prison friend do when he finds out I betrayed him? Tom let out a heavy, thoughtful sigh but said nothing.

“If you don’t want money, what can I give you? Maybe you want information. I can get you information, all kinds of information,” Novikov spoke rapidly, in an eager attempt to convince the assassin to spare his life. “I have powerful friends in the FSB, the SVR, even in the CIA and Interpol. Name what you want, and I will get it for you.”

Tom contemplated his offer. In his circumstances, he could use all the information he could gather. Novikov might be exaggerating the truth to save his life, but his billions could buy classified intelligence from those agencies. He could be useful in finding out who is after my family. After he has given me that intel, I can say that he escaped. Or I can go ahead and hand him over anyway…

“What is it going to be?” Novikov raised his bushy eyebrows and offered a questioning gaze. “Will you take me away, or do we have a deal?”

Before Maverick could answer, he saw a couple of joggers running toward them. They were still about two hundred yards away, but they were getting closer by the second. Tom needed to make a decision and make it quickly.

He nodded slowly and said in a low but firm voice, “You’ve got yourself a deal. But if you try to deceive me, I will kill you.”

Novikov’s lips curled up in a half-smile. “Good decision, Mr.…”

Tom shrugged and didn’t offer a name. He stepped closer to Novikov and removed the Russian’s pistol from his holster. He put both guns into the small of his back, then cocked his head toward the park’s entrance. “Let’s go. Now.”

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere safe, where you can get me that intel.”

“About?”

“I’ll tell you when we get there.”

Tom grabbed Novikov’s arm and half-ushered, half-forced him toward the entrance. “Where is your phone?”

“My pocket.” The Russian dropped his eyes to his chest.

“Pull it out and hand it to me. Slowly.”

Novikov did as ordered.

Tom glanced at the phone’s locked screen. “What’s the password?”

“Why?”

“Why do you think?”

“What exactly are you looking for?” he asked with a slight annoyance in his tone.

“The password.”

“Then what?”

Tom shook his head and sighed. “Let’s get something straight here, Novikov: I ask the questions, and I give the orders. Do you understand that?”

Novikov inhaled deeply and flared his nostrils. He drew himself up to full height and gave Tom a challenging stare that was full of judgment. He smirked at Tom, then said, “But of course. You have both pistols, so you have the authority.”

Tom drew closer to the Russian. “No, I have the authority because I killed your guards, and I can kill you as well. Don’t force me.”

“That wouldn’t be a wise decision—”

“For you. I will still get paid, and you will die. Is that what you want?”

​“What kind of stupid question is that?”

“The kind of question I ask stupid people. You’re used to giving orders, but that’s over now. Follow my orders and live. Disobey and die. Choose.”

Novikov smirked again. “My choice is obvious.”

“What’s the password then…”

He gave it to Tom, who entered it, then pocketed the phone. “Okay. Now, this way.”

The Russian glanced toward his mansion on Vossiusstraat. Tom had parked across the intersection of Vossiusstraat and Stadhouderskade and was leading Novikov in the opposite direction. Tom wondered if Novikov’s other bodyguards were waiting at his mansion. He hadn’t seen anyone outside, but what if they were inside? Or what if they were coming to meet him soon?

Tom shook his head. His run over the last three days has been thirty-five minutes. If they’re there, they won’t start to get worried until later. By that time, we’ll be long gone.

Unknown to Tom, one of Novikov’s bodyguards had been trying to contact the pair that Tom had gunned down. Since they couldn’t respond, that bodyguard had rung the alarm bell. Now, six bodyguards in two armored Mercedes-Benz SUVs were rushing toward the park to find out what had happened to their boss…
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​Chapter Two

 

 

MI5 Headquarters

Central London, United Kingdom

 

Trevor Wyatt shook his head and drew in a deep breath. He glanced over his shoulder at the agent sitting across from his desk. He was looking at his phone, but the agent could hear every single word of Wyatt’s conversation with MI5’s Director-General. So Wyatt turned around and said in a low voice into his phone, “That doesn’t resolve the situation, sir.” He tried to keep his voice neutral but couldn’t stop his dissatisfaction from slipping in.

“It does or it doesn’t, that is no longer our problem,” the Director-General replied in a tone full of frustration. He had been trying to get rid of Wyatt for five minutes. However, he kept insisting that MI5 shouldn’t give up their investigation.

“But that assassin should be facing justice. A UK citizen is dead. Tom Maverick should be behind bars. If not, he’s going to kill again,” Wyatt insisted but still kept his voice to barely above a whisper.

“Be that as it may, Director Wyatt, as I have already explained, this matter is no longer under our jurisdiction. The man you are referring to is no longer in UK custody. According to the intel on my desk, he is also no longer in our country. So, not our problem.” His voice was firmer than before, a few decibels louder, and had a greater tone of displeasure, which Wyatt hadn’t thought was possible.

​“Yes, because he was snatched from our hands by a slimy politician. Timothy Cloutier.” Wyatt spoke the man’s name as if spitting something horrible out of his mouth. “That man is supposed to be a national advisor to a Canadian minister. How come now he’s giving orders to us? Giving orders to you?”

The Director-General pursed his lips at Wyatt’s biting words, but it was the truth. The Canadian had interfered in a national security matter. The Director-General hadn’t liked it, but his hands were tied. The decision to release Tom Maverick from custody at His Majesty’s Prison Belmarsh—the UK’s “Guantanamo Bay,” as some called the maximum-security prison—had come straight from the Minister of State for Prisons, Parole and Probation. That had been a slap in the General-Director’s face, but a slap he had decided to accept. He was willing to also turn his other cheek if he wanted to keep his job.

But while he could do nothing about his boss, he could do something about this pest named Wyatt. According to Murphy’s Law crap only went down the pipeline, not up. So the Director-General said, “Director Wyatt, for the last time: This matter is not our concern. Not mine; and certainly not yours. Leave. It. Alone.” He spaced out his words with a brief dramatic pause between them, and his voice turned harsher and louder. “And that is it, director. Goodbye now,” he added and ended the call without another word.

Wyatt stared incredulously at the phone and shrugged. He had anticipated the Director-General’s reaction, although Wyatt held out hope that the D-G would actually grow a spine and stand up against the wrong. An invertebrate has more backbone than that excuse of a man. Wyatt cursed under his breath and tightened his fingers around his phone. He asked me to leave this matter alone. And I will, officially. Unofficially… well, that is another matter. And I don’t take orders from that slimeball.

Wyatt drew in a deep, cleansing breath and turned on his heel. “Agent Goodwin, as we had expected, the D-G isn’t willing to listen. He shut us down,” he said 

Agent Seth Goodwin glanced up at his boss with his aqua blue eyes. A flicker of determination crossed his clean-shaven face. He shifted in his seat to face Wyatt. “What’s our move, boss?” he asked, his voice calm but carrying a steely edge.

Wyatt said nothing until he dropped heavily on his black leather swivel chair. He slid it closer to his large brown mahogany desk, the centerpiece of his spacious office. He moved a few folders scattered on the desk to one side, then planted both elbows on the desk and formed a steeple with his hands. He tapped his index fingers together, then pointed them at Goodwin. “It all depends on you. You know what Maverick has done. It’s all in the file.” He tapped one of the folders, which was still open. “But let me tell you what never made it into the file.”

“I’m all ears, boss.” Goodwin flattened the front of his navy-blue suit and leaned closer to the desk.

“Of course, I have no evidence to prove any of this, but we don’t need evidence when we have our logic,” Wyatt said in an arrogant tone. “We know why Maverick got a get-out-of-jail-free card. It wasn’t for his great looks or sense of humor. It was so he could kill again.”

Goodwin nodded. His eyes were glued to his boss’s face. “Of course,” he said with a nod.

“And now that a top politician is involved, we can make a good guess about Maverick’s next target.”

Goodwin peered at Wyatt and ran his hand through his short-cropped black hair. “Who’s the politician?” he asked with genuine curiosity.

“The former minister of foreign affairs of Canada. Maverick is Canadian, hence the connection. And the man who got Maverick out of jail was the minister’s national advisor.”

“I see,” Goodwin said thoughtfully. He rubbed his chin, then scratched the left side of his oval face. “Safe to assume this is a matter of Canadian national security?”

“Related to it, yes. But that begs the question: Why isn’t the CSIS involved, their security agency? Why do they have to spring Maverick out of his hole? For something totally nefarious, I say.”

“You’re right, sir.” Goodwin nodded. “And it’s interesting that this man, the minister—or should I say, ex-minister, to be exact—is no longer in power. That makes me think he’s trying to get back to his old position—"

“Or a new, more powerful position.” Wyatt cut him off.

“Yes, and the ex-minister is willing to do everything it takes, even casting his lot with a jailed assassin.”

Wyatt gave Goodwin a thoughtful head nod. The boss’s facial expression was tight as he furrowed his brow at Goodwin. “Whatever it is, it has to be unofficial. But something important that will elevate the minister to his previous position he’s lost. We need to find out what that is. And you’ll be the one to do so.” He pointed at Goodwin.

Goodwin shifted in his seat. “What exactly is my assignment?” he asked in a cautious tone.

“I can’t exactly assign this to you. This op will be off the books. No agency resources or support. Just you against Maverick.”

“I’m assuming my job is to stop him?” Goodwin asked in an uncertain tone.

Wyatt grinned. “Stop is a euphemism. Maverick is wanted for assassinating one of our citizens. We have enough evidence to put him behind bars for life, but this is what happened.” He shrugged and lowered his head. His lips pressed tight into a grimace, then he spread his hands palms up. “We don’t want to catch Maverick alive. That wouldn’t do anyone any good.”

Goodwin gave his boss a sideways glance. “Are you telling me what I think you’re telling me?”

Wyatt returned a frustrated shake of his head. “I’m not telling you anything since I can’t give you any orders. But it is in the interest of national security if Maverick is stopped. Do you understand me?” He winked at his agent.

Goodwin didn’t even blink. “I understand, sir, very well,” he said in his trademark firm, confident tone. “I’ll take care of this Maverick situation.”

“Are you sure you’re willing to do this?”

“Absolutely.” Goodwin nodded. “If this is what my country needs from me, then I will do it.”

“Maverick is a cold-blooded assassin. Yesterday, it was a British banker; tomorrow, it could be someone else, me, or you. Whoever Maverick gets paid to kill. He doesn’t care about who his next victim is.”

Goodwin made strong eye contact with his boss and gave him a curt nod. “My mission is clear. Now, where is Maverick?”

“Uh, good question.” Wyatt glanced at the open file, then rummaged through it as he flipped the pages. “Maverick left Heathrow Airport for Paris, France. We have reason to believe that wasn’t his final destination.”

“What’s our evidence?”

“He was seen boarding a flight to Brussels, Belgium. The trail went cold there. The MI6 man on the ground lost him.”

“So, I’ll start in Brussels.”

“Yes. Meet with the MI6 agent and see what you can learn from him. And I have a couple of unofficial channels we’ll use. I’ll send you the names so that you can use those contacts.”

Goodwin gave his boss a firm nod.

“Besides getting rid of Maverick, I also want you to dig into Cloutier. Find out the reason why he sprung Maverick out of jail. This isn’t just about Maverick anymore; it’s about the network supporting him.”

Goodwin's eyes flashed with a mixture of curiosity and determination. “By all means. And we’ll use that as leverage. Everyone has skeletons in their closet.”

Wyatt smirked. “That’s the spirit. Now, remember to be extremely discreet. If something happens to you, MI5 was never officially involved. This meeting never happened.” Wyatt’s voice took on a low, conspiratorial tone.

“What meeting?” Goodwin replied with a wink.

“Exactly.” Wyatt pointed at Goodwin with an index finger. “I won’t keep you any longer. Maverick could be anywhere by now. But I have a feeling that he’s still in Europe. As soon as you have the first shred of actionable intel, get in touch with me.”

“Absolutely, sir. Maverick may have been lucky to get out of jail, but his luck has run out.” Goodwin’s voice turned ice-cold. He stood up and buttoned his jacket. “When he sees me, that will be the last thing he sees…”

Wyatt watched Goodwin leave the room, feeling a renewed sense of purpose. The Director-General and the bureaucracy machine might have failed them, but they wouldn’t fail the mission. They were going to bring Tom Maverick to justice, no matter the cost.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Vondelpark, Amsterdam

Netherlands

 

Tom heard the screeching tires of the first black Mercedes-Benz SUV as it stopped near the park’s entrance. He didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know it was Novikov’s bodyguards. They’ve clued in that their two compadres are down.

Tom jammed his pistol into Novikov’s side and spun him around. As he did so, the Russian oligarch and Tom faced two bodyguards in dark blue jackets. Their pistols were drawn and aimed at Tom.

The assassin didn’t even blink. He lowered his body just an inch so that he could hide fully behind Novikov. Holding him as a shield, he whispered harshly into the Russian’s ear, “If you value your life, tell them to drop their weapons.”

Novikov drew in a heavy breath as sweat dropped from his broad forehead. He was conflicted about his choices. He wanted his ordeal to end and the assassin to be cut down in a torrent of bullets. On the other hand, he worried that at least one of those bullets would be piercing through his own body.

“Do it, or I’ll kill you,” Maverick shouted into Novikov’s ear. “Last warning.”

“You need me alive so that I can give you information. We have a deal.”

“That deal didn’t include these goons.”

“They’re here to make sure I stay alive—”

“No, they’re here to cause your certain death. You’ve got three seconds to call off your dogs. One…”

“No, wait—”

“Two.”

Novikov shook his head and cursed out loud. “Fine, fine, okay.”

Tom kept holding the Russian by the scruff of his neck. The Sig pistol remained rammed into Novikov’s ribcage. “Tell them to drop their guns. Now!”

Two more bodyguards had arrived at the scene. They had spread out and were trying to flank Tom from both sides. Their pistols were aimed at him, but they didn’t have a clear shot at him. Yet.

Tom bit his lip and weighed his options. Unless Novikov ordered them to stand down, any ensuing gun battle would risk ending with Tom gravely wounded or dead. I can drop two of them, even three, but four? That’s difficult. Unless their aim is pathetically bad, but they don’t strike me as such.

“Now!” Tom pressed the pistol against Novikov’s right temple. “Do it, or die!”

A split second of loaded silence, then the Russian bellowed at the bodyguards. “Throw them away. Your guns. Put them down. Down!” He gestured with his hands, then repeated the order in what Tom assumed was Russian.

The bodyguards seemed reluctant to drop their weapons. They lowered them more slowly than Tom would have liked and kept them in their hands. The assassin cast a sweeping gaze at the park, then quickly checked over his shoulder. No other bodyguards. No police officers or joggers in the park.

“I want those guns on the ground.” He growled at Novikov. “Down. On. The. Ground!” He tapped Novikov’s temple hard with the pistol’s muzzle.

“Okay, okay, fine.” Novikov shouted again at his guards.

They finally got the message. All four pistols were tossed onto the ground.

“There, happy now?” Novikov asked with a sneer.

Tom couldn’t be certain the bodyguards didn’t have other weapons on their bodies. He also didn’t know if other bodyguards had arrived and had taken positions around the park. Additional bodyguards could arrive at any moment. “Time to go.” He took one step backward and began to haul Novikov in that direction.

“The vehicles are that way.” The Russian tried to resist, but Tom’s strong hand pulled him backward.

“Doesn’t matter. Your guards are that way too. Plus, your Mercs are GPSed.”

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere safe.”

“For who?”

“Both of us. Remember, we have a deal, a deal that keeps us both alive.”

“Really?” Novikov snickered.

“Yes, really. You’ll get me that intel you promised.”

“Then, what?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

Tom glanced over his shoulder. The nearest exit was coming up to their left. Two of Novikov’s bodyguards were standing in place. The other two were staring menacingly at Tom. They had taken a few steps forward and were following Tom and Novikov. The two bodyguards hadn’t picked up their pistols, which would be unnecessary if they had other weapons hidden underneath their jackets.

“They’re relentless,” Tom said in a weary tone.

“Yes, and they’re the best.”

“It wasn’t a compliment. If they come too close, your life’s in danger.”

Novikov said nothing.

Tom studied the narrow path leading toward the exit. He couldn’t see beyond the shrubs and the wrought-iron fence, but he doubted any of Novikov’s other bodyguards were lying in wait for him there. So he dragged Novikov in that direction.

They came to a cobblestone street barely wide enough for a car to go through. A number of vehicles were parked alongside the park, but none of the owners were around. Tom couldn’t wait. He quickly studied the surroundings. A couple of restaurants and low-rise apartment buildings. Bicycles and scooters parked in front of them, but nothing useful to him.

He turned around to see a blue Peugeot driving toward them. The dark-skinned young man behind the steering wheel had seen them because he was slowing down. However, he didn’t seem to comprehend the gravity of the situation. Tom had lowered his pistol and was keeping it behind Novikov’s back. That confused him, Tom thought. Well, he should have been more attentive.

He disliked stripping people of their valuables, but it was necessary. The Peugeot would give him the much-needed means of escape. So he pulled Novikov closer to him. “We’re taking the blue car.” He cocked his head toward the Peugeot still approaching them.

Before the Russian could say or do anything, Tom aimed his pistol at the driver.

The young man slowed down even more, then came to a stop a few feet away from Tom and Novikov. The braided and dyed-blond-haired driver seemed to be pondering his own way of escape. He glanced over his shoulder, then used the rearview mirror. A couple of SUVs were right behind him. He was trapped.

“Let’s go.” Tom shoved Novikov toward the Peugeot.

Its driver opened the door and jumped outside. Without waiting for any order, he sprinted in the opposite direction.

Tom’s mouth curved into a smile. He liked people who had a good sense about them. At a flash of a gun, the driver did Tom’s bidding. Unlike this hard-headed Russian.

He hurried his steps to the Peugeot and checked to make sure the keys were still in the ignition. They were, so Tom opened the rear door and pushed Novikov inside. “Get in, and don’t get any ideas.”

“Ideas like what?”

“Like trying to escape. It’s not gonna work, and you’ll end up killing yourself.”

“So you say.”

“Don’t make me prove it to you.”

Tom slammed the door shut and slid into the driver’s seat.

Before he could drive away, the first of the bodyguards appeared at the park’s side exit. He aimed a pistol at the Peugeot but didn’t fire. The bodyguard had seen his boss in the back seat and worried he might hit him.

Tom threw the car into gear and hit the gas. The Peugeot leaped forward just as the bodyguard opened fire. Bullets hammered the back of the car.

The bodyguard had aimed for the tires but had missed.

Tom jerked the steering wheel to one side, driving dangerously close to the vehicles parked along the side. Then he swerved to the other side, inches away from the nearest red brick building.

Another bullet thumped against the trunk.

“They’re going to kill you,” Tom shouted.

Novikov had slid down the backseat. “They’re trying to stop you from killing me,” he shot back.

The right turn couldn’t come any faster. Tom turned the wheel and barely made the tight turn. The Peugeot came onto a narrow patio that ran along the side of a hostel. A number of chairs, umbrellas, and other patio furniture had been placed in the area.

The Peugeot plowed through them. Tom was thankful the patio wasn’t full of patrons. He glanced in the rearview mirror. No bodyguards. Not yet, he thought as he eased on the gas and looked around.

The patio ended at the edge of a small park. Tom drove through a narrow bike path and peered around, trying to find the best way out.

“This is your idea of an escape, genius?” Novikov shouted.

“Shut up.”

Tom turned left and made his way through the grass and around mature trees. He thought about ditching the car and continuing on foot. Novikov will slow me down for sure.

He looked to his left, then to his right, and saw it. An archway opened up through one of the apartment buildings. It looked quite narrow but Tom decided to try his fate. It will work, or it won’t!

He aimed the Peugeot in that direction and drove slowly through the park. When he was about twenty yards away, he straightened the wheel and aimed the car toward the archway.

Novikov shook his head and leaned forward. “You’re crazy! You’ll kill us!”

“We’ll go through—”

“It’s too narrow.”

“Wide enough. Now shut up, and let me focus.”

“You’re crazy!”

“Said that already.”

Tom tightened his grip around the steering wheel and stepped on the gas. The last few yards were down a steep slope. Tom worked the gearbox, the brakes, and the gas pedal.

Thankfully, there were no pedestrians or cyclists coming from the other side. The small Peugeot slid down the slope and entered the archway.

It was a tight fit.

Tom kept the steering wheel straight and the speed constant. The Peugeot entered the archway just as its mirrors brushed against the coarse walls. The left mirror broke off first, then the right one.

Tom wondered if the archway was getting narrower. Or maybe I’m not keeping the car straight. He gave the steering wheel a light nudge but that caused the Peugeot to veer to the right. It scraped the wall.

Tom bit his lip and corrected the course. The car squeezed out of the archway and turned onto a two-laned road.

He looked over his shoulder at Novikov’s bulging eyes. The Russian was drawing in quick, rasping breaths. He nodded slowly at Tom and said, “You were just lucky.”

Tom shrugged. “We make our own luck. Now, if your goons are gone, we can talk about that intel and figure out our next steps.” Tom studied the road through the back windshield. None of Novikov’s bodyguards seemed to have followed him. Could they be tracking his phone? Tom doubted Novikov would allow that, but it was a possibility he couldn’t simply ignore. I’ll have to ditch the phone soon.

Novikov said nothing for a long moment. When he opened his mouth, he said in a low voice with a tone of resignation, “Fine, what is it that you want?”
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