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who happens to also be
my incredible editor, Tom Colgan,
without whom the Gray Man
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If they decide to kill me, that means that we are incredibly strong. We need to utilize this power to not give up; to remember we are a huge power that is being oppressed.

ALEXEI NAVALNY (1976–2024)

People sometimes pay with their lives for saying out loud what they think.

ANNA POLITKOVSKAYA (1958–2006)
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Courtland Gentry sat at the bar, his drink in front of him, and he flashed occasional looks up into a grimy mirror, first to identify and then to prioritize all those in the crowd preparing to kill him.

And then the pain returned with the intensity and abruptness of a knife through the back of his skull, watering his eyes to the point where he could no longer make out his enemies in the dirty glass.

The pain was psychological, not physical, and he knew this, but that knowledge did nothing to dull the blade.

Court blinked away heavy mist, stared down at his half-consumed glass of Carpathian single malt whiskey, and then took another long swig. The booze was a bad idea, there was no question, but he’d been making a lot of poor decisions recently. The pain fought for control of him these days, and sometimes, much of the time, he felt powerless against it.

He shook his head now to clear his brain, then spoke softly. Just to himself, always to himself, he said the three words he’d been repeating like a maxim for the past six months.

“She’s not dead.”

The men in this establishment who meant to do him harm were, temporarily, at least, forgotten; all his focus shifted to a phone conversation he’d had with an old friend, months earlier.

The man was empathetic but insistent. He was also clinical in his delivery, and this only served to piss off Court even more.

“We assess with high confidence that Zakharova was executed in Moscow on June nineteenth at six fifty-three a.m. The cause of death was hanging. I’m very sorry.”

Court took another slow sip of his whiskey now, his eyes closed, his head pounding, and his heart so unbelievably heavy.

Eventually, though, the whispered maxim came again.

She’s not dead.

He had to say the words, whether there was any evidence to believe them or not, because he had to convince himself that there was a reason for what was about to happen, some achievable objective lying just on the other side of all he was about to put himself through.

The woman was the goal, the only goal, and the woman simply had to be alive for any of this bullshit to make sense.

With fresh determination he pushed the despair out of his consciousness, if only for the moment. The stab of agony in his brain lessened, his body tightened, and his muscles flexed, readying for action.

Court blinked fresh mist from his eyes, flashed another glance up to the mirror, and got down to work, ranking the threats in the room according to who seemed the most switched on, who seemed the most capable, the most motivated, the most lethal. His powers of perception on such matters had been honed by two decades in harm’s way, so he made his assessments quickly and coolly.

He’d already identified five enemy in the room, and in order of importance, one and two were definitely the pair sitting in the booth over his left shoulder. They’d been looking his way through the crowd, but casually; one had been on his phone, twice, likely either reporting to someone or receiving instructions. They had guns on their hips that bulged their coats, and to the trained asset the men’s eyes were the eyes of stone-cold killers.

But they seemed relatively relaxed, kind of like they did this shit all the time.

Court took in their demeanor, stored it as data in his tactical brain, and adjusted his plan accordingly.

Number three on the threat list sat down the bar, three patrons to Court’s right. The man, early thirties with bushy eyebrows and narrow eyes, had been staring at the asset in the mirror, unable to mask his interest and his ire. He looked straight-up pissed off, an unprofessional trait in a gunman, which made him somewhat less intimidating than the cool pros in the booth behind.

Four and five on Court’s threat matrix stood by the door. They were older, in their forties; they held beers in their hands and pretended to watch a soccer game on the TV between Dinamo Bucuresti and FC Voluntari, but the American caught them glancing away right at the moment the Bucharest striker slipped behind the enemy defense, received a perfectly placed chip from the right midfielder, and half volleyed a go-ahead goal. Even though the match was a repeat, it was a strange time to turn from the screen, and stranger still that the pair used the opportunity both to scan the bar where Court sat and to look over at the two men in the booth for guidance, solidifying the hierarchy of this team of gunmen in Court’s mind.

The pair by the door were both strapped. One man had a swell under his blue down jacket at the appendix, big enough to be a full-sized double-stack semiautomatic pistol. The other, a bald guy in a brown leather coat, had adjusted his outerwear on his left side at the hip a couple of times, an unconscious grooming cue, an indicator that there was something positioned there that he wanted to be sure remained ready for easy access.

It would be a gun, of course, and number five either was a lefty or had a cross-draw holster.

Cross-draw was stupid; it would mean the man was a rank amateur, because it took longer to reach across the body and pull a weapon.

But if he was a lefty, the gun would be right where it needed to be for quick access.

After another scan of the mirror, Court felt satisfied he had completed his first task of the evening. There were thirty-six people in this room, the staff included, and he had pegged these five as his opposition.

And all five of them knew that he was a threat, as well, which meant his oppo would be closing on him very shortly.

He figured the pair in the booth planned on making the approach, shoving a gun in his ribs and giving an order of some sort to force him outside. Then they’d do it right out there on the street, because the street out the front door of this shithole had no doubt seen its share of murder.

They’d use guns for the coercion phase of their plan, but blades for the actual killing to keep the noise down, Court assumed.

Or would they? He looked at the men in the booth again. They appeared incredibly self-confident; they might just intend to drag him outside, shoot him in the skull, and then stroll calmly to their car.

Regardless of the enemy’s plan, however, Court was sure of one thing.

None of it was going to happen.

No, he saw this all going down a different way, because unbeknownst to any of them, the American at the bar had the true advantage.

Court’s advantage, simply put, was that he did not care. Did not care who lived or died, who witnessed the carnage, and who got caught up in it.

Court only cared about one thing in this world, and the health and safety of the thirty-six other motherfuckers around him was most definitely not it.

He would not be going outside. No, he’d start the fight right here, smack-dab in the middle of everything. It was five-v-one, but the edge Gentry held over his enemies was that none of them would expect him to draw right here in the middle of a crowd. He’d have his gun up and rocking before these assholes even knew they were in a fight for their lives.

He took another drink and then began gauging the demeanor of the rest of the patrons. He’d been in a thousand bars like this: all-male clientele, a strong criminal element, and a lot of times some tightly wound asshole who’d come in for a drink would insert himself in the middle of somebody else’s altercation just for kicks.

There were eight or so men in here who looked like they might be the type to force themselves into a dispute they had no part of, but Court doubted they would remain involved once guns began to bark and blood began to jet out of ragged wounds.

If they did stay involved, then they’d die. This he told himself with neither distress nor disquiet as his gaze returned to the wood grain of the bar.

There would be the lookie-loos, as well. Those who would egg on the fighters while staying clear themselves, but they weren’t a worry, unless and until they whipped out camera phones. Court imagined that he’d have to hold the whole room at gunpoint once the smoke cleared, confiscate several grand worth of cell phones, and then destroy them, but that was a problem for after, and he needed to remain focused on the now.

He’d scanned the room for security cams and ID’d three. There was no front angle on him where he sat here, but that would change once the shooting began. Nothing he could do about that, so he kept his knit cap low, his neck deep in his shoulders, and his eyes down as much as possible, even when glancing in the mirror. When it was all over, he’d have to go to the office and confiscate the old security system’s hard drive, but again, that was after, and now was now.

He began to look to his watch, but before he did, the bartender caught his eye. The man was past sixty, heavyset with a thick beard and mustache, unfriendly from the moment Court came through the door. He didn’t seem like he had any relationship with the five armed dudes milling about, but he certainly could pose a problem nevertheless. A bartender in an establishment this rough in a neighborhood this seedy would, of course, have a weapon stashed, and Court would have to account for the possibility that the man fancied himself some kind of hero.

There would be no heroes in this bar tonight; Court would see to that, even if it meant shooting this fucker along with whoever else sought a brief moment of glory.

Finally, when he had taken in all the information that he could from his opponents and his surroundings, he glanced at the cheap Casio watch on his wrist.

Thirty seconds to midnight.

He wiped his eyes with the back of his arm, then rolled his neck left and right, cracking an upper cervical vertebra with a satisfying thump and a jolt of electricity down an arm.

Behind him, the two men in the booth slid out, stood, and squared up in his direction. His first and second priorities out of the five hard men in the room began advancing through the tables and the noncombatants.

They were coming to him, and he found their timing positively synchronistic.

He downed the dregs of his scotch, blew out a long, low breath, and, at the first clang of a church bell somewhere off in the night, pushed himself back from the bar.

To himself, only to himself, Courtland Gentry muttered three words.

Softly, solemnly, he said, “She’s not dead.”

He reached to his waist and spun around, his coat flailing with the movement, a suppressed subcompact pistol appeared in his hand and swung towards the room full of men.




ONE [image: ]

The ringing of the midnight church bells cued the four men standing on the rooftop that the killing had begun.

They moved towards the edge of the roof of the parking garage, four stories above the street, leaving their Audi behind and advancing through a row of parked cars and vans so they could get a better view of the action that should now be under way just a few blocks to the north.

They’d expected gunshots, explosions, something, but after the twelfth low chime from the church next door, they all peered into the darkness, and they heard nothing save for the sounds of the street.

The men waited in silence a moment more, and then Vartan, only twenty-two years old, spoke in Romanian. “Something’s wrong. It should sound like a war.”

Iosif sniffed. He was thirty and muscular, with a trim beard that rimmed his jawline and no mustache. He answered back in Romanian. “What war? It’s just one guy.”

“Yeah, against four, five enemy? All armed. And … one guy or not, that dude is a killing machine. You know he smoked six men down in Sofia.”

“I heard four,” Alin retorted from Vartan’s other side. He was nearly forty, tall and overweight but strongly built; a thick red beard grew from his round face.

Vartan shook his head. “It was six. The last two with his bare hands.”

A fourth man, a small forty-eight-year-old named Avram, chimed in now. “I talked to a Bulgarian cop I know. He read the police report. The killings happened down in Varna, on the coast. Three victims. Two bodyguards and the main target, an underboss of the Kyulev crime family.”

Vartan leaned back against the grille of a tan Renault van in the middle of the row of six parked vehicles here on the edge of the rooftop lot. “I heard it was in Sofia, and I heard it was six.”

All four of the Romanians thought the other three to be full of shit, and soon the silence returned as they concentrated again, listening for the sounds of violence.

When it came it was disappointing. A single crack of a gunshot snapped somewhere behind them, maybe half a kilometer away, but no one turned towards this noise. Gunfire wasn’t anything special around here, and a shot from the south had nothing to do with them.

The Ferentari district of Bucharest had once been ranked the fourth most dangerous place to visit on Earth, and that was back before it really went to shit. The streets at this time of night were full of addicts, dealers, pimps, prostitutes, and gangsters.

There was no legit reason to move through Ferentari after dark.

The dealers, pimps, and prostitutes working the district were wisely frightened, though the addicts were blissfully unaware of the threats. But it was the gangsters who both knew what lurked in the shadows and remained unafraid, and the four on the rooftop belonged to this class. They were Balan Brigazi—Romanian mob—and as dangerous as this district was after nightfall, the four knew that no one around here would bother them.

They carried handguns inside their leather jackets, and Vartan, the youngest, also kept a tiny MP5K submachine gun hanging from a cable under his arm and extra magazines in his coat pocket.

But it wasn’t the guns that protected them.

No, it was the brotherhood of the Brigazi, because their credo was the same as that of most mafia groups around the world.

Fuck with one and you fuck with all.

And nobody was going to fuck with all of Dorin Balan’s people.

Light snow drifted through the hazy glow of halogen lamps positioned on a higher building next to where they stood on the roof of the parking garage, and the men stomped their feet and kept their heads tucked down in the collars of their coats as they continued looking into the night, their ears tuned to listen for the sounds of mayhem that must surely be playing out just a couple hundred meters away.

The pulsing late-night street noise below them continued, but that was it.

At 12:05 a.m. headlights appeared up there on the rooftop, circling up the ramp to the parking lot, and then a black Mercedes G-Wagen followed by a dark gray BMW rolled in the direction of the men standing by the row of cars.

Vartan, the young one, turned to Iosif, the muscular one, and said a single word.

“Nasul.”

To this, Iosif said, “Cacat.”

In Romanian, “Nasul” means “the godfather,” and “cacat” means “Oh shit.”

The G-Wagen parked along the row of vehicles in the lot, the gray 7 Series pulled up alongside the four men, and its back window rolled down.

A man older than any of the others sat there; the light was low up here, but still it glinted off his glasses and his watch.

Dorin Balan was sixty-six, small, and wiry; he looked just like an older version of the petty street thief he’d once been. Only the Rolex on his wrist, the chains on his neck over his coat, and his Maybach eyeglasses indicated that his stature around here had changed over the past fifty years.

He addressed Avram, the leader of the four. “I wanted to come see for myself.”

Avram said, “Of course, sir. We expect news any moment.”

Balan looked around now. “This is a strange place to meet.”

“The asset picked this rally point. The street’s quiet below, and I guess he thought we’d have a view from here, but we haven’t seen anything yet.”

The godfather nodded, then climbed out of the vehicle and lit a cigarette while his men piled out of the G-Wagen and the front seat of the BMW.

Dorin Balan had been a thief in Constanta, on the Black Sea coast a couple hundred klicks east of Bucharest. He’d graduated to bigger scores, then collectivized the local crooks, starting a gang that eventually controlled smuggling at the port. Cigarettes and booze, knockoff designer jeans, even cars.

And then he moved to Bucharest, and here he graduated to human beings.

Balan trafficked prostitutes to fifteen European nations; his girls were Romanians, Bulgarians, and Serbs, but he also acquired human capital from Russia, just across the Black Sea.

Sex trafficking had become less lucrative since the war in Ukraine began, but Balan saw the conflict as an opportunity. He reversed the flow of his contraband and began sending luxury items into Russia for a massive markup.

Sanctions on Western goods had hurt the rich in Russia. Local perfumes from Minsk or Volgograd weren’t as prized as Chanel from Paris, so Balan had thieves across the continent acquire truckloads of perfume, watches, fine cheeses, furs, and other items, and he arranged transport across the Black Sea to a partner organization in the Russian port of Sochi.

This had made the Balan Brigazi millions of euros in the past couple of years, but all that was in jeopardy now, because although Dorin Balan was the most dangerous Romanian mafia boss in Bucharest, he was not the most dangerous mafia boss in Bucharest.

Not since the Italians moved in.

The ’Ndrangheta.

The Calabrian mob had taken up residence in the Romanian capital and were now organizing their own smuggling shipments into Russia from the riverine port of Medgidia. They sailed their boats along the Danube–Black Sea Canal and then across the water to Sochi.

The Italians had killed Russians who worked with Balan; they had depressed the price for luxury goods by introducing competition, something no mafia capo has any interest in, and now the Calabrians were threatening Balan’s operation here in the capital city.

Roughing up his thieves, stealing his trucks and containers, even kidnapping the daughter of a Brigazi underboss.

The Calabrian capo was ensconced in a safe house here in Ferentari, protected by ten of the organization’s toughest soldiers. He was tasked with taking over the underworld of the city, and Balan knew it would just be a matter of time before the Italian began ordering the killing of Balan’s men and the dismantling of Balan’s network.

The foreign mafia had to go, but the Romanian hadn’t survived in this dangerous world for this long by being anything other than a pragmatist. He knew that his own enforcers were no match for the ’Ndrangheta’s well-trained goons.

And that was where the American came in: to thin the herd.

Balan had heard of an incident in Bulgaria five weeks earlier. A lone man had entered a nightclub in the posh Chayka neighborhood in the coastal city of Varna to talk to a Bulgarian mafia underboss, and apparently the conversation had not gone well. When the dust settled and the smoke cleared, the underboss was dead, as was one of his bodyguards, and two more of his men had been horribly injured, disfigured for life.

The next day Balan got a call from an American saying he was responsible for the mayhem in Varna, and he wanted to work out an exchange of services. He would do a job for the Balan Brigazi if the Balan Brigazi gave him something in return.

And what he wanted in return was not money.

Balan tried to vet the man, but he was a ghost, even to contacts he kept in the Romanian intelligence services, so instead of a direct hire, Balan told the American he had to audition for the job first.

Thirty-six hours later, a semitruck carrying a load of explosives to be shipped into Russia was left in front of Balan’s HQ in Bucharest’s Pipera district. The Italians had stolen the ordnance from the Romanian military, and then, somehow, the American stole it from them. Balan’s boys had found the cab of the truck soaked in blood, evidence of arterial spray.

The American was clearly skilled, but he was also clearly crazy. The copious amount of blood from a couple of low-level thieves in the cab of the truck was an obvious tell.

This assassin, whoever he was, murdered with a unique rage.

The truck was loaded ninety percent to the roof, over one thousand four hundred kilos of Semtex plastic explosives from the aptly named Czech firm Explosia.

Along with the satchels of ordnance were triggers and detonators. Enough bang to blow up a city block in Ukraine if the Russians so desired.

Balan didn’t normally deal with weaponry, but he knew the Russians would pay up big for this score.

But more important for the Romanian gangster than making some money off the product, Balan had found his champion, the asset that he needed to rid him of the Italians, once and for all.

Balan messaged the American and told him the truck of goods was a very fine start, but what Balan really needed was for a group of thugs from Italy to die.

The two men agreed upon terms. In exchange for the American’s single demand, he would go to a bar the Italians frequented in their off-hours, kill whatever ’Ndrangheta men were present, and leave no trace that Dorin Balan had ever been involved.

That was the extent of their arrangement, but Balan envisioned one more step to the affair. If the American asset made it back alive to this rally point, then Balan would demand that the American do one more job before he fulfilled his end of the bargain.

If the American said yes, Balan would send him after the Italian capo himself.

And if he said no, then Avram and the others would riddle him with bullets right here to make doubly certain there were no comebacks.

The Romanian godfather was a pragmatist, after all.

After another drag from his cigarette, Balan said, “Where’s Christofer?”

Avram said, “He’s in a van a block from the bar. He reported in at fifteen minutes to midnight saying the asset was going in and would act at the stroke of twelve.”

The old man looked down to his Rolex, then back up. “It’s six after. Check back in with him.”

“Yes, sir.”

Avram pulled his phone and hit a button. He waited, and the men around him waited, as well, but he got no answer. With a nervous look to his boss, he then turned to Iosif. “Take Vartan and Alin. Just go to the van, not to the bar. Understood?”

Before he could reply, Dorin Balan shook his head. “No. You boys all stay here with me in case the asset shows.” He turned to the six men who’d arrived with him in the two vehicles. “Everybody who came with me will go. Get Christofer out of there, whatever the situation.”

Quickly, he added, “And stay away from the Italians.”

Six of the eleven men on the rooftop raced off in the Mercedes and the BMW; Balan and the four men who’d been waiting here for the past hour remained.

The snow began to pick up a little.

Just a couple of minutes later a new set of headlights appeared from the ramp on the opposite side of the rooftop lot, just to the right of the small concrete structure built around the stairwell.

“Pistoale,” Balan said softly, and all the men pulled their pistols except for Vartan, who scooped his MP5K from under his arm and brought it to his shoulder.

But then the vehicle came into view under the lampposts as it passed the door to the stairs, and everyone recognized Christofer’s Ford Transit van.

Pistols were reholstered, but Balan was not eased. “Vartan, find cover in case this is a setup by the Italians.”

Vartan hurried to the front of the Renault van that had been there when the men arrived, took a knee, and peered out the side towards the south with the wire stock of his gun in the crook of his shoulder, watching the Ford as it slowed in front of the others.

Balan himself walked up to the van and found Christofer behind the wheel. Checking the interior quickly to make certain his man was alone, he said, “Why didn’t you answer your phone?”

Christofer was twenty-eight, smarter than the other goons, and Dorin Balan’s nephew. “I … I took the asset where he told me. A couple blocks away from the bar. He had me call in to Avram to say he’d begin his attack at midnight. As soon as I hung up the phone the American had a gun in my face. He wanted my mobile. I had to give it to him. He seemed to know I had a backup; I had to give him that, too. He told me to wait for him … and I did, but …”

“But what?”

“But …” Christofer got out of the van. The older man could see his hands shaking.

He put his hand on the vehicle to steady himself, and he just stared at the ground in front of him.

The Nasul said, “Keep talking, damn you! What’s going on?”

“It was … I could hear it. It was a bloodbath.”

“We heard nothing.”

“He had a silencer. Maybe subsonic ammunition. Just soft pops, broken glass, shouting, screaming, crying out. The panic of men.”

“Nonsense. The Italians would have shot back. Surely, they don’t have silencers on all their guns.”

“I don’t think they even had time to pull their guns. It happened so fast. Three, four seconds of shooting. Soon people began running for their lives up the street, right past my van.”

“And the American? Where is he?”

For the first time, the young man’s eyes fixed on his uncle. “I didn’t see what happened to him. When the fighting was over, he did not come back. I waited five minutes, then assumed he was killed. A knife or something, or maybe the Italians did have silencers. I don’t know. I wanted to get out of there before the police showed up.”

Balan waved a hand towards Vartan, kneeling down behind the Renault, and the young man rose, stepped out, and lowered his machine pistol.

The Nasul turned to Avram now. “Call the others back. We’ll all leave here together. The Italian capo and his night crew of bodyguards are still in town, and even if they can’t be sure we were involved, we need to be damn careful that we—”

The creaking of the metal door to the stairwell shaft across the parking lot interrupted the older man, and he turned to the sound.

“Pistoale,” he ordered again as he looked across the space.

Guns came up, aimed in at the door just twenty meters away as it opened. A lone figure stood there, silhouetted by the stairwell lighting behind him. His hands appeared empty; they hung down by his side. He wore a black coat, a backpack, a knit cap, and a beard, but no one could make out his face.

A shadow in human form.

Snow swirled in the silence. Finally, the new arrival spoke in English.

His voice sounded relaxed. Lackadaisical, even. “What’s up?”

Balan looked at the others, then back to the man he presumed to be his American asset. In English, he asked, “What happened?”

The figure shrugged. “Five of them. No collateral to speak of, but the bartender’s going to need somebody to wipe his ass for a while.”

The Romanian crime boss stared back in confusion. He didn’t really understand what the man was talking about, other than the fact that he’d encountered five Italians in the bar.

“You eliminated them?”

“Yes.”

Balan nodded, “And you survived?”

The American sniffed, his voice remained cool. “Is that a question?”

Balan stood dumbfounded a moment, then asked, “How did it happen?”

“I went to the bar earlier in the afternoon. Paid a worker there to tell me when the Calabrians would come in. I was overheard, intentionally. I got followed out by an Italian.”

“And?”

“And I kicked his ass. Told him I’d be back tonight for his buddies.”

Balan took a couple of steps forward. “You wanted them to know you were a threat.”

The American remained where he was in the stairwell, as if he knew the light behind him would shield the men’s view of his face. “It was a matter of figuring out who was who.”

“But … but how did you kill them without any of them firing back at you?”

With a shrug, he said, “Swift and judicious marksmanship.”

Balan looked to his four men behind him by the vehicles, then back to the American. “Then you, sir, are an artist with a gun. Whoever you are, you certainly do impress.”

“I’ve done what you asked. Now it’s time for you to do what you promised.”

Behind the Nasul, Avram translated for Alin and Vartan, neither of whom spoke English. But Iosif and Christofer understood the language well, and they looked to their boss, wondering how he would respond.

Balan lit a fresh cigarette, took a long drag. He was uneased by the crazy American, but still he felt like he was in complete control of this situation. “You asked me to take you to Constanta, to the port. You asked me to put you on a Turkish vessel that is going across the Black Sea tomorrow night, to the port of Sochi. You, unlike every rational person on this Earth, want to go into Russia.”

The American said nothing.

The Romanian chuckled a little. “It seems a waste. I mean, for me to send you to your death, now that I know what skill you bring to the table.”

The American shifted on his legs. “And yet we had an agreement … so.”

“So …” Balan smiled again. “So why don’t you stay a while? We will put you on the next Turkish ship. It will call in Constanta in four days’ time. That will give you the opportunity to do one more job for me.”

The American did not speak immediately. After a few seconds, however, he said, “I don’t have four days.”

“You were down in Bulgaria for weeks trying to arrange crossing from another outfit. Don’t tell me you don’t have four more days.”

To Dorin Balan’s surprise, the American’s voice cracked a little when he responded. A sudden show of emotion.

“I … I really don’t. I have to go now.”
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“Tell me, then … What is so important in Russia that an American wants to go there, alone?”

Court Gentry was barely listening to the man, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him his business. Instead, alarm bells went off inside him, and his eyes darted back and forth. Court had always known he might be walking into a double cross tonight, so he scanned the roof of this parking garage, left and right. He surveyed the buildings around him, lower to the north on his left, higher to the south on his right. He evaluated the five men in front of him; they were better illuminated under the light poles that ringed the lot than Court was here in the doorway with the glow of the stairwell behind him.

The godfather was well out in front of his crew. He might have been armed; his coat was too bulky to tell. The men behind him seemed relaxed but ready to act, as if they thought they were in charge of everything that was happening here.

Maybe they were, Court allowed.

As he had done to the Italians, he judged the skill and the fervor of the Romanian soldiers. The muscular man with the pistol jutting out of his waistband above his crotch had been around the block. The burly guy didn’t speak English and was listening to another goon translate for him, but he carried himself with authority. The young guy with the machine pistol in the back of the group looked curious and switched on, but unafraid.

Another young man, the kid who drove him to the bar, held his pistol with a jittering hand.

The fifth guy, smaller, and older than anyone other than Balan himself, appeared to be second-in-command. He looked at Court, or at Court’s silhouette, with a mix of wonderment and suspicion. The fact that a man had waltzed onto this guy’s turf and taken out half his competition in one fell swoop seemed to utterly fascinate him, but he didn’t seem like he had any plans to do more than gawk.

Before Court spoke again, he gleaned one more thing from the group in front of him. They might be about to threaten him; they might even be about to kill him if he turned to walk away.

But none of them looked like they were about to jump in a car and drive him to the coast.

To Balan, he said, “You never had a plan to get me on that ship, did you?”

With a smile, the sixty-six-year-old replied, “Not that ship. The next one, certainly. As I said, I have just one more job for you.”

Court shook his head. Said, “After Russia. After Russia, I’ll come back, and I’ll do whatever you—”

“There will be no ‘after Russia.’ Whatever you have planned there, you will die in the process. I know that, and you must know that, as well.”

In the distance came the sound of sirens; the police were finally nearing the bar where five foreigners had just been murdered in cold blood.

A fifteen-minute police response time to a quintuple homicide in Ferentari sounded about right to Court.

He said, “My answer is no. So … now it’s your move. You can be an honorable man, you can fulfill your end of our agreement, or our business here is done.”

Balan tossed his cigarette. “Our business is not done, friend. You are not free to go.” From a signal off the man next to Balan, all of the mafia soldiers took a step forward, their guns still up. Court clocked how quickly the men’s demeanor changed. None of them had thought it would come to this, so they’d been relaxed, but now they were quickly ratcheting up for a killing.

Shit.

But unlike the Romanians, Court did not move. Instead, he said, “Why don’t we all just take a deep breath?”

Dorin Balan laughed again, looking at the strange man, his hands empty, his options limited. Yet he was trying to control this scene. Balan said, “I am calm, friend, but I am not at peace. I will be at peace, however, as soon as you kill the capo in his safe house.”

The American let out a long sigh, and then he said, “No.” It had the ring of lament.

Balan took several steps forward, closing the distance to fifteen meters. The American stayed in the doorway, the light behind him, the blowing snow in front of him. The godfather took a drag on his cigarette and regarded the man a little more closely now.

He could make out some of his features. He saw that the American did not look scared, resigned to his fate. No, he just looked incredibly disappointed.

Balan said, “I would hate to end you here, friend. But you know too much. You can tell the Italians we were the ones behind what you did tonight. If you aren’t going to eliminate the remainder of my enemies, then you will force me to eliminate you.”

The American’s shoulders slumped. “You sure you want to do this?”

Balan moved closer still, and his men followed behind, spreading out over ten meters to the left and right.

He said, “If we did not have such an advantage, to be honest, we would not try. But we have you here, now, at gunpoint, so it occurs to me I have all the leverage.”

The American said, “Or you just think you do.”

Balan again glanced back to his men. “There are six of us, five with guns pointed at you. What special skill, training, or knowledge do we need right now that we lack?”

The American blew out a slow breath, then said, “I mean … a couple things come to mind.”

Balan held his hand up, making sure the others didn’t fire just yet. “Oh, please. Please tell me what we’ve missed. How would you conduct your own killing better?”

“Well, for starters, I’d be aware of the fact that I didn’t choose this ground. My target did. And with that knowledge I would have to ask myself one question. Why here? Could the target have somehow prepped the battlespace?”

Balan didn’t understand the phrase. “Prepped the … the what?”

“The battlespace. Look around you. This is my territory, not yours.”

Avram spoke up behind the Nasul, confusion in his voice. “It’s the roof of a parking garage.”

The American did not reply to Avram; instead he raised his hands, a show of surrender, or at least it had seemed like that until he held his left hand higher than his right, and then took a step forward, out of the stairwell and under the faint glow of a light pole.

It was clear now that the asset held something small between his thumb and forefinger.

Balan squinted in the drifting snowfall to try to make it out.

The American said, “And I’d have to ask myself one more question. What the fuck is that thing in that dude’s hand?”

Balan cocked his head while the men behind him readied their weapons. “What is in your hand?”

“It’s a dead man’s switch. I let go of this button I’m pressing, and you fuckers are vaporized.”

Dorin Balan gave off a little laugh. He wasn’t buying it for a second. “It looks like a key fob.”

The American said, “That truck I stole from the Italians? It was loaded with Semtex when I took it, but when I gave it to you it was missing two satchels. Didn’t you dumbasses read the manifest?”

Balan turned, looked to Avram. Avram looked back to him wide-eyed. After a moment he shrugged. He didn’t know if their people had checked the manifest or not.

But then Avram’s head cleared, and he spoke now, his English heavily accented. “A lie! We followed you today. You did not come up here.”

“I lost your men in Piata Romana at two twenty, and then I came here. At two fifty-five I was back in the Piata. If they didn’t report to you that they lost me, then you’re working with bad information.”

Avram’s face showed uncertainty when Balan again looked his way. The American continued. “One of those two satchels is here on this roof. You can try to guess where it is, but you’d probably be wrong. This transmitter in my hand is tied to the detonator. I let go, and your families will be able to bury all of you in the same coffee can.”

Avram kept his running translation going, but he steadied his pistol on the chest of the silhouette in the doorway.

Balan said, “That is a good bluff, I must admit, but you had no reason to expect a double cross from me, so you would not have prepared bombs at your rally point.”

“You’re the fucking Romanian mob. I had all the reason in the world to expect a double cross from you.”

Balan said nothing.

“Listen, if you fulfill your end of the bargain, if you get me on that ship to Turkey, then I’m a problem that just goes away.”

Balan shook his head. He didn’t like being threatened, especially in front of his men. “The ship to Turkey is not under my control. I have arranged nothing for you, and the Turks don’t take stowaways. The one in four days’ time, I can make some calls, I can coordinate a—”

“I’m not waiting four days. I’ll kill you guys now and be on my way.”

Balan took a moment, looked to his men, to the American ten meters away, to the small item in the American’s hand. He glanced back to the row of parked vehicles behind him. To Alin he said, “Look for the Semtex.”

The big man lowered his Browning pistol, then turned and lumbered back towards the row of vehicles at the rooftop parking lot’s northern edge. He began peering into the windows with a flashlight, beginning with a small Fiat.

Vartan went to help his partner, moving to the next car to look inside.

While this was happening, Balan said, “I just want to know … are you brave, or are you stupid?”

“Who says I can’t be both?”

Court Gentry held the device in his hand. It was, in fact, a key fob, but in the poor light and with his hand covering the bulk of it, he knew the Romanians would not be able to determine this for sure.

And key fobs send a remote radio transmission to a receiver unit, and can quite easily be rigged to detonate an explosive.

The older man regarded him a moment. Then he nodded. “I have made my life’s work determining other people’s motivations, commitment, skill, and intentions.”

“Same,” Court said solemnly.

“And … looking into your eyes, friend, I see all I need to see. You are scared. You are frightened about what is happening. It occurs to me that you are a killer, and if you truly held my life and my men’s lives in your fingertips, as you say, you would not be scared at all.”

Court said, “Your misjudgment is going to get you and your boys killed. I might be good with a gun, but I don’t have a lot of experience with explosives. I am scared. Scared of overkill. There’s an even chance that when I let my finger off this button, I’m going to die right along with you assholes. But I’m feeling lucky.”

He raised the fob higher. “How about you?”

Balan shook his head slowly. “I don’t believe—”

From back by the cars, a shout in Romanian. Court saw a man with a flashlight pointing it at the passenger-side floorboard of the Renault van.

The Nasul shouted to him in Romanian, and then the man shouted something back, dropping the flashlight and stepping away quickly as he did so.

Balan spun back in Court’s direction, throwing his hands up and out in front of him. “Wait!”

“Can’t wait.”

And Court did not wait. He pressed the button on the fob in his hand while, at the same time, he spun back for the stairwell, diving for his life, because he had not been bluffing.

The shock wave, the blinding light, and the heat enveloped him all at once; he was thrown through the doorway, his feet off the ground, and he flipped head over heels before tumbling along the concrete landing, and then his right shoulder and the back of his head slammed hard against the metal railing next to the concrete steps that led down through the parking garage.

Court lay there, dazed, facing back out towards the rooftop. His eyes were unfixed and whited out from the flash he hadn’t been able to spin away from in time. His ears rang.

In front of him there was too much smoke to tell what was going on, too much disorientation to pick out targets.

Court didn’t know who was dead or alive out there, but he knew he himself was out of the fight for a few seconds. His head dropped down onto the concrete as he struggled to come back to his senses.

Court had been telling the truth when he said he did not have a ton of experience with Semtex, and for this reason he’d built the IED smaller than he probably needed to. This meant the explosion, as powerful as it was, could have been a lot more powerful.

He was certain the guy who’d dropped the flashlight was dead; he had been right on top of the bomb when Court pressed the vehicle’s key fob, sending a signal to the satchel that was wired to the starter.

But if Court was still alive, it was very possible that some, if not all, of the other five men remained a threat.

His head cleared a little, his vision improved somewhat, and, looking up now into the smoke, he saw that the metal door to the parking lot was open in front of him, damaged but still on its hinges. He spun around on his back and kicked it closed, then rolled onto his stomach and climbed to his knees, using the railing to pull himself to his feet. He moved to the stairs, took the first couple of steps down, then stopped.

He had a means of escape set up; he could be clear of this scene in an instant, free of the threat of the Balan Brigazi in seconds, out of the city in minutes, and out of the country in just a few hours.

But there on the stairwell he hesitated, looked back at the bent and twisted door. It was shut and smoke drifted through it, visible in the light from the bulb above the landing.

A shout outside the door was answered by another shout, telling Court for certain that there were people still alive out there.

Court paused a moment more, but not for long, because he realized that as much as he wanted to, he could not run away.

Not again.

No, his only chance of getting into Russia was finding out the name of that ship from Turkey, and learning where it would berth while in Constanta. Even if these motherfuckers wouldn’t help him secure passage with the smugglers, he told himself that if he knew where the ship was, he could find his own way aboard.

But only if he went back out onto the roof and got the intel he needed.

He drew his weapon, a suppressed SIG Sauer P365XL pistol with an extended seventeen-round magazine, and moved for the door.

Along the way he reached up with the barrel of the weapon and raked it across the exposed lightbulb, bursting it and blanketing the top-floor landing in darkness.

He heard another shout; it was back several meters from the door, and it sounded like Dorin Balan himself giving orders to his surviving men.

Court held the gun at his hip with his right hand, and his left hand reached for the door.

Just as he put his hand on the latch, however, the metal door burst open, slamming into his arm and shoulder. Someone on the other side had kicked it, and someone else came rushing through towards him in the low light and hanging smoke.

Court got the impression these guys had expected him to be fleeing down the stairs right now, and he’d surprised them by moving back to the door.

Court fired twice into a big body slamming into him at a full run. He was knocked back to the railing by the massive form, and then he fell back, over the side.
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