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CHAPTER 1


GORNJI CRNAČ, BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA


The grandfather of six stood on his front porch, a cup of tea in hand as he looked out across the valley at the green hills, thinking of the old days.


They didn’t seem so long ago, but still he often wondered where they had gone.


The warm afternoon tired him, and he considered a nap before dinner. It was something an old man would think to do, and this bothered him a little, because he didn’t really consider himself old.


At seventy-five he was in robust health for his age, but back when he was young he had been truly strong and able physically, as well as a man of great power in his community.


But those days were long past. These days he lived here on this farm, never ever ventured off it, and he questioned if his labors in life had amounted to much of anything at all.


Money was no problem—he had more than he could ever spend—but he often pondered his purpose here on Earth. He’d most definitely had a purpose once, a cause he believed in, but now life amounted to little more than his easy work, his occasional pleasures, and the strict rules he’d adopted to live out his days in quiet and in peace.


Another day here, he told himself, reflecting on both the years and the decisions he’d made in life. Good decisions all, of this he was certain. He was not a man to harbor doubts about his actions.


But he was painfully aware that the decisions he’d made had come with a high cost.


The wet heat hanging in the still air tired him even more. He drank down the dregs of his tea, looking out over the lush green hills, contemplating his existence, and he made the final and resolute decision to go back inside the farmhouse to bed.


The old man’s eyesight was not good, but even if he’d had the vision he’d enjoyed in his prime, he would not have been able to see the sniper across the valley, dressed in a green foliage ghillie suit and lying in thick brush 470 meters away, holding the illuminated reticle of his rifle’s optic steady on the old man’s chest.


The grandfather turned away from the vista before him, oblivious to the danger, and started back for the door to his large farmhouse. He put his hand on the latch, opened it, and stepped inside.


There was no gunshot; only the single crow of a rooster broke the quiet of the valley.


■  ■  ■


Dammit, Gentry, take the fucking shot already.


My finger comes off the trigger. My eye blinks and retracts from the scope. I thumb the safety, then lower my forehead down into the warm grass next to my weapon’s buttstock.


Dude, you suck.


I get like this. Negative self-talk echoes through my brain when I don’t do what I should do, what I’ve told myself I must do.


The voice is annoying, but the voice is right.


Why didn’t I shoot that asshole when I had the chance? I’ve been lying in this sweltering, bug-infested overwatch for two days, my neck and upper back are killing me, and my mouth tastes like something crawled in there and died—a possibility I can’t really rule out.


I’ve had my target in my twelve-power scope six times so far, and I could have taken him the first time, which would put me in Zagreb or Ljubljana or even Budapest by now. Shaved and fed and showered and safe.


Instead I am right here, caked in thick layers of grime and sweat, lying in the itchy grass, and bitching at myself.


I should be gone, and he should be dead.


Retired Serbian general Ratko Babic may look innocent enough now, living quietly on this farm in Bosnia and Herzegovina, just northwest of the town of Mostar. But I know who he is.


And I know what he did.


The old goat may be up to nothing more nefarious these days than harassing his chickens to lay more eggs, but twenty-five years ago, Ratko Babic was a household name, known the world over as one of the worst human beings on planet Earth.


And for the past quarter century he has paid exactly no price for his actions.


I don’t like that shit.


He’s a war criminal, the perpetrator of acts of genocide, and personally responsible for orchestrating the mass execution of eight thousand men and boys over three days in the summer of 1995.


I don’t like that shit, either.


The UN wants him, NATO wants him, the International Criminal Court wants him, the families of his victims want him—and he’s slipped by them all.


But now I want him, and that pretty much means Ratko’s fucked.


Or else I’m fucked, because I can’t make myself shoot him at standoff distance.


No, my dumb ass has to do this the hard way.


I’m not holding fire because of any second thoughts; no, this bastard richly needs to die—but if I pop him from here with a .300 Winchester Magnum round at 477 meters, then he’s going to drop like a sack of wet sand and die quickly and unaware, and the thought of that has been driving me crazy since the moment I first saw him.


Eight thousand lives, plus. Torture. Rape. All because of that asshole on the other side of the valley.


Me simply flipping his lights off, sight unseen, from a quarter mile away . . . that’s too good for him.


So instead I’m going in.


I’ll penetrate his property after nightfall, breach his wires, and sneak past those protecting him. I’ll make my way to wherever he sleeps, and then I’ll appear out of the darkness and let him feel my hot breath on his face while I end him. Up close, personal, and so slow he will lose his head before I stop his heart.


That’s the plan, anyway.


I’ve been doing this long enough to know that sometimes plans go sideways, and it’s given me a healthy fear.


But not enough, clearly. There’s still the voice in me that says, You’ve got this, Gentry. Don’t do what’s easy. Do what’s right. What’s righteous.


And that voice is in charge today, not the one that keeps telling me I’m an idiot.


I’ve been studying the sentries. They’re pros, which actually surprises me. Six static, six mobile, with a second team that lives somewhere off property and rotates in every twenty-four hours. It’s a lot more guns than I thought he’d have. Most other Balkan war criminals busted over the years were found to be lying low, with no more than two or three guys watching their backs, so I had figured on a lower profile for Babic, as well.


But Ratko’s out here in the sticks with two dozen gun monkeys, and that seems strange to me.


They seem to be well trained, but my time in this overwatch has uncovered a serious compromise. The mobile guys are the toughest to anticipate, but at dinner they go static, same as the rest. A couple of sentries stay down on the road that leads into the property, another hangs out in the main house with the protectee, but the rest sit at tables in front of the bunkhouse a hundred meters away from Babic’s farmhouse while three women bring dinner out to them.


Babic himself doesn’t eat with the detail. He takes his meals inside the house.


So that’s where I’m headed.


Tonight’s going to be a bitch, if experience is any guide.


Whatever, I tell myself. I’ll adapt and overcome.


Hopefully.


My principal trainer in the CIA’s singleton operator school, the Autonomous Asset Development Program, was an old Agency shooter and Vietnam vet named Maurice. And Maurice had a saying that has stuck with me over the years, possibly because he screamed it into my ear something like half a million times.


“Hope is not a strategy.”


Nearly two decades living downrange has me convinced that Maurice was right, yet still I plan on scooting down this hillside, climbing up the opposite hillside, and hoping like hell I can get in my target’s face.


One last time that angry voice in my head implores me to stand down. C’mon, Gentry. Just lie here and wait for Babic to walk his fat ass back in front of your optic again. Then you can smoke him and be gone: quick, clean, and safe.


But no. I’m going in, and I know it.


I look up at the sky, see the sun lowering over the hills on the other side of the valley, and begin slowly stretching my tight and sore muscles, getting ready for the action to come.


I’ve got to load up the Jeep and position it for a fast getaway, and then I have to change into black, pull on a ski mask, and head out through the foliage towards my target.


This is a bad idea and I know it, but that bent and broken moral compass of mine is in the driver’s seat, it’s more powerful than the angry voice of reason, and it’s telling me that a quick and painless end for Ratko Babic would be no justice at all.




CHAPTER 2


The general woke in time for dinner, made his way down to the dining room in his large but simple farmhouse, and sat at the table alone. Often old friends dropped in, fellow officers from the war, men who had served their sentences and then returned to the area or who had somehow avoided being charged with crimes in the first place. Only once had he met with another Serbian wanted by the authorities for his actions, but this man had soon after been killed in a shootout in Sarajevo.


This evening Babic had no guests; it was just him, the hollow ticking of the grandfather clock in the main entryway, and the clanging of pots and pans in the kitchen as the cook and her two assistants prepared dinner.


One hundred meters away, most of his security boys from Belgrade would themselves be sitting down to dinner in front of the bunkhouse.


Ratko ate the same food as the men, a habit he’d picked up as a young officer in the Yugoslav army. The Hungarian wine he drank was better than the Žilavka, a Bosnian wine provided to the security team, but that was a small personal allowance to his wealth and his seniority, and none of the boys from Belgrade who watched over him judged him for saving the good stuff for himself.


He’d earned some perks for his lifelong dedication to the cause, and the men from Belgrade all knew it.


Babic put a napkin in his shirt as his chief protection agent leaned into the dining room. “You okay, boss?”


“Fine, Milanko. When I’m finished, I want to go spend time with the boys.”


“Sounds good, sir.” Milanko stepped back into the living room to return to the TV he’d been watching.


Tanja served the old man a steaming bowl of podvarak: sauerkraut casserole filled with bacon and bits of beef.


“Hvala,” he said. Thank you.


Tanja bowed a little and left the dining room.


She didn’t like him; it was obvious to the general that she didn’t approve of what he had done or what he did now, but she’d been sent from Belgrade along with the others and she did what she was told, and that was all an old officer like Babic expected out of anyone.


Petra came in next with a basket of bread and a plate of butter and put it next to him with a nod and a little smile, and Babic reached out and grabbed the nineteen-year-old girl’s ass as she walked away.


She didn’t turn back or even adjust her stride. This was a nightly occurrence for her; she was past the point of caring.


“Cold little bitch,” he said under his breath. Tanja and Milena were plain and middle-aged. Petra, on the other hand, was young and beautiful. But Babic didn’t push it with Petra, because, like all the others here on the farm around him, she came from Belgrade, and Ratko knew he could do just about whatever the fuck he wanted till the day he died, as long as he didn’t leave the farm, and as long as he didn’t piss off the Branjevo Partizans—the Belgrade mob.


He watched her ass wiggle out of the room and then returned his attention to his food.


Behind him the window displayed only darkness, but if he’d bothered to turn his head and peer out, if he’d retained the vision of his younger days, and if he’d concentrated hard in just the right portion of the property, he might have been able to detect a brief flash of movement—fast, from right to left, from the fence line towards the back of the house.


But instead, he dug into his podvarak and sipped his wine, and his mind shifted again to the glorious past.


■  ■  ■


After dinner Babic and his protection agent Milanko headed over to the bunkhouse to chat and smoke with the crew still eating there.


He enjoyed his evening visits with the boys; they made him feel respected, important, vital. Long ago it was a sensation he’d known so fully and so well, but now it was a feeling that only came in passing.


As he and Milanko walked through the night, behind them the dogs began barking. The general sighed.


They never shut up.


■  ■  ■


Damn dogs. I mean . . . I love dogs, who doesn’t, but not when they’re compromising my op. I knew about the two massive black Belgian Malinois, but their kennels are behind the farmhouse, and I ingressed from the west side and was careful to stay out of the dogs’ line of sight. But clearly they smell me here on the southern side of the building, because they’re going fucking bonkers back there now.


As I squat here picking the lock on the door to a utility room in the darkness, I will myself to go faster and for the two big furry assholes around the corner of the house to shut the hell up.


I’ve used silver-lined body suits to hide my smell from dogs in the past, and they function as advertised, but it’s July and hot as hell here, so if I had put a scent guard on under my ghillie suit I would have dropped dead in my overwatch from heat exhaustion.


With the way I reek right now, the dogs are probably barking out of disgust and not to alert their handlers, but no matter the reason, I have to get this door open, pronto. I’ve been defeating locks for twenty years, and I’m pretty good at it, but this isn’t the movies. It takes time and concentration.


I hear footsteps approaching on the gravel drive at the front of the house, moving in my direction. Just one person; it must be a cook or a guard coming over to check on the Malinois in their kennels. Either way, I have a silenced Glock, a couple of knives, and a B&T ultracompact submachine gun. I can kill anyone in my way, but doing so while Ratko is on the other side of the property surrounded by seven or eight bodyguards would most definitely be the wrong move for me.


So . . . open the fucking door already, Gentry.


As the footsteps grow louder I rake the last tumbler into place and I hear the click as the latch gives—and I slip inside with only a few seconds to spare.


Outside the footsteps continue past the door towards the kennels, and I breathe a silent sigh of relief.


I’m in.


■  ■  ■


Ratko Babic sat smoking and drinking with the off-duty men from the Belgrade detail till after eleven, and then he made his way back over to the farmhouse with his bodyguard at his side.


This night was like any other on the farm. The rest of the protection team patrolled the grounds or sat in static positions. One was on the front porch, night vision goggles on his forehead, ready to pull down at the first sound of trouble. Two other men covered the driveway from a concrete pillbox mostly hidden in tall grass, and another from the roof of the bunkhouse, while another pair patrolled the fence line.


This security plan had kept Babic safe for the past several years, but the truth was, these men were not here to protect Ratko Babic himself.


They were here to protect the farm and, more specifically, what secrets the farm hid.


■  ■  ■


The seventy-five-year-old climbed the wooden stairs to the second floor with Milanko behind him. Babic would go to his room for a quick shower, take a pill . . . perhaps two, drink some more wine, and then he would enjoy a little recreation before bed. His nap had rested him, prepared him for what was to come, and if Milanko was aware of his boss’s plans, he had the good manners to give no indication of it.


The old man felt the first little surge of excitement in his chest of the day, and this depressed him some. There wasn’t much left to live for, he told himself. His service to his people was long ago; now he served other masters, and this work did not fill him with one one-hundredth of the same pride.


■  ■  ■


Once Milanko saw the general to his bedroom, he turned and walked back up the hall for the large wooden circular staircase. There was a chair at the top, and he’d sit here for a couple of hours, facing the lighted stairwell, to provide protection to the man behind him. He wasn’t worried about Babic. The bastard had lived invisibly since the 1990s. First moving around Serbia, Bosnia, and Macedonia, and then settling here some ten years back. Now the general was nothing more than a caretaker and, Milanko had to admit, he was good at his job. He was efficient and organized and he led the people under him like the military officer he had once been. And, more importantly than anything, he had impressed his employers with his discretion and his willingness to do that which must be done.


So Milanko sat up here and kept him alive.


He glanced down at his watch and realized it was time for the radio check. Normally he initiated it, because he was leader of the detail, although sometimes he’d be otherwise occupied so one of his subordinates would make the initial call.


He grabbed the radio clipped to his belt and pressed the talk button. A wireless earpiece also contained a microphone so he didn’t have to bring his handset to his mouth. “Station One, reporting in.”


Instantly he heard Luka at the front gate guard station, where two men sat. “Station Two, reporting.”


Then Pyotr on the second-floor window of the bunkhouse. “Station Three.”


“Station Four,” said Karlo on the front porch.


The patrolling men checked in next, and the radio fell silent again.


As soon as the radio checks were complete, Milanko heard a door open in the hall behind him. He didn’t turn around because he was a professional, and he was discreet. It was the old man, heading off towards the rear spiral staircase. Normally a principal protection agent would put himself on the shoulder of his protectee, but Milanko knew where Babic was headed now, and he also knew the old man didn’t want a bodyguard with him.


And Milanko was sure he would not want to witness what Babic was about to do. So he just sat there on the chair, began playing a game on his phone, and protected the empty hallway behind him, waiting for the general’s return from the basement.


■  ■  ■


Put your war face on, I tell myself as I slowly push the latch down and crack open the door of the closet, just ten feet or so behind the chair positioned at the top of the stairs. The guard’s back is to me, and I’d just gotten lucky; I’d only had to wait a couple of minutes for him to make his commo check with his team. Now, I have some time. I don’t know how much, because I don’t know their check-in schedule, but I’ll make it work.


My confidence is increasing as I hit my waypoints, one by one.


The hallway is well lit. I reach to the black vest on my chest and pull a knife with a six-inch blade from its sheath, and I close for a silent kill.


■  ■  ■


Milanko had spent his entire adult life in the military, and then in various security postings, in both the Serbian government and the Serbian underworld. He had a sixth sense for his job; he could sense trouble, perceive danger before those around him.


And he’d learned to rely on these instincts, so when a sudden feeling of threat registered in his brain he looked up from his game of Scrabble, then cocked his head to listen for a noise. Hearing nothing did not assuage his concern, so he rose quickly from his chair and turned to check back over his shoulder.


A man stood two paces away, head to toe in black, a balaclava covering the lower half of his face.


Before he could even shout in surprise, Milanko saw a black blade coming for him, and then he felt it buried in his throat.


The man holding the knife embraced him, pulled him over the chair, and then pushed him up against the wall.


Milanko felt no pain, just a sense of shock and confusion, and then, shortly before his world went black, he felt one more thing.


He felt like he’d failed.




CHAPTER 3


I don’t get off on this. But it’s the job. The sentry needs to be silenced before he can alert either my target or the rest of his comrades, so I jam my knife into his throat, yank his weakening body up to the wall, and hold him there, waiting for the kicking and shaking to subside.


He barely makes a noise as he dies.


Nothing like a blade through the windpipe to shut you up and shut you down.


Snapping his radio onto my belt and putting his earpiece in my ear, I wipe my knife off on his pants leg and resheathe it. I draw my suppressed Glock and cover up the hallway, then spin to check down the stairs.


No threats, no noise.


I drag the body into the closet off the hallway where I’d been waiting, lay him there with blood all over him, then look down and see the red smears on my own filthy black clothing and tactical gear.


The sentry wasn’t my target, but he also wasn’t exactly collateral damage.


I myself have been the guy working close protection for some asshole, although I only did it in cover and on the job for some cause that I thought to be worthy. Unlike this guy in the closet, I don’t work to keep the shitheads of the world alive.


I pretty much do the opposite.


So while I might feel a twinge of regret acing some working stiff who made a bad career choice, I do it anyway.


Sorry, buddy. Slinging a gun for the bad guys can get you killed. If you didn’t know that already, then I can’t help you.


I open the door to Babic’s room slowly, look around, and am surprised to find it empty. His bathroom is a dry hole, as well. I step back out into the hall, certain I heard the old man come this way minutes earlier, confused about where he’s disappeared to. I hold the Glock high, scanning left and right, and I notice a covert door on the wall at the opposite end of the hallway. Opening it, I find a circular staircase that leads down.


It’s dark as hell, ominous looking, but I guess I’m going down there.


I flip down my NOD, night observation device, and it pulls in and magnifies the ambient light, turning it into a dim green hue before me.


I begin my slow descent, with my weapon at the end of an extended arm.


I move as quickly as I can down the stairs, while still doing my best to remain as silent as possible. I’m working with an accelerated clock now because, sooner or later, someone is going to check in with the guy I just aced.


I descend one flight, which takes me back to the ground level of the house. Here I find a landing with another narrow door, just like upstairs, but I also see that the circular stairs continue down.


Did he go back to the main floor? Or did he go down into the cellar?


Something tells me to keep descending.


I arrive at the basement, satisfied that my climb down the metal staircase was as quiet as I could make it, but once here, I realize a little noise wouldn’t have posed a problem. I hear music, some sort of pop shit that surprises me considering that this guy seems a bit old for that, but it does at least give me a hint there might be someone down here.


There is a narrow hallway with doors on either side and a door at the end, and enough illumination from a string of white Christmas lights staple-gunned to the ceiling for me to flip up my NOD. I adjust my B&T submachine gun so that it’s hanging from its sling at the small of my back and begin moving with well-practiced footwork that keeps me damn near silent.


The music gets louder with each step forward; my pistol is trained on the door at the end of the hall because that seems to be the origin of the crappy tune, but as I arrive at the doors to the left and right, I know I have to clear the space behind them.


The door on the right opens with a slow turn of the latch; as soon as I crack it I see that the room beyond is pitch-black, so I quickly re-don my night vision equipment.


Dirty mattresses line the floor along with cigarette butts and soiled sheets.


What looks like dried blood stains the walls.


Shit.


Someone has been living in these horrible dark conditions, a prisoner here, no doubt, but I don’t take the time to dig into how long ago they vacated.


I’m here for the general; thinking about anything else right now is just going to get in the way.


There are a tiny washbasin and a toilet in a small room beyond, but the area is clear, so I head back into the hall to check the second room.


I keep my NOD down over my eyes as I crack the door, but upon seeing red lighting in the room, I flip it up again quickly. I open the door and swing in with my pistol.


Two heads turn my way in surprise, and then in utter shock, because an armed man dressed in black with his face covered is an understandably distressing sight.


Illuminated by dim red light, a young woman sits on a bed; she’s wearing a dirty button-down shirt sized for a man. It’s open and her large breasts are exposed. Her hair is frazzled, she has an unkempt and tired appearance, and her face is a mask of horror now as she looks my way.


She has a black eye that looks fresh to me, even in the weird lighting.


And standing above her at the side of the bed is an older man with his shirt off, his girth hanging over his pants, his belt doubled in his hand as if he just removed it so he could use it to beat the woman.


I look the man over, but not for long.


Target . . . fucking . . . acquired.


“Evening, Ratko.”


He says something in Serbian I don’t understand, but fortunately he seems to be fluent in gun-in-the-face because when I raise the Glock towards him he shuts the fuck up. He shows confusion, as if he’s wondering how the hell this lone gunman made it through all his boys above, but he’s not showing much in the way of fear.


“No shoot,” he says. “What do you want?”


And here we go. English. The international language of begging for one’s life.


Before I can answer his question by drawing my knife and stabbing him through his intestines, the woman climbs off the bed, raising her hands in the air. This is a ballsy move in front of a guy waving around a 9-millimeter, but she seems to get that I’m not here for her.


The girl looks at me, then at the door. I nod, knowing that whatever was going on here wasn’t consensual, and I doubt she’s about to go running to the protection guys to be a tattletale.


The woman passes me, her hands still raised and her eyes never leaving mine, and she disappears out the door.


Now Ratko and I have our alone time.


“You are the assassin, yes?”


This dude’s a fucking genius. “I am an assassin, yes.”


“I tell you . . . I have no regrets.”


“Yeah? Me, either. Especially not about this.” I advance on him.


“You . . . you are the Gray Man.”


I stop. He’s right, unfortunately. Some people know of me by that ridiculous nickname. But how does he know who I am? I want to get on with it, but my own personal security concerns tell me to dig into his comment. “Why do you say that?”


“Belgrade send me their best men. They say, ‘Only Gray Man can get you now, but Gray Man not real, so do not worry.’ I listen to them. I do not worry.”


I take another step forward; I’m almost in contact distance now. “No reason in worrying about things you can’t change.”


“They say . . . that you are a ghost.”


“I get that a lot.” Quickly I snap the suppressed pistol into the Kydex holster on my hip and draw the black, six-inch blade from the sheath on my chest.


The gun didn’t faze him. I guess he’s ready to die, but he clearly does not like the looks of the knife in my hand. His eyes fill with terror as he realizes I have plans for him, and this won’t be a quick and painless end to his long, horrible life, after all.


I slip a gloved hand around his thick throat and push him up against the wall. The tanto blade of the Spyderco knife is pointed at his midsection, an inch away from drawing blood.


Quickly he says, “What does Gray Man want?”


I hold the blade up in front of his face. “For this to hurt.”


I talk too much in times like this. I should’ve taken this guy out from a quarter mile away, forgotten about penetrating his compound, and there would have been no talking.


But I am done talking now, so I put the knife against his bare stomach. Before I even draw blood, though, he says something that makes me hold again.


“Girls! Girls here. You take. I give all to you. Perfect girls. The best in world.”


At first I think he’s talking about the young woman who just ran out of the room, but he definitely said “girls,” so I next assume he means the three female cooks who I saw bringing the food out to the security guys. I’m not really looking to open a restaurant, so I don’t answer. I recover again, then ready the knife to drag it across Babic’s midsection.


“Twenty-three. No! Twenty-five. Twenty-five beautiful ladies. High class. For you! Yes!”


Wait. What? I ease up on the blade, but just a little.


“Twenty-five ladies, here? You’re lying.”


“I show you. You take. Make you happy.”


Oh my God. Is this motherfucker a war criminal and a pimp?


“You were already going to die poorly, Ratko. If you give me reason to form an even lower opinion of your character, this might get even nastier.”


He doesn’t get what I’m saying. He responds, “Here. In cellar. Beautiful. All for you, friend.”


I close my eyes. Shit. There’s always something. Some fucking fly in the ointment.


The knife is poised; I am ready. I think about just killing him, ignoring the crazed rantings of a condemned man.


But no.


Because I am an expert in detecting deception, and I don’t think this asshole’s lying. There probably are some more women down here, and my educated guess is that they’d rather not be.


And, much as I’d like to, I just can’t walk away from that. It’s my fatal flaw: time after time my conscience gets me deeper into the shit.


“Show me.”


“Yes, I show you.”


I draw the Glock again, sheathe the knife, and push him back out into the hallway.


We move quickly to the door at the end of the corridor where the music is coming from, the tip of my suppressor six inches from the back of his neck. I don’t know where the woman with the black eye has gone, but I assume she took the staircase up and is making a run for it.


In seconds Ratko and I arrive at the door; he taps a code into a keypad and turns the latch. Quickly I shove him inside, rush in behind him, and pull the door shut, because in the hall I was exposed to anyone who came down the stairs at the opposite end.


The room is so dark I reach for my NOD to pull it down over my eyes, but Ratko flips a light switch.


A low-wattage red bulb hanging from a cord from the ceiling gives an eerie dim scarlet glow over the room.


Before I can even focus on what’s before me, my earpiece comes alive.


I don’t speak Serbian, but it’s clear: the security detail is performing a radio check.


But it barely registers. I am too fixated on what I see.


A room, about ten feet wide and twenty-five feet deep. Walls of bare earth and wooden beams. There are more dirty mattresses on the floor, more broken sofas around the perimeter. A row of three chemical toilets, essentially buckets with cracked plastic seats, sit exposed in the corner on my right.


And two dozen or so women, some may be girls, sitting, squatting, lying flat. Pressed close together and forming a single life-form in the red dim. Someone turns off the music and I hear coughing, crying.


I see chains, and realize they are all shackled by their ankles to eyebolts in the floor.


I smell bad food, cigarette smoke, sweat, shit, piss, and, above it all, absolute and utter despair.


No one speaks a word. They just stare at me with wide, fearful, imploring eyes.


What . . . the . . . fuck?


I’ve seen some things in my days. I’ve never seen this.


“I tell you,” Ratko says while standing next to me. “Best in world for best in world. All for you, Gray Man.”


I’m not the “best in world,” and though the ex-general keeps saying it, these people are probably not “best in world” at anything in this condition. But that isn’t for me to judge. They are all daughters or wives or sisters or mothers. And they are all human trafficking victims, it is plain to see.


I have no idea what they’re doing here, why an old Bosnian general would have so many slaves with him on his farm, but whatever the reason, I know one thing for certain.


All these women and girls, all of them are human beings, and right now they are circling the drain of a sick fucking world.


I was mad before. Now I’m wild with rage.


I raise my Glock at Ratko with my right hand while looking back to the ladies. “Those of you who speak English, close your eyes, and translate that to the others.”


That gets Ratko agitated, but some of the ladies do as instructed. Others just keep looking on, knowing exactly what is about to happen, but unafraid.


Babic speaks in a rush now. “There are more. Many more. In two weeks. You get them all. You come back. I give to you when they come.”


I can’t listen to another fucking word out of this piece of shit’s mouth, my fury is so overpowering. My right hand clenches, not from the seething anger, but because I want to hear my gun go bang.


My gun goes bang.


I don’t even look at the general as the hollow-point round slams into his fat bare belly. The suppressor, plus the fact that we’re down in the basement, make me feel confident I am still covert. He thumps to the floor, writhing and moaning. I glance his way briefly, and shoot him twice more.


His body jolts with the impact of the rounds, then stills.


The radio check continues in my ear. I hear the clipped cadence of different men as each calls in, with either a name or a location or something else in Serbo-Croatian that I can’t understand.


I tune it out again and look up to the large mass of women in the tight space in front of me. “Who speaks English?”


All eyes are open now, and one blonde stands up in the middle of the crowd.


“I do.” Other women call out, as well.


“Listen carefully. There’s an old bus behind the house. We’re going to get on it and get out of here, but we have to work fast, and we have to work together.”


The standing woman—she sounds like she could be Ukrainian to me—simply says, “No, sir.”


I’ve turned to check down the hall, but my head spins back towards her. “What?”


“It is not possible. We stay. We must stay.”


“Are you out of your mind? None of you look like you want to—”


But I hold a hand up, telling the women to wait a moment, because the earpiece I stole from the security guard upstairs just came alive again.


A man keeps repeating a word in a questioning tone. “Milanko? Milanko?”


I guess I now know the name of the dude I dumped in the closet.


The voice on the radio turns loud and authoritative, clearly telling someone, probably everyone, to get their asses to the farmhouse to see what happened to the guy at the top of the stairs.


Back to the crowd I say, “We have to get the hell out of here right—”


“Sir.” The standing woman speaks up again. I can tell even through the grime on her face and the bad light of the basement that she is young and pretty. “We have family. Ukraine. Romania. Moldova, Chechnya, Kosovo, Bulgaria. We leave . . . someone back home kill our family.” She shakes her head. “We no can leave.”


For a moment I am frozen in place. I look at a busload of kidnapping victims who don’t want to leave their hellish prison; I know that something like a dozen men and a pair of attack dogs are about to rain down on my position, and I don’t have a clue what the fuck I’m supposed to do now.




CHAPTER 4


Five men rushed into the house from various stations, all with guns drawn and held at the low ready because, for all they knew at this point, Milanko’s radio had failed or he’d dropped it in the toilet.


But when Karlo got to the top of the stairs he thought to open the closet just behind Milanko’s chair, and when he did so, a very dead team leader flopped out onto the runner lining the floor.


He called it in immediately, and within seconds the dogs were brought from the kennels and let loose in the farmhouse.


■  ■  ■


I turn off the red light in this chamber of horrors, open the door to the cellar hallway, and notice that the Christmas lights running along the ceiling are plugged into an outlet within reach. I unplug them, casting the hallway into darkness, and I flip the NOD down over my eyes. Holstering the Glock, I heft my B&T MP9 machine pistol, extend the short stock, and bring the holographic sight up to eye level.


I see nothing, but I hear the careful footfalls of a single person descending the circular staircase past the open doorway thirty feet up the hall.


Then the footsteps stop.


To the ladies behind me I ask, “Is there another way out of here?”


One of them answers. “We no leave.”


I’m over it by now, so I snap back at her. “I’m talking about me! You guys can do whatever the hell you want.”


Can’t help the helpless, I tell myself, and then I consider their situation. If I had someone special back at home, I wouldn’t want them to pay a price for my noncompliance.


But I don’t, so my ass is out of here.


A lady says, “Only the stairs. There is no other way.”


I turn back to them quickly. “They will move you after this.”


The blonde who spoke before says, “They move us anyway. This is just a stop. We go to Europe, America. They use us for as long as they can, then . . . who knows?”


Another woman says, “We are going to die.”


She was immediately hushed by another English speaker.


The blonde’s voice is grave. “They’ll punish us, now. Because of you coming here.”


I’m certain she’s right. Anyone horrible enough to keep slaves for sex work is horrible enough to discipline the slaves for something that isn’t their fault.


I find my feet rooted to the floor. I don’t want to leave these girls, but my tactical brain can’t find a solution to all this. “I’m sorry,” I say. It’s not enough. It’s nothing, in fact, but I’ve got nothing else.


I don’t ponder my words long, because almost instantly I’m racing up the dark hallway towards the staircase, leaving two dozen desperate women and girls behind me.


Nice work, Gentry.


It seems my footfalls make noise in the hall because I see the dude in the stairwell lean out with his rifle. I have my B&T on full auto, and I fire a pair of three-round bursts at him while at a dead sprint. One or more of the rounds hits his hand or arm, because he drops the weapon and tumbles to the floor.


I take the Swiss-made machine pistol in my left hand as I run, aim it high at the stairs, and as I leap over the wounded guard, I draw my Glock. I point it down between my legs and fire twice into the wounded sentry during my vault so he can’t draw a backup weapon and shoot me from behind.


It’s dirty, but people who offer quarter in a gunfight typically don’t make good gunfighters.


I holster the pistol but sense new movement on the staircase now, which is why I’ve kept my machine pistol aimed there. As soon as I see a rifle and a man holding it, I fire a long burst. The sentry falls forward and rolls down the stairs, and I leap over his sliding body to begin my ascent.


Angling my B&T high and leaning out to cut the corners quicker than if I just kept running up the middle of the stairs, I catch the side of a descending man’s head in my sights before he sees me. I fire four rounds at him, and down he goes, ass over teakettle, his weapon clanking along with the thuds and slaps of his body as he tumbles down the stairs. I round the landing below the ground floor and vault this guy like I did the one below.


Keep coming, assholes. I can do this all day.


I hear a volley of impossibly loud gunfire above me, and the plaster on the wall inches to my right is chewed into dust by pistol rounds, and this tells me I probably can’t do this all day. I dive flat on the steps and return fire, almost blindly, nearly emptying my magazine, and then I roll tight against the wall, my head facing up as I reload.


Two men look over the side one story up, whipping short-barreled rifles down at me as they do so.


I slam the magazine in and rake them with outgoing fire, dumping two dozen rounds onto their position above. One man gets a single shot off before he flies back out of the view, and the second sentry spins away and falls onto the stairs above an instant later.


I’m up and moving again, bursting through the door on the ground floor, where I catch one man kneeling down, getting into a fighting position. He obviously heard the battle in the stairwell and wanted to be prepared in case I made it out of there.


I made it out of there, and he’s not prepared, so I fire the last six rounds from the B&T at him, killing him where he lies, and then I drop the empty gun on its sling and pull my Glock again.


The house is dark, but I see a door open slowly on my right. I spin my weapon towards the movement, take up the give in the trigger safety on my weapon, then see the face of a middle-aged woman looking out at me. She isn’t holding a weapon, so I keep going, but as I near her position, I shout, “Close your door!”


My ears are ringing from the gunfight in the stairwell, so if she says anything to me, I don’t hear it. But at least she shuts the door.


I attempt a mental head count while I run. There were twelve security on the property when I came in; I knifed the dude upstairs, took down four in the stairwell, and another here.


Six left. Shit.


I open a door to find a bathroom with no window large enough to escape from. As I turn out of the space, I realize that I have not accounted for all the threats.


It’s not just six sentries. It’s also the dogs. Can’t forget about the two—


I face the room again and see a massive black form flying through the air in the darkness right at me. One of the Belgian Malinois slams my pistol against my chest as he knocks me against the wall. We both fall to the floor, and his crazed teeth snatch my right hand. The hand is wearing a Kevlar-lined glove with the trigger finger cut out, so he doesn’t rip it off immediately. Still, I know that with a simple shake or two he can snap my wrist.


With my left hand I punch the dog hard in the snout, and he lets go and recoils an instant, but I’d broken this hand a couple months back, and the pain from the punch prevents me from driving it harder into the canine’s face.


The dog recovers quickly, then charges at me again.


He leaps, I duck, the eighty-pound animal flies into the bathroom, and I spin around and grab the door latch, yanking it closed in his snarling face.


Hefting my pistol, I stagger a few feet; the damn dog knocked the wind out of me, but soon I’m heading off again.


I don’t shoot dogs. Ever. Still, my Glock is up, and I’m muttering to myself as if I’m talking to the barking dog in the bathroom. “Where’s your buddy? Where’s your buddy?”


I hear continuous voices in the earpiece, and I really wish I spoke Serbo-Croatian, because I could use some clarity on where the other half dozen assholes are right now. I make my way into the kitchen, scanning for threats as I advance, then pass a stairway on my right. Looking up with my pistol trained, I see two men rush past up there, but neither looks down in my direction, probably because they don’t have night vision.


I don’t fire; I continue through the kitchen towards a door, and then, through my ringing ears, I hear a sound behind me in the large living area I’ve just passed.


Paws beating on hardwood, getting louder and louder.


The other dog is running me down from behind.


“Shit!” Fresh panic wells in me, and I know I have to make it outside, because I don’t shoot dogs.


I run as fast as I can, desperate to get out before the black monster rips me apart, but when I put my hand on the latch and pull, nothing happens.


I see two deadbolt locks, and both are engaged.


Behind me the beast keeps running; it snarls frantically as it races across the kitchen tile.


I’m in trouble, serious trouble, but I don’t shoot dogs.


I turn one of the locks, then begin to reach for the other, but I can tell I’m not going to get out in time. He’s only three huge bounds away from sinking his teeth into the back of my neck.


Fuck it. I’m shooting this dog.


Spinning around, I lift my pistol to line it up on the animal’s fat face; he’s ten feet away, just on the far side of the stairwell.


The Malinois launches himself at me just as a man appears, leaping into view from the stairs, obviously responding to my shout or the sound of movement down here in the kitchen.


He turns towards me, swinging his subgun, and the big canine slams into the man’s back, knocking him facedown and causing the dog to roll and slide on the tile, crashing through chairs and a small wooden table.


I turn back to the door, open the second lock, and dive outside while pulling it shut behind me.


I’m in the well-lit drive; there could be four or five guns lining up on me right now, but I don’t even scan for threats.


I run. I just . . . fucking . . . run.


■  ■  ■


Twenty-four-year-old Liliana Brinza raced through the woods down the hill, lost in the dark with no real concept of where she was or where she was going; all she knew for certain was that she had to get the hell away from the dungeon she’d been living in for the past week or so.


She’d arrived at night, and since then she’d lived in the room with the red light, only to be dragged out, away from the other women, once or twice a day to be raped.


The old man was the worst. He’d beaten her and raped her, and he’d been seconds away from doing it again when the man in black appeared. Liliana was no fool; she saw the opportunity and raced up the stairs, hid in a closet while she decided on her next move, listening to gunfire and the frantic shouts of men downstairs. Then she heard the dogs in the house and finally she took a chance and ran for the back door next to the empty kennels. She saw no one outside at all, so she raced across the back pasture to the woods, hid in some brush for a few minutes, and now she wanted to find a road or a town or another house with a phone or anything that could help her out of this desperate situation.


She ran on, her bare feet bleeding and thin branches whipping against her body, and she told herself she was in the clear, that no one was out here looking for her.


This horrific ordeal was over.


Just then a form spun in her direction from behind a tree, moved in front of her in the moonlight, took her by the mouth and covered it, and pulled her down to the ground.


He had her in a headlock, held her facing away from him as they sat in the grass, with his other hand still tight against her mouth.


She couldn’t scream, but she could bite. So she did.


■  ■  ■


It’s not my night. A dog bites my right hand, and now a woman bites my left. I pull away from her choppers before she sinks in deep enough to do damage, and I lean into her ear, stifling a scream of pain. With one arm wrapped around her neck and my hand still hovering over her mouth ready to stanch any noise, I say, “It’s okay. It’s okay.” Guessing she might speak Russian, I say “Nyet problem, nyet problem,” which means “no problem,” and is an admittedly asinine thing to tell a woman who just left her terror dungeon to find herself racing barefoot through an ink-black forest pursued by vicious dogs and men with guns.


Only to end up with some asshole holding her in a headlock telling her everything is cool.


I loosen my grip, and in both languages I say, “I’m here to help you.”


Her breathing is almost out of control for several seconds. Finally she swallows, controls herself. In English she says, “You . . . you are man in black?”


She can’t see me, I’ve got her held facing away, so it’s a reasonable question.


“Da. I mean . . . yes.”


In the distance I hear barking dogs, but they aren’t close. I’d seen wild boar in the trees as I made it to the woods, so I wonder if the Malinois are off chasing the wrong fleeing prey.


“You are British?” she asks softly.


Why not? “Sure,” I lie, but I don’t bother to fake an accent.


“The other girls?”


“They would not leave.”


To my surprise, she nods. “Yes. They have family, or they think they go somewhere better. I no have any family, and I know where they are going.”


“Where are they going?”


She shrugs. “Sex work in Europe, I think. But they no make money. They will be slaves. Just products to be used.”


“What’s your name?” I ask.


“Liliana. What is your name?”


“Prince Harry.” I’m British, might as well take advantage of it. She either doesn’t get the joke or doesn’t like the joke, but either way, she makes no response.


I ask, “Where are you from?”


“A village near Tiraspol. It is in Moldova.” I know where Tiraspol is, I’ve been there, but I don’t let on.


“Why you here?” she asks.


“I came for Babic.”


“That is the old man?”


“Yes.”


“You kill him?”


With a shrug I say, “I did.”


“You Albanian mafia?”


What a strange question, I think, but I just say, “No. Someone else hired me.”


But then I think about it. That someone is unknown to me. Hell, for all I know, I am working for the Albanians, though that would be a first. I used a broker in this industry, a shadowy guy on the dark web who I know to be reliable enough. After he established my bona fides, he’d offered me something like ten ops over a couple of months, all of which I turned down, until the day I opened an e-mail to see “General Ratko Babic” on the top of the target portfolio.


Yeah, I told myself at the time. This one, I’ll do. The pay was one point one million, but I would have worked pro bono. A half mil has already been put in my account in good faith, and my return display of good faith was to shoot that worthless sack of shit and let him bleed out, which I just did.


Services rendered. Whoever the hell paid for this hit, be they sinner or saint, I expect them to be another satisfied customer.


“I don’t know where to go,” the girl says, and I realize I’m thinking the same thing. All those women and girls back in that chamber of horrors are still there. There are still armed men around them, and the victims still have the fear of retaliation to their families if they go against the wishes of those holding them.


“How long have you been here?” I ask.


“I don’t know. Maybe one week.”


“There are kids in there, aren’t there?”


Liliana nodded, still facing away. “One is fourteen. Two are fifteen. Two are sixteen.”


Christ. I loosen my hold on the woman, and she scoots away a little, but she doesn’t get up and run. She just turns towards me. I still have my balaclava covering my face, so I let her do it.


I say, “I have a Jeep. I can take you to Mostar. It’s not far. You can tell the police what happened. Maybe they can—”


I stop talking when her expression changes. She regards me like I’m nuts. Slowly she shakes her head.


“No police?” I ask.


“Police are bad, Harry.”


“Mostar police?”


What sounds like a weak laugh comes from her, and she looks off to the sound of barking dogs, which now seem to be even farther away. “Mostar police. Belgrade police. Tiraspol police.”


“Are you certain, or are you guessing?”


“Always police. Police from Mostar come to farm.”


I say, “We have to help the girls.”


“I want to help girls. But girls gone. Never see girls again.”


“How do you know?”


She shrugs now, looks me hard in the eyes. “Because you came.”


I feel that pain in the pit of my stomach that comes the moment I realize I fucked up. I went into this with the objective of making the world a better place by taking an evil man out of it, but in doing so, I just might have condemned many others to a horrific fate.


Gentry, what have you done now?


I stammer as I talk. “Someone down there told me they would all be beaten for what I did tonight. Is that . . . true?”


She nods assuredly. “It does not matter that they no responsible for what happen. The men . . . very bad. They punish for this.”


Slowly I ask, “Will they kill them?”


She shakes her head now. “No. They no kill them. Women are money to them. Thousands of euros a day. The men never let them go while they can make money.”


“Who are these people?”


“Serbian mafia. Local police, too. I think old man pays police for protection.”


I change gears. “Would you recognize the policemen who you saw at the farm?”


“Recog-nize?”


“If you see them again, will you know them?”


She nods. “They rape me. I sex with them. Of course I see faces.”


“Right.” I want to drop this chick off in Mostar and put this entire clusterfuck in my rearview, but I know I can’t do that. I’m responsible for those women now, for the simple reason that I showed up tonight and imperiled them even more than they already were. It may not make sense to others, but I accept it.


Their fate . . . simply put . . . is my fate.


I say, “Look. If I take you to Mostar, you can show me the policemen who came here.”


Again, I get the “what’s wrong with you” look from the young woman.


“If they see me, they kill me. Why I go to Mostar? I want go Moldova.”


“I can protect you, then I will get you to back home. I promise.”


“How you protect me?”


“Sister, I just killed six . . . correction, seven men back there. Believe me, I can protect you.”


Her eyes widen. I don’t brag about killing as a rule, but I need her to know I’m deadly serious about this. Apparently, she isn’t quite buying it yet because she asks, “Why? Why you care? No one care about the girls in the pipeline.”


“The pipeline?”


“Da. The pipeline. Our countries, into Serbia, into Bosnia. From here I don’t know. Someone say a boat, but I don’t know where boat going.”


“How many girls?”


She shrugs. “In Belgrade? Fifty in the apartment. Here? Twenty, twenty-five in the cellar.”


“Where are the other girls? The girls you saw in Belgrade and Sarajevo?”


“I do not know. They take away. Do not return.”


Jesus. “I can’t help them, but maybe, if we’re fast, we can help these women. Find out where they are going next. I have to do something.”


Again, she asks me, “Why?”


“Because I came,” is all I can say, parroting the reason she gave me that the women would be brutalized even beyond what they were already being subjected to.


“Come with me to Mostar. One day. Two, tops. We’ll watch the police station, and you try to find one of the cops who came here.”


I tell myself there might still be time to save all those trafficked humans I saw in the cellar. I don’t know if it’s true, but I have to believe. “Liliana, will you help me, please?”


“You get paid for killing old man?”


The question comes out of nowhere and it surprises me. I’m so surprised, I answer honestly. “Yeah. A lot.”


She nods slowly, taking this in. Then, “Good. I am very hungry.”


I nod and smile in the dark. I can work with this woman.


I help her to her feet. “We’ll be in Mostar for breakfast.”


With a sort of noncommittal shrug she says, “Okay, Harry. I go with you. I find policeman, but you cannot stop the pipeline.”


I don’t have to stop it, I just have to pull a few girls out of it so my conscience will leave me alone.


I’m no saint, I’m just a slave shackled to his principles, just like those women were shackled to one another.


We’re all in this together now, like it or not.




CHAPTER 5


Five minutes after the gunfire ended upstairs, the women and girls sat huddled together in the cellar in darkness, because no one dared to get up, pull the slack in the chains on their ankles, fumble around the dead body by the open door, and flip the red light back on.


Already the smell of blood added to the closed room’s stench.


Between the sniffs and coughs and sobs from the group, a new sound emerged. The prisoners heard frantic, angry voices on the stairs down the hall, and they shuddered as one.


Lights shone in the stairwell, then came closer, the shouting between three men continuing. These Serbian guards were known to all of the prisoners down here, and as one of them flicked the red light back on, the other two waved their guns at the group, causing a few fresh shrieks of terror.


One of the security men checked over the dead body on the floor, and then two of them carried him away with no small struggle while the third closed the door.


Only when the loud lock engaged did the women and girls begin talking among themselves about what they had just witnessed and what it all meant for them now.


Some worried they would be killed because of what they had seen, others that they would be beaten or otherwise brutalized, and every last one of them was certain nothing good would come of this event.


They hated the sick and cruel old man, but none of them were thankful that the masked man with the American accent had shown up and killed him.


The females were aged from fourteen to twenty-four, and they had traveled different paths to get here. Many had been duped, promised employment in casinos in Dubai or Italy, or jobs in fancy restaurants or five-star hotels where beautiful women were needed. These women were trafficked and smuggled from their home countries, and then told by dangerous gangsters that they would have to compensate the traffickers for their travel and housing, and the only way they had to earn the money to pay was via sex work.


Others had been recruited at nightclubs or outside Internet live-camera porn sites or even from brothels, told they could work as high-dollar prostitutes in the West, make a thousand euros a day entertaining wealthy gentlemen, and then, after a few weeks, they could go back home, their luggage stuffed with cash desperately needed for themselves and their families.


Some women believed this and went willingly, others had to be coerced over time, and still others felt certain it was some sort of a scam, but desperation at home forced them to hope for the best and go along with it.


And still others had been kidnapped outright, drugged in bars and pulled into taxis or vans, and driven off into the night.


But now, after all these twenty-three women had been through, after all they’d heard from others about their experiences, after the passport confiscations and the locked doors and the sexual abuse many had been subjected to by the old man and the police here or by gangsters at the apartment building in suburban Belgrade, all along this underground railway of hell . . . now they all knew. Their decisions, well intentioned or not, were not important now.


They were slaves.


Some of the girls held on to the hope that once they worked off their debt, they would be allowed to return to their homes, to their families. But it wasn’t much hope. Others, usually the older women in their twenties, insisted none of them would ever see their homes or families again.


And now this. They had no idea what the evil men holding them would do to them now.


The new, even deeper sense of hopelessness in the red room was godawful.


And fresh sounds of men shouting at one another in Serbo-Croatian in the hall on the other side of the door only made it worse.


■  ■  ■


A twenty-three-year-old woman sat in the back of the little room, leaning against a threadbare cushion propped against the back wall, her head in her trembling hands, and she thought of home.


The day she was kidnapped she had been given a new name, as had all the others, and they were ordered to never speak their given names again, not even to one another.


This woman had been called Maja by her captors, and it was her name now, as far as anyone in the room knew. Maja looked drawn and pale, with dark circles under her eyes that were evident even in the poor lighting. She hadn’t worn makeup or taken a bath in days; she’d been shuttled from one dank room to another, or transported in a bus with armed guards and covered windows; and though she’d been fed regularly, the food was low quality and she’d been forced to eat with her filthy bare hands.


Her humanity had been taken from her along with her identity.


But she was one of the lucky few who had not yet been raped. She assumed it was only a matter of time, though, so she felt no great comfort in this fact.


The door clicked, then opened. One of the Serbians appeared, a rifle around his chest and blood smeared all over his T-shirt. He took in the scene, and Maja could tell he was still amped up from the fighting—he was angry and, she sensed, even scared.


The man spoke in Russian to the group. Only some of the girls spoke the language, but no one here spoke Serbo-Croat, so it was better than nothing.


Maja’s mother spoke Russian fluently, and she’d learned enough as a child to follow the man’s words.


“Your hero ran away, leaving you behind. He will be found, caught, and killed. More men are coming in now, and you . . . you all will be disciplined for what has happened here tonight.”


The same blonde who had spoken to the masked gunman fifteen minutes earlier spoke up again, this time in Russian. “We had nothing to do with—”


She stopped talking when the man hefted his rifle and pointed it at her, then shined the tactical flashlight mounted on the rail into her eyes. She and the other girls recoiled at the brightest light any of them had seen in days.


“One more word and I paint this room with all of your blood!”


Two more gunmen appeared behind the first, and they all conferred quietly with one another. Finally, one began unlocking the women from their chains. The first man said, “We are all leaving now. Follow us, and if you try anything, we will shoot you.” No one moved. After a few seconds he screamed, “Stand up!” The women and girls stood and moved huddled together out of the room, past the Serbians, and up the hall. Some cried when they saw the dead bodies of the guards lying unattended in the stairwell, and upstairs they struggled to pass two dog handlers whose snarling, snapping beasts chomped the air as they tried to get to the prisoners.


All the women were put on a bus; Maja thought this one was different from the one they’d arrived on, but just like the other bus, the windows on this vehicle had been blacked out with cardboard. They sat in silence save for some sobs of terror, and soon the engine came to life, armed Serbians filled the front seats, and the bus began rolling off.


None of the victims knew where they were going or what would happen to them when they got there, but that had been the case for Maja since the beginning of this ordeal.


The bus drove for an hour through tight mountain roads; the women were continuously admonished and threatened if they made any noise, so they did little more than look at the headrests of the seats in front of them and worry about both their short-term and long-term futures.


A few vomited, the undulating road and the terror both competing for attention in their stomachs.


Finally, the bus stopped, then began creeping forward. It stopped again, rolled a few meters forward again, and then stopped again. This continued for minutes, and Maja thought it likely they were at a border crossing. This meant they would be passing by police or border guards, but she didn’t get excited with hopes of rescue. She’d been through other border crossings since she was taken over a week earlier, with other men guarding her, other vehicles transporting her.


They’d gone through checkpoints before, and they’d always been allowed to pass. She suspected that whoever was manning the checkpoints had been well aware of the nature of the cargo in the blacked-out bus, and they’d taken money to let it through.


Soon the big vehicle returned to its previous speed on the winding roads, and Maja felt certain they were now in another country.


After another fifteen minutes of driving through hills, the bus rolled to a slow stop. One of the Serbians stood; Maja noticed he had a bandage on his arm and another around his head, and he shouted to the vehicle for everyone to get out and line up single file.


When Maja stepped out of the bus and into the night, a fresh terror washed over her. She saw they were off the road in a gravel parking circle, surrounded by dense forest.


She’d expected a new dungeon. A farmhouse or a warehouse or some sort of out-of-the-way building. But they were out in the middle of nowhere.


No . . . this didn’t look right at all.


Once all the girls were lined up by the bus, the man with the bloody wrapping around his head stepped in front of the group. He hadn’t been the leader of the Serbian security men. No, that man was nowhere to be seen now. This man, whatever his name was, had been just one of the junior guards before tonight.


She had no idea why he’d been promoted but wondered if that meant all the men above him were dead.


Maja’s Russian wasn’t great, but she knew enough to understand.


“There is a price to be paid for attempting to leave our care.”


Our care? Had Maja understood him correctly?


She fully expected the Ukrainian blonde to interject here, but when she did not, Maja realized the bravest of the group was as unnerved by these surroundings as she was.


The injured guard continued. “We have tried to treat you all with respect and kindness. And yet our kindness is rewarded with murder.” He repeated his assertion. “There is a price to be paid.”


Girls began to sob; this new leader looked around to the four men with him, motioned to a younger man with a thick black beard, and said something in their native language. The man handed his rifle off to a mate and walked up to the line of girls, looking at each one closely with a flashlight. He made a few sounds of disgust as he stepped from one to the next, but on the sixth prisoner, a nineteen-year-old Maja knew as Stefana, he stopped. With a violent motion he reached up and slapped her across the face, and as she fell towards the graveled parking circle, he grabbed her by the hair and began pulling her towards the trees.


She screamed, but this only caused him to pull her along more roughly.


A second guard and then a third grabbed girls from the line; these men held on to their rifles as they dragged the women into the darkened forest. The two Serbians watching the row of prisoners kept their weapons trained on them while the sounds of violent rape echoed around the trees.


Girls still in the line fell to the ground in despair. Maja cried, but she kept her feet.


The two remaining men talked while they guarded the group of twenty; they seemed to have a short argument, but soon one of them—not the new leader—slung his gun over his shoulder and walked forward. He was older, well into his forties, and he looked over a couple of the hostages standing by the bus, but quickly his flashlight’s beam centered on Maja herself.


He reached up and grabbed her by the arm and yanked her off-balance, began pulling her towards the woods.


“Ne! Ne! Ne!” No was one of the few words she knew in Serbo-Croatian, and she said it now, over and over, as panic threatened to overwhelm her.


But before the gangster could get her off the gravel and into the grass, the new leader of the group called out to him, and he stopped.


Maja could not understand, but whatever he said instigated an argument between the two. While the women in the woods continued to cry out, these last two men entered into a full-on shouting match.


But then it ended, and the man holding Maja’s arm yanked her back to the bus, where she was ordered to sit down on the gravel with all the others.


Save one. The older guard walked down the line, shined his light on more faces, and then grabbed another young girl. Despite her cries and pleas, he pulled her off into the woods while Maja looked on, mouth agape.


She didn’t understand. Why had she been spared?


She put her hands over her ears to drown out the pitiful cries from the trees, but a man in the forest shouted and she peered into the darkness. She saw a figure, a young Bulgarian girl of sixteen she knew as Diana, running off. She was naked other than socks, and she was sprinting, her long legs leaping over obstacles like a gazelle.


“No,” Maja whispered. And then she shouted it. “No!”


A Serbian guard rose to his feet, pulled his pants up and cinched them, and then reached down to the forest floor and retrieved his rifle. Other men shouted at him, two of them taking off in pursuit of the girl, but the man with the rifle leveled it, aimed carefully, and fired a single round, just seconds before Diana would have disappeared into thick foliage.


The gunshot echoed off the trees and into the night.


Maja watched in horror as the sixteen-year-old tumbled to the ground and lay still.


“No!” the girls sitting by the bus croaked out now.


Maja began weeping heavily, for the senseless death of the young girl, for the brutal rapes that were happening before her eyes, and for the fact that she had been singled out and spared the fate of the others.


She didn’t understand it, not any of it, but even though her brain was riddled with shock, that last part confused her most.


Maja vomited onto the gravel in front of her, over and over, while the mournful cries of the women around her resumed.




CHAPTER 6


The balcony overlooking the azure water was lined with potted plants and trees, keeping the large space cool despite the warm morning sunshine. The tallest of these cast shade on the breakfast table with the seventy-two-year-old man seated at it, but they had been positioned so as not to obstruct his view of the sea.


Hvar was a resort town on an island off the coast of Croatia, so although it saw a lot of tourists in July, it would be absolutely filled to the brim with foreigners in August. For now, though, the man who owned the penthouse apartment above the rocky coastline enjoyed the relative calm of the streets below, and the fact that although there were a number of pleasure craft offshore, they weren’t choking out the beautiful bay and he could still see the crystal-green water.


He would leave in a few days, remain outside Croatia for the month of August, and this way he would avoid the highest of the high season.


Kostas Kostopoulos was not Croatian, although he kept a penthouse here. He was Greek, and his own nation would become even more crowded in August than Croatia, so he wouldn’t bother with going home. No, he planned on heading to Venice for work, and then he would take another business trip to the United States. He’d remain in Los Angeles for the month, and only return to the Adriatic when the summer holiday season died down.


Kostopoulos didn’t like crowded streets; he barely ventured out of his properties into the masses, and only did so when business forced him to.


The Greek oversaw the Southern European trafficking channels, from Turkey to the south and Ukraine to the north, all the way to the terminus of his territory on the eastern edge of Western Europe. He’d built an empire over decades: drugs, guns, sex trafficking, labor trafficking, illegal immigration. He had made hundreds of millions of euros in these endeavors. But the pipeline of women trafficked for sex work from Eastern Europe into the West was his most profitable revenue stream, and he was only a regional director of a much larger enterprise, known to those involved as the Consortium.


Kostas wondered how much the person who ran the operation earned from his European network, and he marveled at his best guess. He had no idea who this person was; he himself worked through the Consortium’s Director of operations, a South African.


But whoever the Director of the Consortium was, Kostas was sure he or she was in possession of a spigot that poured pure gold.


As he sipped his coffee, the sliding glass door opened behind him, and a bearded man stepped through in a rush, passing two burly bodyguards. He stopped at the table.


In English Kostopoulos said, “Good morning, Stanislav. Hope you don’t mind if I finish my breakfast. Sit, take a few breaths, calm down, then tell me what’s so important.”


The younger man did as instructed; he even took a sip of pineapple juice, already poured in crystal, when the older man motioned towards it. But he rushed through the act, spilled a little down his chin, then hurriedly put the glass back on the table. He spoke with a Serbian accent, but the Greek talked to Serbs daily, so it wasn’t difficult for him to understand.


“There has been a disruption in the pipeline.”


Kostas Kostopoulos showed his displeasure with slightly sagging shoulders but nothing more. “Where?”


“Mostar.”


The Greek took a bite of yogurt, then said, “General Babic and his Belgrade men.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Details?”


“Attacked last night. Seven men dead, including Babic.”


The Greek sighed now while he buttered his croissant. He displayed a subdued countenance, though this was highly distressing news, to be sure. Still, he wouldn’t let the Serbian see him react with the shock he felt. “So who is interfering with my business interests this time? The Turks again?”


“Belgrade doesn’t know who ordered it, but they think they know who carried out the operation itself, and they believe this was not an attack on the way station, but simply an attack on the general.”


The older man looked up from his croissant and said, “Well? Who is responsible?”


A pause. “An individual known as the Gray Man.”


Kostopoulos cocked his head. “An . . . individual?”


“We have no information that he was acting in concert with others.”


“One man? One man killed seven, including the general, who has been hunted for a quarter century? That sounds like a tall tale.”


Stanislav was a member of the Serbian mafia, the Branjevo Partizans, and he served as his organization’s link to the Consortium that operated the pipeline. Kostopoulos was the only contact in the Consortium he had ever met, and that was by design.


He said, “Belgrade has interviewed both the surviving security force and the whores, sir. Everything points to it being one very skilled man. Belgrade seems to know him by his moniker, Gray Man. They said no one else could have done this.”


Kostopoulos looked down to the water at the gorgeous summer morning. He didn’t believe the lone-assassin theory and thought the Serbian mob was a bunch of fools for even suggesting it.


“The merchandise was undisturbed?”


“There were twenty-four items on site. One is missing.”


“The missing item. What’s her story?”


“Moldovan. The whores say Babic was fucking her himself in another room when the gunman appeared. Nothing special about her. They don’t know where she is. Security men never saw her leave, but they were fighting it out with this killer at the time.”


After a nod and a bite into his croissant, the Greek said, “Obviously you will close down that way station.”


“Under way now, sir. The product is gone already, moved on to the next stop.”


“They are early for the next stop. We aren’t set to pick them up on the coast for three days. That could pose problems.”


“I’m sorry, sir. But there is nowhere in our area of influence that we can put them.”


“Banja Luka?”


“We are getting it ready now, but it won’t be secure for a few more days.


Moving the whores on west was the only thing we could do.”


Kostas let a little frustration show now. “This will be costly. Time-consuming. Obstructive to our work. How, dear Stanislav, do we exact our revenge for this?”


“This Gray Man will be hard to find. He’s probably already far from here.”


Kostopoulos shrugged. “Assassins will come and go. Keep an ear out for him, and I’ll tell the other directors in the pipeline to do the same.


“But he’ll be long gone by now, so I’m not talking about him. I’m talking about revenge for the failures in your ranks.” After a pause he added, “The local constabulary there in Mostar was involved in protecting the operation, is that correct?”


“Yes, sir. Our contact there is a police chief in Mostar. A man named Vukovic.”


“I’d say he did a rather poor job. Do you agree?”


After a brief pause the Serbian replied, “Agreed.”


“We will make an example of him. Something that will show the other pipeline way stations that we do not accept underperforming from those we compensate well to keep our systems functioning safely.”


Stanislav looked uncomfortable for a moment.


The Greek picked up on this. “He’s one of Belgrade’s assets, and you don’t want to kill him. Is that it?”


“He is well positioned. He has helped us with many—”


“I can move the pipeline out of Belgrade’s area of influence. I can move the women via northern routes or south through the Mediterranean.”


Stanislav said nothing.


“I want a pound of flesh for this debacle. You can either find yourself a new chief of police in the little shit town of Mostar, or you can find yourself another endeavor as profitable as what I offer you.”


Stanislav sat up straighter. “I’m sorry, sir, but it’s not you offering us the work. It’s your masters in the Consortium.”


Kostopoulos bristled at this but fought any show of anger or insult. Instead he said, “I rule this area, and my opinion holds weight with the Director of the Consortium.”


Stanislav kept his defiant posture. “Then we ask you to contact him and request that he take no action on Vukovic. We have other needs for him in the area. If you are leaving Mostar anyway, why should you care if he’s still working for us?”


Kostas let it go, but he had no plans to contact the Director, and no idea how to do so, even if he did want to.


The Serbian left the Greek alone on his luxurious balcony and stepped back inside to head to the elevator, pulling a phone from his pocket as he did so.


Kostas Kostopoulos did his best not to let his temper flare in this work. He always tried to retain a dispassionate approach. So many other traffickers were thugs, gangsters, criminals through and through. But the organization Kostopoulos worked for, though they used petty gangsters for their grunt work, was made up of businessmen and businesswomen, not thugs. They acquired, produced, transported, traded, and profited on a product, and the fact that the product they dealt in was human beings had been tamped down by years of incredibly positive balance sheets and a growth line unparalleled in any other legitimate industry since the dot-com boom twenty years earlier.


Nobody in any position of authority in the endeavor thought of their product as people. They were resources. Assets.


Merchandise.


But despite the Greek’s desire to remain unemotional about what happened, he recognized that the shuttering of one of his pipeline way stations would hurt the monthly flow of product west, and this would ultimately reflect poorly on him.


Kostopoulos might have been a powerful regional director in one of the largest human trafficking organizations in the world, but he didn’t call the shots, and his dispassion now was tempered by the fact that he knew that some extraordinarily powerful and dangerous individuals were going to be very unhappy with him when he told them of last night’s events.


He’d have to make a call now, to obtain Consortium approval to send assassins after this Vukovic, because Kostas Kostopoulos didn’t make these decisions on his own.


■  ■  ■


Jaco Verdoorn didn’t like this part of his job, but it was not because he was squeamish or sensitive about murder.


He’d killed before, many times. He’d killed in combat, and he’d killed in security contract work, and he’d even killed once in a street fight in Pretoria.


But this? Tonight? This kind of killing, he felt, was far beneath him.


These weren’t combatants. These were lambs at the slaughterhouse, he was the butcher, and there was no game in that.


Still he drove in the front passenger seat of the Mercedes G-Wagen as it motored north away from Los Angeles, through Calabasas, west of the hills of the San Fernando Valley, checking his phone idly and thinking about the old days, back in the nation of his birth, back in his time in South Africa’s military and intelligence services.


Those had been interesting times.


So unlike tonight.


Tonight he would put bullets into the heads of two young women, dump their bodies in a ditch, and then turn around to head to Van Nuys airport for a flight to Europe.


The girls were all but unconscious in the backseat of the Mercedes. They’d been injected with heroin, not for the first time, and then they’d been helped out of the large property where they had been kept, folded into the SUV, and joined by Jaco Verdoorn and two of his men.


Their heads lolled in the back with the bouncing on the roads, and Verdoorn showed his boredom with a wide yawn.


This was just another day at the office.


The driver stopped beside a ravine that ran along Big Pines Highway. This wasn’t a particularly out-of-the-way location, but it was the middle of the night now and there were no cars in sight and, anyway, this would just take a moment.


The young women—one was a nineteen-year-old brunette from Belarus, and the other a seventeen-year-old Indonesian—were barely aware of their surroundings as they were let out onto the street, over to the shoulder, and up to a low metal railing.


The two young women faced the ravine, both only now feeling a hint of confusion, because during their months of captivity, they’d never been out of the compound they were kept in, they’d never been in a car, and none of this felt exactly right.


The Belarusian muttered through a tongue slurred with the drug injected into her, “What is happening?”


The South African climbed out of the front passenger seat, pocketed his phone with a sigh, and then drew the SIG Sauer P220 pistol from the waistband of his khakis under his too-tight white polo shirt. As he leveled it at the back of the brunette’s head he said, “The Director grew tired of you, like he always does. Time to make way for the next shipment.”


A gunshot rang out on the quiet hillside, and the young woman pitched forward, disappearing from view before the echo of the pistol’s report made its way back from the other side of the ravine.


The Indonesian, even in her drug-induced stupor, recoiled from the loud noise, and she started to turn around, but Jaco Verdoorn fired again, striking her in the left temple, and she, too, tumbled over the metal railing and down into the thick brush.


One of the other South Africans shined his tactical flashlight down the ravine. A cloud of dust rose, indicating the women had come to rest on the earthen floor.


Verdoorn had already holstered his pistol and sat back down in the SUV by the time the light clicked off and the two other men returned to the vehicle. This wasn’t the first time Jaco had done this—this wasn’t even the tenth time—and he expected in a couple of months, certainly no more than four or five, he’d be back, either here or on some other little lonely mountain road, and he’d be doing it all over again.
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