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      Throughout the development of this book I undertook research into people with disabilities, particularly those who are confined to wheelchairs. I read many inspiring stories of people who have refused to let their condition get in the way of them living their best life and achieving their goals.
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      Bucharest, Romania

      The black S-Class Mercedes crawled up the laneway before coming to a stop next to a large hole in a chain-link fence. From his position on the upper level at the back of the warehouse, Petru watched through a broken window as the driver casually got out of the vehicle. He felt his gut tighten as the driver walked around to the back of the vehicle and popped the trunk. Petru kept his focus on the driver as he glanced up at a gray sky. He guessed the driver was about thirty years of age. Dressed in denim jeans and a black leather jacket, the driver looked like a bodybuilder—not the typical guy who drove a limousine worth two hundred thousand euros.

      From his vantage point in the abandoned building, Petru focused on the windows of the Mercedes, narrowing his eyes to see if he could see anyone else inside. But the fading afternoon sun and dark window tint on the vehicle made the task impossible. The driver scratched his shaved head while looking up and down the laneway. Satisfied that he was alone, he removed a long metal object from the trunk. At first, Petru thought it was a rifle, but then quickly realized the man was holding a large pair of bolt cutters. After closing the trunk, the driver rapped once on the roof. Immediately, both rear doors of the vehicle opened and two men got out. They walked to the front of the vehicle and stood in a huddle with the driver, staring up at the factory.

      Petru eased his wheelchair back from the window just a fraction. This area of the building was naturally dark and he was confident he wouldn’t be spotted in the shadows. He grimaced as he watched the three men engage in conversation as they looked up at the building. The other two men were not as tall as the driver, but they were dressed similarly. Petru swore under his breath. These were guys you didn’t want to mess with; not in a bar, not on the street, not anywhere. They seemed in no hurry. The shortest of the three lit a cigarette while the middle guy took a call on his cell phone.

      Petru felt a shiver run down his spine as the man with the cigarette withdrew a pistol from his pocket. It was a brazen move during daylight hours, even in a secluded area of an industrial estate in Sector 4. The man seemed to have no fear of reprisals as he continued to smoke while he studied the building. Petru grimaced—he was in no doubt they had come for him.

      The man who had been on his cell phone disconnected and put the device back in his jacket pocket. As if by magic, the phone became a pistol as he withdrew his hand. He made pointing gestures with his other hand as he studied the building. It was clear to Petru that he was the leader, as he issued instructions to the other men. He knew they were planning their entry as the man pointed toward the building’s rear loading dock.

      Petru had been hiding out in the warehouse for days. Despite being confined to a wheelchair, he had scouted the building for entry and exit points before considering it for shelter. The two doors at the front of the building had been welded shut. A set of metal stairs at the side of the building led up to a fire exit for the upper level. Even though he couldn’t get up the stairs, the sizable padlock on the fire door was clearly visible and he hadn’t investigated the entrance any further. After wheeling around to the back of the building, he had discovered a rear door that had also been secured by another heavy padlock. Despite being rusted with age, it still appeared secure. The roller door for the loading dock was another matter. After maneuvering his wheelchair up the dock’s ramp, he discovered the lugs that had welded the roller door to its frame had been broken off. Even with his disability, it had only taken him a couple of minutes to get inside what would become his temporary home.

      As he watched the men pick their way through a hole in the fence, Petru let out a long breath. They would be inside in minutes, and it would be impossible for him to hide. He had hoped his hideout would have kept him safe until he was ready to leave Bucharest. All his plans were in place. Another few hours was all he needed, and he had been very careful to cover his tracks on the few occasions he had left the building. He wondered how the men had tracked him down. Was it just guesswork? He doubted it. Luca Razvan, the man who wanted him dead, had deep pockets and would have spared no expense in finding him. Ultimately, the question didn’t matter anymore as Petru watched the three men screw silencers to their pistols as they waded through the weeds and rubbish toward the rear of the building.

      Petru considered his options as the men paused about halfway across the open area between the laneway and the warehouse. He knew he probably only had minutes to live, but he wasn’t about to give up without a fight. If he could take out one or two of them along the way, he would consider that a victory. Petru cocked his head slightly to try and hear their conversation, but he wasn’t close enough to make out what they were saying. He assumed they were planning how they would enter and conduct their search.

      The warehouse was a concrete and metal construction. Petru had guessed it was about seventy years old when he had first entered the building and started exploring. The lower level had rows of empty industrial shelving that were covered in dust and rat droppings. He figured the building had originally been a textile factory after coming across old plans and documents in one of the two upstairs rooms while looking for a place to sleep. He wasn’t sure how long the building had been abandoned, but its most recent tenants had used the ground floor as a meth lab and the upper rooms on the mezzanine as sleeping quarters until they were arrested in a drug raid a few weeks earlier.

      Far from the center of the city, and with most of its windows broken, the building was cold, damp, and drafty and had little appeal even to homeless people. The meth people had rigged up power via an illegal line they had run out of an adjacent building. To Petru’s surprise, the power had not been disconnected and he had been thankful it gave him a chance to keep his laptop and cell phone charged.

      Petru had hoped, even prayed, that this day would never come. He was now richer than he ever dared dream. That part of his plan had paid off and he could now start a new life free from the crime and violence that had marked out most of his life in Bucharest. At first, he had been stunned when the message had finally come through from his contact in Vancouver that the money was now in his bank account. Now a millionaire, he was tempted to spend his last two days in Bucharest in a five-star hotel, sleeping in a king-size bed rather than on a soiled mattress in an abandoned warehouse. The temptation to eat gourmet meals rather than beans and stale crackers had also been tempting. But he decided it wasn’t worth the risk. Here, he was out of the way, in an abandoned part of the city, and far from prying eyes. At a five-star hotel, he would have been surrounded by people and he knew that as a young man who was paralyzed from the waist down, he would attract attention. Razvan had his people everywhere, and there would be a bounty on his head. He realized now that staying here as long as he had was a huge mistake as he watched the three men below strategize their entry. He gritted his teeth. He should have shifted around—perhaps staying overnight in cheap hotels before moving on would have kept him safe. He cursed under his breath as he realized his strategy had been flawed and would now cost him his life.

      He had made his defense plans as best he could. There was little he could do to protect himself. Without a gun, he was an easy target in a wheelchair. The three men moved forward again. He frowned as the driver veered to the left, while the other two headed directly to the rear of the building. Petru swore again as he realized the driver was going to head up the side stairs with the bolt cutters. The flimsy preparations he had made to protect himself had relied on people entering via the rear roller door only.

      He let out a long sigh and murmured, “This is it,” as he rolled away from the window.

      Petru peered over the mezzanine’s wooden balustrade at the ground floor below. As an added precaution, he had wedged a rod into the frame of the roller door on the inside to prevent the door from being lifted. He only ever removed it when he left the building and figured it would buy him a minute or two while the men jiggled it loose. He looked down at the crowbar in his lap. It would be useless against two men, but it might prove effective against someone coming up the stairs if he could surprise them. Now adept at using his wheelchair, Petru spun his transport in a one-hundred-and-eighty degree arc and headed for the fire door at the other end of the mezzanine. Petru tried to focus on the job at hand as he wheeled himself at full pace along the seventy-foot corridor. Just three months ago, he had been an able-bodied twenty-three-year-old with a bright future. But that future had been ripped away. Now, just a shell of the man he once was, he resigned himself to what was ahead.

      He heard a metallic snap just as he reached the end of the corridor and knew the driver had already used the bolt cutters to cut through the door’s external lock. The driver tried to push the door open but was thwarted by an internal latch that prevented his entry. He watched as the driver briefly peered in through a narrow security window next to the door before attempting to bust the door open with two huge shoulder charges. Petru hoped the driver would give up and retreat downstairs when the door held firm, but the driver wasn’t easily dissuaded. He felt helpless as the driver cut away three metal security bars for the window with his bolt cutters. He gasped as the glass in the window exploded just a few seconds later as the driver rammed the bolt cutters through to make an opening.

      High on adrenaline, Petru wheeled forward as the driver reached his right hand through the narrow opening to unlatch the door. His first impulse was to swing the crowbar at the man’s arm, but as Petru caught sight of the broken glass embedded in the bottom of the window frame, he changed tack and grabbed the driver’s arm with both hands.

      He pulled down for all he was worth, savoring the small win as the driver roared in pain as the broken glass embedded itself deep into the flesh of the man’s bicep. The driver tried to withdraw his arm, but despite his disability, Petru’s grip held firm. The driver grunted, but still managed to unlatch the door with his free hand and push it open. Petru felt his chair being pushed backward as the door opened about two feet. Before he could adjust, the driver reached around with his free hand, swinging the bolt cutters wildly at Petru’s head. Petru ducked under the blow and raised the man’s right arm again and slammed it down a second time onto the broken glass. The man bellowed in pain and dropped the cutters. Pressing his face up against the window opening to get a better look at his quarry, the driver shoved back hard against the door. They locked eyes for a moment as the driver swore at him in Russian before he reached around the door with his free arm to grab at Petru’s shirt. In response, Petru yanked down hard on the man’s right arm a third time, further embedding the broken glass into his arm.

      The driver, now a ball of sweat, seemed oblivious to the pain. Gripping the door with his free hand, he attempted to pull his injured arm back through the window opening. Despite spending many hours in the gym before losing the use of his legs, Petru realized he was no match for the strength of the larger man. Keeping his grip as firm as he could with one hand, Petru picked up the crowbar and swung it at the man’s right forearm. He heard a snapping sound above the bellow of pain the driver made and knew the crowbar had broken a bone as the driver’s head momentarily slumped forward. Any thought of victory was short-lived as the man regrouped and hooked his foot around the door for purchase as he re-positioned his body. Before Petru could react, the man swung a clenched left fist around the edge of the door at his head. The fist struck a glancing blow but did no actual damage. Spurred on, the driver attempted to pull his right arm back through the opening again. Petru could feel the momentum shifting as the blood from the driver’s wounds dripped down onto his hands, making his grip slippery. He knew he could only hold on for a few seconds more as they continued to wrestle.

      The driver re-positioned his body again and peered around the door at Petru. With his head covered in sweat and his complexion now red, the driver’s face turned into a macabre grin as he reared back for a second punch. Petru knew he only had two options and a fraction of a second to make a decision. The first was to duck and hopefully avoid the man’s punch. But that would only buy him a few more seconds before he swung again. The second option was to swing the crowbar at the man’s head. Despite the driver rearing back a long way, he knew the math for speed and distance didn’t work in his favor and he wouldn’t be able to avoid the man’s punch. The survival instinct made the decision for him, and he chose option two.

      Petru swung the crowbar as the man’s fist connected with his head. His vision exploded into a sea of colors. First, all he saw was vivid yellow, and then purple, before the palette settled on a cool white. He wasn’t sure if the driver’s blow caused him to momentarily pass out, but when his vision cleared, he saw the driver’s arm was still hooked in the broken window frame, but the rest of his body was hidden below the window sill. Still gripping the crowbar, Petru cautiously wheeled forward and peered out onto the landing.  The driver’s head was slumped at an odd angle and his eyes remained closed as blood gushed from a large gash the crowbar had inflicted on his skull. The ringing sound in Petru’s head seemed to grow louder as he stared down at the pool of blood forming beneath the man. Petru wasn’t sure if he was dead or just unconscious. Before he could investigate, the ringing sound changed pitch and turned into a metal-on-metal sound as it reached a crescendo. Petru whipped around as he realized the source of the sound was external. He swore softly as he stared down through the banister rails at the rear roller door as it slowly began to rise.
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      Petru gritted his teeth. When the roller door had risen about three feet, the guy who had been smoking a cigarette scurried underneath and was quickly followed by his partner. He watched as the two men disappeared amongst the rows of storage racks on the ground level in search of him. Unsure what to do, he knew they would complete their search in minutes and then turn their attention to the upper level.

      He contemplated trying to escape by the external side stairs, but realized that would be impossible. Even if he got out of his wheelchair and dragged himself down the steps, he doubted he would get anywhere near the bottom before he was discovered. He thought about trying to barricade himself in one of the two rooms upstairs, but the meager furniture wouldn’t hold them at bay for long. Petru looked to the other end of the mezzanine. His only hope of survival was the ramp that lead up from the ground floor.

      When he had first explored the building, he had discovered the elevator to the upper level didn’t work and the only other internal access was by a wooden ramp. The ramp was attached to the rear wall of the building, but years of exposure to the elements through the broken upper windows had left it in serious disrepair. The top section had almost rotted away completely and had been replaced with a flimsy plywood span. The structure, he presumed built by the meth people, creaked and flexed under his weight as he attempted to roll across it. After finding used mattresses in both upstairs offices, he decided this was the best place to sleep. But the ramp bothered him and he knew he was tempting fate if he continued to use it. If it broke, the twenty-five-foot drop to the concrete below would either kill him or leave him even worse off than he already was.

      Petru had needed a solution and found an old chain pulley, along with some ropes, in a locker on the ground floor. With some trial and error, he had managed to lob a rope over one of the building’s roof beams and then used it to secure the pulley system. He needed a landing area and had knocked out a section of the mezzanine’s balustrade near the ramp to give him a landing platform. With practice, and the aid of a sling he had fashioned from some old straps, he was able to raise and lower himself in in under ten minutes.

      Petru could hear the two men crashing around downstairs as they searched for him. The noise made him recall his second night in the warehouse. The sound of someone trying to break in through the rear door had woken him. Petru wasn’t sure if it was homeless people or Razvan’s team looking for him, but he knew he needed more of a defense. The plywood span on the ramp was the weak link and he used an old saw he’d found to cut almost completely through the upper support beams that connected the ramp to the mezzanine. He figured the weight of anyone larger than a small child would cause the ramp to collapse. Petru let out a breath as the two men moved back through the shelving racks. He knew it would only be seconds now before they headed up the ramp to continue their search.

      In unison, both men looked up. Cigarette guy pointed towards him and shouted, “There he is!”

      Petru felt his blood run cold as the two men sprinted up the ramp. Phone guy was about fours steps in front of cigarette guy and there was every chance the ramp would only take out one of them.

      Petru held his breath as phone guy sprinted across the plywood span. He managed three steps before it collapsed under his weight. His momentum carried him forward towards the mezzanine’s platform edge. In one smooth maneuver, phone guy let go of his gun and grabbed hold of the edge of the platform with both hands as he fell. As he held on like a trapeze artist, Petru glanced back at cigarette guy who was not so lucky. By the time phone guy had hit the temporary span, cigarette guy was only a step behind and had no time to react as the span collapsed beneath him.

      Petru watched as the concrete below brought him to an abrupt halt. While the man lay motionless in a crumpled heap, phone guy was now pulling himself up onto the platform. Petru gripped the rims of his rear wheels and rolled forward at speed.

      Using all the strength he could muster, Petru closed the gap quickly, but not quickly enough. Ten feet still separated them when phone guy scrambled up onto the mezzanine. As phone guy withdrew a second gun from his jacket, Petru powered forward crashing his chair into him. The man grunted as the force knocked him backward and off his feet. Petru watched as the gun dislodged from his grip and skidded across the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Petru grabbed the crowbar from his lap and swung it at phone guy’s back as he went to stand. Phone guy groaned and collapsed again, giving Petru time to wheel around behind him towards the gun.

      As he reached down to pick up the weapon, Petru heard scrambling behind him and knew phone guy was getting to his feet again. Petru spun his chair in a one-hundred-and-eighty degree arc and re-gripped the crowbar.

      Phone guy looked down at the gun beneath the wheelchair and grinned. “Looks like we have a stalemate.”

      Petru held his position. Steering his chair with only his right hand while he held the crowbar with his left was going to be difficult. The man circled to his right, testing out how adept Petru was at moving his chair to protect his position. Petru eased his chair around so that he was still facing the man head on. The man stepped forward, stopping about eight feet in front of him as Petru raised the crowbar. Phone guy focused on the gun which was still beneath the wheelchair as he kept circling right.

      Petru cursed under his breath as phone guy stepped on a piece of wood. The man looked down and said, “Well, well, what do we have here?” as he picked up an old broom handle.

      Petru silently admonished himself, ‘Let him make the first move,’ as phone guy examined the object.

      The man looked at a wire hook Petru had wrapped around one end of the pole before glancing up at the pulley system he had rigged up next to the ramp.

      “This is how you get up and down, isn’t it?” he said. “You use the hook to bring the sling in and then⁠—”

      Phone guy never finished the sentence. Petru saw a blur to his left as the man lunged forward and swung the broom handle at his head. The weapon smashed into his neck, but the handle was old and brittle and snapped on impact. Phone guy propped and then rushed forward bringing the broken handle down like a club.

      Petru raised his crowbar to deflect the blow. The handle glanced off the crowbar and barely clipped Petru’s shoulder on the way through. Phone guy’s momentum caused him to overbalance and crash into the frame of Petru’s chair.

      The man tried to pull back as Petru swung the crowbar again, but he wasn’t quick enough and let out a groan as the bar crashed into his shoulder. Petru swung the bar again and phone guy’s eyes rolled back into his head as the bar struck his temple. The man went limp and slumped into his lap as blood streamed from the wound.

      Petru tried to push him off, but he was too weak from fighting and instead rolled his wheelchair backward until the man slid off. He looked down to see if he was still alive and cursed as he realized the man had collapsed on top of the gun.

      Too exhausted to retrieve the weapon just yet, Petru put his hand up to massage the welt left on his neck by the broom handle. Staring back along the corridor, he noticed the driver’s arm was still caught in the fire exit window and it didn’t look like he had moved since their encounter. Petru wheeled his chair to the edge of the mezzanine and peered down at the concrete below. Cigarette guy still lay motionless in a pool of blood. He was positive the man was dead and then looked up through one of the broken glass windows as the last remnants of daylight streamed in. It would be dark soon, and he knew Razvan would be eager for an update from his thugs. He figured he had half an hour at most before the reinforcements would arrive to finish him off. He needed to get out of the warehouse as soon as possible, but he wasn’t leaving without the gun.

      Petru wheeled back over to phone guy who lay motionless on his side. As he studied the man’s sizable frame, he realized there was no way he could move the man’s body while he was sitting in his wheelchair. With a practiced move, he locked the rear wheels and slid out of his chair. Using his hands and arms, Petru dragged himself across the floor toward phone guy’s body.

      After a deep breath, Petru gripped the man’s clothing and pushed him over onto his back. He stared down with relief at the sight of the gun and almost allowed himself a smile. As he reached forward to pick it up, a voice called out from the other end of the corridor. He knew without looking up that it wasn’t the driver suddenly back from the dead who was advancing along the corridor. It was a voice he was familiar with. A voice that had come to represent pure evil to him.

      A shiver went down his spine as he slowly raised his head. Even before the man emerged from shadows, he knew it was Luca Razvan who had a gun pointed at his chest.
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      12 Weeks Earlier

      Petru removed his headset and pushed back from the computer screen. He did his best to shut out the battery of noises being made by his colleagues in their neighboring cubicles as he stared up at the stained ceiling tiles. Above the babble of his colleagues urging ‘clients’ to follow their advice and the clatter of keyboards entering information into databases at eighty words per minute, he murmured, “What the hell am I doing here?”

      Petru stood up and stared out across the sea of tiny office pods. Each was occupied by someone with a similar profile to his; young, intelligent, ambitious, and willing to do almost anything to get ahead. He glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was still ten minutes until his scheduled break, but he needed time out. Time to collect his thoughts and re-group. Time to rationalize what he was doing so that he could pick up the phone again to contact the next victim.

      He glanced across at Andrei, who sat in his small glass office in the far corner of the second floor office. From his fishbowl, Andrei Pellea supervised a team of sixty ‘security analysts.’ His job was little more than monitoring each worker to make sure they were working the phones diligently during their ten-hour shifts, and ensuring they were bringing in the required revenue each week.

      Some of his colleagues feared Andrei; he had a hot temper and wasn’t afraid to publicly berate anyone who was under performing. But Petru had worked him out in his first week on the job and wasn’t scared of him. He knew if you brought in your quota each week, you were left alone. Andrei wasn’t any different from the rest of them, even though he was ten years older. He was just another guy who did what he was told. He’d made it as far as his goldfish bowl in the corner, but Petru doubted he had the talent to go any further.

      Petru studied him for a moment. Andrei had his head down, staring at his desk with his cell phone glued to one ear. He would occasionally get up and walk around, checking that everyone was hard at work for LEU Security.

      Petru watched as Andrei swiveled in his chair to face the back wall of his office. As he continued his call, he gestured wildly with one hand. He had noticed Andrei did this a lot when he got animated. He wondered if he turned his back on the team because they distracted him, or if he was afraid someone was going to lip read what he was saying. Petru didn’t care. This was an opportune moment to walk out, and he didn’t need a second invitation. He strode through the office to the rear metal fire door and out onto the balcony.

      In truth, it was a stretch to call the landing area at the back of the office a balcony. The ‘balcony’ was about eight feet long and two feet wide and littered with cigarette butts. He’d given up smoking at sixteen and normally found the stench of cigarettes nauseating. But today, as he looked down over the rusting balcony rail at the small parking lot at the back of his office block, he barely noticed the smell.

      He watched as a mangy black cat prowled around beside an open dumpster looking for food scraps. The animal looked up in his direction before turning and sauntering off down the narrow delivery laneway at the side of the building. Petru closed his eyes and breathed in the last rays of the morning sun as it beamed down on him. The high-rise buildings in this part of Bucharest hid the sun for most of the day. Petru knew that at roughly 11:35 AM each day, there was a small fifteen minute window where the sun reached the balcony. Petru used it as therapy. A chance to remind himself that there was more to life than the job he was currently stuck doing.

      He tried to block out the last call. The woman was as gullible as she was vulnerable. This was not what he had signed up for. But who was he kidding? He’d been here five months and knew before the end of his second day that what they had hired him for bore no resemblance to the work he was doing each day.

      A voice behind him asked, “What are you doing out here, Petru? It’s still ten minutes until your break.”

      He knew without turning it was Andrei who had come to check on him.

      Petru opened his eyes. As he stared down at the black cat who continued to saunter down the laneway, he said over his shoulder, “I needed a break, Andrei… I need to clear my head.”

      “I want you to come inside now! You’re setting a poor example for the rest of the team.”

      “My numbers are good. I’ve got a day and a half to go and I’ve already hit my target for the week.”

      Andrei appeared beside him. “I don’t want to make an example of you, Petru… but if I have to⁠—”

      “She has liver cancer!” roared Petru! “I found all the medical records on her computer. She’s got less than six months to live. She needs the money for painkillers. It’s not right⁠—”

      Andrei grabbed Petru by the shoulder and hissed, “You don’t get to decide what’s right. That’s not your call or my call to make.” Andrei let go and added, “You get paid to make revenue for LEU and now is not the time to be developing a conscience.”

      Petru shot back, “This is not what I signed up for. I’m a good hacker. When am I going to get my opportunity? I didn’t sign up to be fleecing money from vulnerable people. I signed up to go after corporations—companies in the west who have plenty of money⁠—”

      Andrei soothed, “Your time will come.”

      “But taking money from people who are sick, or lonely? It’s not right!

      “You have to prove yourself with small things first,” said Andrei as he glanced up at the third floor. “Luca allows no one into his inner circle until he’s sure he can trust them.”

      “And how long does that take?”

      “It depends,” said Andrei. “Sometimes six months, sometimes longer. He knows who you are, and he knows that you’re good, but he doesn’t know if he can trust you yet.”

      “But he knows what I’m capable of or he wouldn’t have hired me,” said Petru with a frown. “On my own time I’ve been working on a college in Seattle. I’ve only been at it a few nights, but I’ve already got through two firewalls and as far as one of their Unix servers. As soon as I get in I’m going to have access to credit cards and⁠—”

      Andrea hissed, “Are you crazy? It’s an unwritten rule here that you never, ever, do any hacking on your own now. That’s tantamount to stealing from Luca, and he won’t tolerate it.”

      “I want to show him what I can do.”

      Andrei shook his head. “Do you remember Yuri Lebedev?”

      Petru nodded. “He was here when I joined, but he left at the end of my second week.”

      “Do you know what happened to him?”

      Petru shook his head. “I assume he went back to Russia.”

      Andrei grimaced. “They found him in the river four days after he disappeared.”

      “He drowned?”

      Andrew murmured, “Not exactly. He’d been shot in the back of the head three times. The river was just a convenient means of disposal.”

      Petru’s eyes widened. “He was murdered?”

      “That’s not a question you need to ask, Petru. The question is why?”

      “Okay, why was he murdered?”

      “He was running a side scam using information he’d found out working here.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I was called up to the third floor with Yuri to talk about it. When Yuri confessed, they asked me to leave Lucas’ office… I never saw Yuri again.”

      Petru frowned. “We all know LEU is not exactly legal, but⁠—”

      “Everybody knows LEU is a front for organized crime—that’s why the pay is so good.”

      “But murder?” said Petru with a frown.

      “You need to listen to me,” said Andrei as he grabbed Petru by the shoulders. “Three bullets to the back of the head is Luca Razvan’s signature. Everyone knows this, even the police.”

      “How does he get away with it?”

      Andrei sighed. “Luca is a lot more than just the CEO of LEU Enterprises. He has many business interests and the right contacts in all the right places. High-ranking police officers, politicians and government officials are all at his beck and call. He pays them well and he can do what he likes. He’s untouchable.”

      Andrei paused and studied Petru for a moment before adding softly, “You need to keep this in mind if you want to live to see your next birthday.” Before Petru could respond, Andrei glanced at the fire door. “We need to get back inside. I don’t want anyone catching me out here talking to you. Too many questions will be asked.”
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      It was almost eight PM when Petru arrived home. He usually took the subway—a trip of less than fifteen minutes. But tonight he needed to think. The walk took him over an hour, but it was what he needed to process everything he had learned from Andrei earlier that day.

      He paused out front of the drab five-storey concrete apartment block that had been home for most of his life. The walk had resolved little, but it had cemented a few things in his mind. Knowing his Russian colleague had been murdered terrified him. While he worked for LEU Enterprises, he knew he was vulnerable, but how could he get out?

      Petru grimaced. After his mother’s stroke, eight months earlier, his world had come crashing down. Only halfway through his university studies in computer science, his part-time job as a computer repair technician wasn’t enough to pay the rent and medical bills that were piling up now that his mother could no longer work. The prospect of homelessness forced him to look for full-time work to become the family’s main breadwinner.

      As he became more and more desperate to find a job that paid enough, a colleague at university suggested he try an IT security company called LEU. Petru did his own research and found out the company paid well, but didn’t always operate completely inside the law. But he couldn’t afford to be choosy and applied anyway.

      During the interview, they had asked him point-blank if had ever done any hacking. When he admitted he had dabbled in it as a teenager, more for the thrill of using his skills to break into computer systems than to make money, they hired him on the spot.

      The job solved some of his immediate problems. Petru now had money to pay the rent, put food on the table, and take care of his mother. But the nagging doubts about LEU grew the more he learned about what they were prepared to do to make money.

      At first, he’d been able to justify it. ‘I need to look after my family. I need to take care of my mother.’

      But as Luca Razvan’s company began forcing him to steal money from people who were worse off than his own mother, he knew he had to look for a way out.

      Petru let out a long breath as he walked in through the grimy glass doors at the front of his apartment block. The Romanian economy was going backwards at present and jobs, even in IT, were in short supply. He had been making discrete inquiries for about a month, but, so far, he hadn’t found a job that paid enough to cover all the family expenses.

      Andrei Pellea’s warning that he may not make his next birthday echoed through his head. He didn’t want to be the next employee found in the river with three bullet holes in the back of his head.

      No job was worth his life. He’d always planned to go back to university to finish his degree and then get a legitimate job. But that seemed like a pipe dream. He knew enough about Luca Razvan’s operation now to know that trying to leave was risky.

      As he climbed the stairs to the third floor, he let out a sigh. He would need to be careful. He considered his options. Perhaps he could talk to Andrei and tactfully find out whether anyone had successfully left the business without ending up floating in the river. Petru grimaced. He wasn’t sure he could trust Andrei, and asking questions might get him reported straight back to Razvan—something he needed to avoid.

      He was friendly with a few of the other analysts in his team. Some of them had been there longer and perhaps knew more about how people ‘left’ the organization. He could always look for ways to work the question into a conversation without appearing to be overly interested. It was all he could think of at present. As he walked down the hallway on the third floor, he figured he might need to walk home more often to give him more serious thinking time—his very life could depend upon it.

      After inserting the key into his apartment door, he paused a moment. This was not something he could share with his mother or his sister. He would pretend everything was normal until he had an exit strategy figured out. “Business as usual,” he murmured before opening the door.

      Petru stood in the doorway and glared at his sister, who was lounging on the couch in the living room watching TV in the semidarkness.

      Elena Janco was Petru’s sister. She was eighteen years old, but he often felt her maturity level was closer to a twelve-year-old. She was tall, with long dark hair, high cheekbones, and an olive complexion. Elena was pretty enough to be a model and had dreamed of a career in fashion, but her mother had insisted she needed a degree first.

      After some protestation, Elena had finally agreed to go to university. Her approach to her studies was hap-hazard and Petru suspected she was cutting classes. He could feel the anger welling inside him as he asked, “Where’s Mamma?”

      Without taking her eyes off the screen, his sister replied, “She’s in bed.”

      “But it’s not even eight o’clock.”

      “She was tired,” said Elena with a shrug. “I gave her dinner and put her into bed.”

      “Did you bathe her today?”

      “I didn’t have time.”

      Petru raised an eyebrow. “Did you go to the university today?”

      Elena glared at him. “What are you? My mother?”

      Petru slammed the door behind him and stood with his hands on his hips. “Did you go to university today?”

      “No,” she answered with a smoldering look. “I studied with a friend instead.”

      “Which friend?”

      Elena rolled her eyes. “None of your business.”

      “You’re not doing drugs again, are you?”

      Elena pointed the remote at the TV to switch it off and then snarled, “I’m going out and I don’t answer to you.”

      “Where are you going? You need to be careful. If you get in with the wrong crowd⁠—”

      “Are you deaf?” she spat. “I don’t answer to you.”

      Elena pushed past him and put on her coat. Without looking back, she stormed out their apartment. Petru swore under his breath. He knew he needed to be more tactful, but tact wasn’t his strong suit, particularly with his sister.

      After closing and locking the apartment door, he tiptoed down the tiny corridor and opened the door to check in on his mother. She had the slightly larger of the two tiny bedrooms and was snoring softly. Petru was relieved she appeared to have slept through the row he had just had with his sister.

      Petru stared across the hallway at his sister’s bedroom. The door was closed, and he was tempted to go in and search for drugs. He grimaced as he realized it wouldn’t change anything, and he needed Elena to trust him before he could help her.

      He sighed and trudged back across the threadbare carpet to the couch in the living room, which doubled as his bed. He had lost his appetite and wasn’t in the mood for TV. After stripping down to his underwear, he lay down
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