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Аннотация
When Somali pirates hijack a fishing boat smuggling a nuclear warhead, a frantic race for the weapon ignites. Al Qaeda wants the bomb to strike a devastating blow against the West. The North Koreans want the nuclear weapon back before their role in nuclear terrorism is laid out before the world stage. The CIA wants their operative Eric Ritter to seize the bomb intact for later use��and Ritter doesn't know why.
As the trail runs cold, the CIA thrust the inexperienced and naive Natalie Davis into the spy game. A Russian arms dealer holds the key to finding the nuke, and Davis must find the bomb before it slips into terrorists hands.

The Socotra Incident is a globe-hopping military thriller brimming with tension, betrayal, and espionage.
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To my wife and children




Chapter 1

2009
Ilyas kept his eyes on his prey as their speedboat tore through the waves. One hand gripped the stock of the AK-47 slung over his chest; the other held onto the splintered wood of the speedboat with white-knuckle intensity. The man at the engine, Guleed, gunned the engine and sent the speedboat through the top of a whitecap. The craft dropped through three feet of air and slammed into the sea.
�Take it easy, or we�re going to swim home!� Ogaal yelled over the roar of the engine and wind. Guleed shrugged and spat a glob of khat juice at Ogaal. Ogaal choked down a mouthful of bile and put his head between his legs.
Ilyas shook his head in disappointment at the seasick pirate. The two other armed Somalis inched away from Guleed as he dry heaved � not that they�d find much sanctuary on a boat that could barely hold five men.
Their target, a two-hundred-foot fishing boat, came in and out of view as the speedboat worked through the chop. Two large booms meant to trawl fishing nets from the boat�s sides remained visible over the surf, making Ilyas�s job as the spotter all too easy.
�Turn into the wake!� Ilyas yelled.
Guleed jerked the rudder and pivoted the speedboat into the churning water flagging behind the trawler. With the rising sun at their backs and the smooth water to guide them in, the angle of attack was perfect.
The fishing boat had seen better days. Barnacles rose and dipped into view as the waterline shifted with the waves. Wide patches of rust scabs marred a whitewash that probably hadn�t been refreshed in years. The painted Philippine flag looked new, at least. The lack of gulls and the high level of freeboard told Ilyas that this boat had an empty hold, which suited him just fine. There would be no smell of dead fish to deal with once the boat was theirs.
Ilyas rose to a half crouch and aimed his rifle at the railing across the stern of the boat. No crewmen stood watch in the early morning light. There was no sign of anyone on the boat readying flares or fire hoses � or scrambling for a safe room. There was no one to repel boarders.
�Get the grappling hook,� Ilyas said. An iron hook scraped against the wood as Ogaal picked up the grappling hook.
�Closer!� Ogaal said as a swell shoved the speedboat away. Guleed revved the engine, and the speedboat crept back toward the trawler. Ogaal twirled the grapple at the end of a nylon line and hurled the pig iron hook with a grunt.
The hook soared through the air and bounced against the hull with a hollow clang.
Ilyas whirled around and smacked the back of his hand against Ogaal�s face as a chorus of curses and insults rose from the rest of the pirates.
�Idiot! Now they know we�re here. Waris, get the hook,� Ilyas said. Waris, a good six inches taller and ten years older than Ogaal, drew in the line to the hook with a fisherman�s ease.
Ilyas turned his attention back to the trawler. A light snapped on in the forecastle.
Waris threw the hook over the railing with ease and found purchase immediately. Waris and Ogaal pulled their speedboat against the hull of the trawler moments later.
The last pirate, Arale, lifted an aluminum ladder, with hooks jerry-rigged onto the end, and attached it to the railing.
�Go! Go!� Ilyas ordered.
Ogaal slung an AK-47 over his shoulder and scurried up the ladder. As the youngest member of the crew, he had the honor of taking the first bullet the trawler�s crew might offer in resistance.
Ilyas followed, the aluminum rungs biting through the soles of his decrepit sandals. His calloused hands slipped against the cold metal as sea spray covered the ladder. He looked up and saw Ogaal slither over the top rung. The ladder shifted in the air despite Guleed�s best efforts to hold the base against the gunnels of the speedboat.
He made it to within arm�s reach of the railing when the trawler�s engine rumbled. Ilyas scrambled to the top as if it had suddenly caught fire and fell onto the deck. The AK broke his fall, driving the metal nub of the charging handle into his chest.
Shouts of panic came from the two men following Ilyas up the ladder as the trawler�s engine went full speed ahead. Ilyas watched as the ladder�s angle against the side of the boat increased as the trawler pulled away. The speedboat and trawler veered apart and the base of the ladder slipped over the side of the pirate boat. The ladder swung free and ladder slammed into the side of the boat.
Ilyas looked over the side; Waris and Arale clung to the ladder like terrified children clutching a parent. The uncaring ocean churned beneath them.
�Help them,� Ilyas said to Ogaal. Ogaal reached through the railing and held the ladder against the hull with all the might his skinny limbs could muster.
A door on the forecastle swung open, and a man wearing nothing more than boxer shorts burst through the opening. The man, squat and nearly hairless, wasn�t dressed for a fight, but he carried a belt-fed PK machine gun, the big brother to Ilyas�s AK-47.
Ilyas wasted no time with threats or demands. He thumbed the selector switch on his rifle to auto and fired from the hip. The first rounds sparked off the deck and past the man with the machine gun. The kick from the weapon pulled the barrel up and to the right, stitching bullets from the deck up the side of the forecastle.
Two rounds hit the defender, who doubled over and fell to the deck without a sound, crumpled over his weapon. Ilyas aimed his rifle into the open door and glanced over his shoulder. Waris had made it onto the fishing boat; spent shells rolled around his feet as he fumbled with his rifle. For all his years of piracy, Ilyas had never seen a crew armed with a PK machine gun, a weapon rarely seen outside of state armies� and pirates. Undamaged, it would make a nice addition to his crew.
�Come with me,� Ilyas said. He didn�t wait to see whether Waris followed him as he bounded across the deck, his feet splashing through rusty puddles.
Blood pooled from the lone defender; his face lay in his own vital fluid. Ilyas pointed his weapon at the body as he passed it, his eyes darting from the body to the darkness beyond the open door and back.
He stepped over the bulkhead and into the forecastle. A metal staircase led up to the bridge on the next level. Ilyas kept his rifle pointed upward and took the stairs two at a time. Men shouted at each other from the bridge.
Ilyas stepped onto the bridge and shouted, �Kamay!� over and over as he swung the muzzle of his weapon from side to side. His Filipino was rough, but the bridge crew should have gotten the idea to raise their hands.
Half a dozen men clustered around the helm and computer screens at the front of the bridge. The men had dark hair, broad faces, and Asian features. Ilyas hadn�t traveled far beyond the Horn of Africa and Yemen in his life, but he knew these men weren�t Filipino. Most raised their hands and cast furtive glances at the one man who didn�t obey.
The lone holdout had a satellite phone to his ear, rambling in a language foreign to Ilyas. The talker looked like the rest of the crew and wasn�t a Westerner that shipping and fishing corporations hired as senior crew members. As such, the man on the phone probably wasn�t worth much of a ransom to Ilyas.
Ilyas aimed down the sites of his rifle and fired a single round. The bullet shattered the satellite phone and passed through the talker�s skull, splattering skull and gray matter against the window behind him.
The crew started babbling; one man fell to his knees and held his hands out to Ilyas, begging.
�Out! Out!� Ilyas yelled. He motioned to the hatch with his rifle and stepped aside to let the crew pass him, well beyond arm�s length. Waris barked orders at the crew as they clambered down the steps like chastened sheep.
Ilyas waited for the last one to pass into Waris�s keeping, then turned his attention to the bridge. He found the engine controls and killed the engines. They�d need Guleed and the speedboat for a quick getaway if a warship was in range of any mayday the crew had managed to broadcast.
He found the Automatic Identification System (AIS), used by maritime traffic for tracking the location and heading of vessels, screwed into the bulkhead. He was about to smash it with the butt of his rifle when he noticed it wasn�t even turned on. Ilyas shook his head; navigating ocean lanes without AIS was like driving on a busy highway at night with no lights on. He smashed it with the butt of his rifle. There was no need to risk anyone figuring out where this boat was until he or she was ready to pay for it.
The radio station was silent, the hand mike resting in the receiver. This was the eighth time he�d stepped onto a captured bridge, and every time the crew managed to get a distress call out, there was someone on the other end of the radio demanding more information. He kicked at the shattered satellite phone in the corpse�s twitching hand; it was just as dead as its owner. Why make a call to one person who might not answer when a radio broadcast would reach every ship for a hundred miles?
�Nothing about this ship makes sense,� he said. He started to think this prize wasn�t worth the effort.
He heard two bangs of a rifle butt on the forecastle, then three more after a pause. He was needed.
Ilyas stepped over the body and made his way back to the deck. The fishermen were on their knees, hands behind their heads, while Waris and Arale kept watch over them. Arale had a cheek full of khat, his jaw working overtime to chew the narcotic leaf.
Ogaal stood at a hatch leading into the hold, waving at Ilyas for attention.
One of the prisoners was speaking to the rest in a low voice. Might be a prayer. Might not.
�Shut him up,� Ilyas said as he walked past. Arale snapped a kick into the talker�s head and follow up with a stomp on the man�s kidneys. There was no protest from the rest of the prisoners.
�Boss, come see!� Ogaal said as Ilyas followed him into the hold.
A fishing boat should have reeked with the ghosts of thousands of dead fish, no matter how well or how often the hold was scrubbed out. This ship was pristine, a slight smell of bleach in the air. A new coat of white paint gleamed under the florescent lights running along the ceiling.
There was no cargo anywhere in the hold, not even a shipment of ice to chill a catch he could sell back in his home port of Eyl. There was no Western hostage to ransom. No cargo to plunder. He doubted he could even sell this ship to a dealer in Yemen. The only thing this ship offered was a small room, made with steel walls that sat in the middle of the hold. A single double-wide door, slightly ajar, was the only way into the room.
�This had better be good, Ogaal.�
Ogaal ran to the door and heaved it open a bit more, his scrawny limbs straining against the weight. Ilyas ran his hand against the side of the door as it swept past him. Six inches of bare metal lay beneath the whitewashed steel. If the compartment inside was meant to be a safe room for the crew, it was much too small to hold all of them at once.
Ilyas flicked on a light switch in the room, illuminating a cramped chamber that held nothing but a green case, a yard long and a foot wide, on a steel shelf. Ilyas disengaged the latches on the case and struggled to lift the lid open. Why was it so damn heavy?
The lid bounced against the hinges as momentum took it away from him; a yellow and black tri-foil on the underside of the lid warned of radiation danger. Script in a language he didn�t recognize ran up and down the underside of the lid beside the warning symbol. Ilyas looked at the contents in silence. A metallic sphere suspended in a frame, wires equidistant over the surface, was either a demon or his salvation
A camera flashed behind him. Ogaal had his cell phone out, a giant grin on his face.
�Are we rich?� Ogaal asked.
Ilyas was about to force-feed that cell phone to Ogaal when machine gunfire erupted from the deck. Ogaal turned and ran out of the hold without prompting.
The firing had ceased by the time Ilyas made it back into the open air. All the prisoners lay in a heap of bodies; one writhed against the edge of the deck, his hands over the bloody mess that remained of his stomach.
Arale was hunched over Waris, who lay on his side, moaning, as he cupped his hands around his groin. Smoke seeped from Arale�s barrel.
�One of those Philipinos hit Waris in the balls and got his gun,� Arale said, his words garbled by the khat in his mouth.
Ilyas shoved the surviving crewman onto his back with his foot. Ilyas looked down at the dying man and shook his head.
�You�re not from the Philippines, are you?� he asked.
The crewman whimpered, �Balabnida. Apayo.�
�If you insist.� Ilyas bent over, grabbed the man by his shirt, and tipped him over the gunwale. There was a perfunctory scream and a splash as the sea took him. Ilyas didn�t bother to see whether the crewman managed to make it back to the surface.
�Get rid of the bodies. We need to get this boat to Somalia.�



Chapter 2

One Week Later
Natalie Davis splashed cold water against her face and looked up into the bathroom mirror. The florescent lights made her look like she hadn�t slept in days, which wasn�t that far from the truth. She stuck out her lower lip and exhaled slowly.
�Come on, Natalie. All you have to do is get off the plane and go through customs. Just like any normal person,� she said to herself. Her reflection didn�t look convinced.
Her training had hammered proper border crossings over and over again. Be nonchalant, know your cover story backward and forward, and never, ever, panic. Good spies won�t get caught at border crossings. Trust your backstop. The fake identity and history were put together by the best spies in the business.
The butterflies in her stomach didn�t seem to give a damn about the instructor�s platitudes.
A seat belt sign lit up with a chime. Instructions in German and English urged her back to her seat for the final approach into Vienna International Airport.
Natalie patted her cheeks with her fingers and shook her head from side to side. A trick her mother had taught her to clear her mind.
�Hi, my name is Natalie Garrow. I work for Eisen Meer Logistics,� she said. She repeated the words as a quiet mantra. �Garrow��that was the name on every piece of identification she carried. She wasn�t First Lieutenant Natalie Davis, US Army, anymore. Now she was a fresh-faced MBA with way too much college debt and a skimpy r�sum�.
Natalie opened the bathroom door and found a frumpy, apple-shaped woman waiting on her.
�Sorry,� Natalie said with a smile as she slipped past the woman.
�Fr�ulein.�
The woman handed Natalie�s Prada purse back to her before closing the bathroom door. Natalie�s face flushed. The only thing worse than leaving your ID unattended for foreign intelligence services to peruse was to lose it. Natalie clasped the purse against her chest and slipped back into her seat.
The Austrians will make me persona non grata before I even get off this plane, she thought.
She started filling out the customs form left in her seat back and corrected herself. She wasn�t traveling as a diplomat with the State Department. There was no diplomatic immunity to hide behind if she screwed up and got caught. She was an NOC, a Nonofficial Cover officer, and if caught, she could bank on a nice prison cell and a �never heard of her� write-off from the US government.
The lush countryside and impeccably maintained highways of Austria gave way to clusters of suburbs as the plane descended into Vienna. Her seatmate snorted and stirred under his blanket. The octogenarian had opted to sleep the entire flight, which suited Natalie just fine.
The plane landed minutes later, and Natalie slipped her customs declaration into the leather case holding her passport and credit cards. The Visa Black Card and American Express Platinum card, made from titanium, stared back at her. High-end credit cards weren�t unusual for a business traveler, but the unlimited line of credit with each card was damn peculiar for a CIA officer.
Screwing up expense reports was the number one reason officers lost their clearance and, by immediate correlation, their jobs. When her handler gave her the cards and her identity documents in the Prada handbag, she�d almost asked for something a little ostentatious. Carrying tens of thousands of dollars in personal liability struck her as a bit cruel and unusual for a shiny, new officer like herself. The handler just laughed at her, which didn�t help her confidence. She�d consoled herself that the purse was probably fake.
Her business class cabin let out, and she gave a polite �Bu-bye now� to the stewardesses at the exit.
She extended the handle on her carry-on and made her way toward customs, her shoulders back, chin up, and tendrils of fear snaking through her chest. She wanted to rehearse her backstory and have all the details of her trip on the tip of her tongue for the customs inspectors, but her mind was full of static.
There�d be a line at screening, she told herself. A chance to center herself.
Her heart skipped a beat as she came around a corner and found empty lines leading to plenty of available customs agents. Business class had a disadvantage her training hadn�t anticipated. She considered ducking into a restroom to buy time, but an agent waved her over. So much for that idea.
Natalie�s throat tightened as she walked up to the slight woman sitting at a desk surrounded by Plexiglas. The agent had a severe face and hair wrapped into a tiny bun behind her head. Natalie slid her passport and customs slip into the aluminum-lined depression beneath the Plexiglas and managed to smile.
Just remember, she thought, my name is Natalie� something. What�s my name again? She kept the smile on her face as a dribble of unladylike sweat rolled down her spine.
The agent glanced back and forth between Natalie�s face and the passport. She flipped through the pages, her eyes lingering on the entry stamps and visas for other countries stapled to the pages.
The agent put her hand on top of the desk, between a wooden stamp and a call button.
I�m about to have the shortest career in CIA history. They�ll tell stories about me at the Farm for years, Natalie thought.
She heard the sound of carry-ons rolling across the linoleum floors and the click of heels; the mass of passengers who�d flown coach were on approach.
The agent grabbed the entry stamp and slammed it onto Natalie�s passport.
�Welcome to Austria. Enjoy your stay,� she said.
The agent slid the passport onto the counter, where it sat untouched, as Natalie looked on in stunned silence. The agent cleared her throat.
�Merci�no, danke.� Natalie snatched her passport back and made a beeline for the baggage carousels. She passed the duty-free shops selling chocolates emblazoned with Mozart�s face and restaurants touting authentic Wiener schnitzel. The Wiener schnitzel looked more like chicken-fried steak than the hotdogs the similarly named fast-food chain in her native Las Vegas offered. Good, one more cultural faux pas to mark me as an ugly American, she thought.
She stopped to look over a book kiosk, looking for anyone in her peripheral vision who had made a similar stop. Mirroring a surveillance target was an unconscious act and a dead giveaway that she was being tailed.
She saw two Austrian police next to an emergency exit, with Steyr AUG assault rifles slung over their chests, shifting from side to side. They looked more bored with their shift than interested in running her down. No one else seemed interested in her.
Bags from her flight were already on the carousel by the time she reached it. She looked around at the milieu of people, wondering which one was her contact. The code phrase was simple: �New York� for all clear and �Chicago� if she�d picked up a tail or unwanted attention from the local authorities.
Her suitcase emerged from the center of the carousel and spat out onto the conveyer belt. She picked it up and carried it toward the customs station. As an army officer, she�d carried a duffel bag in each hand and a rucksack on her back as she deployed to and from Iraq. Carrying one suitcase shouldn�t have bothered her, but a woman with a $5,000�assuming it wasn�t fake � purse and $300 shoes simply didn�t carry her own bag, not when the airport offered a luggage trolley for a mere eight euros.
�Excuse me,� a deep voice said from behind her. A man who was a foot taller than her, with sun-darkened skin and a build that belonged in a strongman competition, smiled at her. His left arm was in a sling; a cast started at his knuckles and disappeared into an uncuffed shirt.
�Have the time?� the man asked.
Natalie set down her bag and looked down at her watch. �Sorry, I�m still set on New York.�
The large man nodded, reached past her with his good arm, and grabbed her bag.
�Go through the leftmost customs station. Then find the blue BMW waiting for you. Plate ends in three one four,� he said and walked off with her bag.
Natalie opened her mouth to protest the loss of all her packed clothes but caught herself. This would all make sense soon, she hoped.
The customs officer she�d been directed to waved her past with a wink. For all her training on penetrating a country�s customs and immigration controls, her experience in Vienna had been underwhelming.
Once outside, Natalie caught site of the distant Alps; snow still lay on the peaks, even this late in the spring. Taxis and limos jostled for position against the curb as she scanned the area for the BMW.
A minibus pulled away, and she found her next contact. A whipcord-thin man in a black suit and limo driver�s hat lounged against the open trunk of a blue BMW. The driver noticed her and tipped his hat. He had a V-shaped face and barely any chin under a short beard peppered with gray.
Natalie walked over, thinking how ridiculous it would be if he expected her to get in the trunk. Such a thing was inevitable, her instructors had promised.
The driver took her carry-on without a word, tossed it into the trunk, and slammed it shut. He opened the driver�s door, furrowed his brow. Natalie got the hint and let herself into the rear seat.
The driver pulled into traffic and drove them away from the airport.
Natalie let the awkward silence continue for a few minutes. This was as far as her instructions took her. If she�d been compromised at the airport or if her contact hadn�t found her, she was to check into the Vienna Hyatt, act like a tourist for two days, then fly back to New York.
�Excuse me. Where are we going?� Natalie asked.
The driver looked at her in the rearview mirror with eyes the color of glacier ice. He put a gloved finger to his lips.
The car turned off into the business district full of high-rise buildings and cars that were many times more expensive than what she rode in. They drove into a parking garage beneath one of the high-rises. The driver waved a key fob over a sensor at the drop-down arm blocking their way in. An armed guard took a phone call, looked hard at the driver, then raised the boom.
The parking garage was almost empty; a few sports cars were parked far from each other. A stretch limo took up four parking spaces across from an elevator entrance.
The car stopped at the elevator, and the driver held a key card to Natalie.
Natalie took the card, which was bare of markings.
�What am I supposed to do?�
The driver pointed his thumb at the elevator doors. The lock on her door popped open.
Natalie rubbed the card between her thumb and forefinger. Her leaving the army for the CIA, the months of field craft training, evenings spent learning Russian with one-on-one tutors and the promise of making a real difference in the war on terror had all seemed like a brilliant idea up until this moment. Climbing onto the chartered plane that had taken her from Fort Campbell to the war in Iraq had been a great deal easier than getting out of this car.
The lock on her door popped up and down several times, ruining her reverie.
�Sorry,� she said. She got out and straightened her suit.
The elevator was empty; the control panel had three buttons: open, close, and emergency. She slipped the key card into a slot over the buttons and waited. The BMW pulled away as the doors closed, taking her carry-on with it.
The elevator didn�t display floors as it went up or even offer Muzak to calm her nerves.
She felt the elevator come to a stop, and the doors opened to reveal a pentagon-shaped desk protruding into a clear Plexiglas wall. A large frosted logo of a steamship for Eisen Meer Logistics took up most of the wall to her right, over the only door past the wall.
A Teutonic woman with close-cropped blonde hair smiled at her from behind the Plexiglas. A speaker in the wall, like she was a bank teller and not a receptionist for the weirdest company this side of the twilight zone, clicked to life.
�Hello, Ms. Garrow. One moment while I inform Shannon that you�ve arrived,� said the receptionist. There was no hint of any European accent in her voice.
Natalie stepped from the elevator and crossed her hands over her waist. This was the right place, at least.
A man in his mid-twenties arrived seconds later, the bulge of a sidearm under his suit coat. He put his hand on the door and pushed it open as a buzzer sounded. He motioned down the hall with a nod.
Not ones for chitchat, she thought.
Natalie followed him past offices with glass walls. One office held a mess of computers in various states of disrepair. Another had a huge screen that took up almost the entire wall; dots of light marked all the world�s major shipping lanes. Three men huddled together in another office. One noticed her and clapped his hands twice; the glass wall went opaque in an instant.
She followed her guide around a corner and stopped with him at an oaken door, the antique nature of the door at odds with the ultramodern office.
Her guide opened the door, and Natalie went inside.
The office had deep carpets; a Persian rug of exquisite detail lay under a massive desk that barely allowed passage around it. Computer screens glowed behind a high-backed ostrich-skin swivel chair. The occupant was turned away from Natalie; a phone line ran from a receiver around the chair.
�I swear to God, Marco, if you don�t have that shipment in Naples by this time tomorrow, I will pop your nuts in a vice and use your falsetto voice as my new ringtone!� said a woman�s voice from the chair. �Oh, you can have it delivered on time? That�s what I thought. Don�t make me call you back.�
The chair swung around. The woman�s features told of mixed Asian and Caucasian heritage; a few strands of gray hair ran from her brow into long black hair with subtle waves. She wore a white blouse and had a gold-and-diamond necklace that must have cost more than Natalie had ever made during her entire four years in the army.
The strangest thing about the woman was that Natalie instantly recognized her.
�Italians. It�s always �demani demani� but tomorrow never comes with these people.� The seated woman said.
�I�I know you. You�re from USAID. Genevieve? Genevieve Delacriox?� Natalie asked.
The woman rolled her eyes. �You don�t even bat an eye at Carlos who you�d seen in Iraq and was the man that picked up your bag. Or Mike, your diver, who snatched a detainee right from under your nose at a detention center in Iraq. But me you recognize right away. Call me Shannon from now on.�
Natalie stared at Shannon/Genevieve, and suddenly a series of events from her deployment to Iraq made sense. The CIA had been lurking around her unit from the time two Soldiers were kidnapped by al Qaeda to the moment Eric Ritter had vanished from the face of the earth.
�Please��Shannon motioned to a chair across from her��before you fall down.�
Natalie accepted the invitation. The leather of the chair was supple and thick beneath her touch.
�Camel leather, latest craze among Gulf Arabs. They found another use for those stink beasts besides racing and milk. You like it?�
Natalie just kept staring at her, still dumbfounded.
Shannon folded her hands on the desk.
�Let�s get a few things out of the way. Yes, I used USAID as cover while I was in Iraq. I went with you to that little army base in the middle of Iraq terrorist country to check up on Eric Ritter, who was working with us to recover the two Soldiers kidnapped by al-Qaeda. You caught our eye, and we approached you after your deployment. You did very well in training, and now you�re here for evaluation.�
Natalie managed to nod while her mind raced. She knew Ritter had gone well beyond the limits of what an officer in the US Army could do to find the two missing Soldiers. Natalie had accepted those means only because they had led to that patch of desert where the Soldiers were buried.
Were Shannon and this organization still playing by those rules? Were murder, torture, and deceit the rules of Shannon�s game?
�So what do you think we do here?� Shannon asked.
Natalie worked her jaw from side to side, a horrible clue alerting anyone paying attention that she was nervous.
�If we�d met like this in Iraq, I would have said counterterrorism. But now� I doubt there are many al-Qaeda cells in Vienna,� Natalie said.
�We still have a counterterrorism mission, just at a higher level than what you glimpsed in Iraq. What does any terrorist need to function?�
�Money� and a populace to hide in,� Natalie answered.
�Very good. As gratifying as it is to shoot a Hellfire missile into some jihadi�s face, that won�t win the long war. We�re here for their money and, by immediate extension, their weapons.�
�How does a shipping company��Natalie looked around��do that?�
Shannon smiled and leaned back in her chair, a predatory smile on her face. �Now you�re asking the right questions. Russians, my dear, Russians. The best retirement plan for a Russian officer is to �lose� a shipment of rifles, explosives, IED components. There are other players in the arms black market, but our focus is on Soviet-era surplus.
�A shipping company is good cover for interacting with the sellers and the buyers. We have operations on the buy side of the equation, but that doesn�t concern you just yet.�
�That�s why I had to spend five hours a day, six days a week, learning Russian on top of my field training?� Natalie asked.
�Yes. Your instructor rates your Russian is passable,� Shannon said. �With enough practice we�ll get you to a near native level.�
Natalie swallowed hard. Passable? She could keep up a half hour long conversation over the finer points of Lermontov�s fiction and her instructor rated her as �passable?� She�d display her mastery of Moscow slang and insults the next time she saw the bloated potato-headed bore of a man that taught her the language of the Czars.
She choked down her anger and focused on the task at hand. Might as well get her other concerns out of the way before she went too far down the rabbit hole to turn back.
�How do we� do this? The schoolhouse beat us over the head with plenty of what we can�t do. Things that Ritter and, I guess, you, did in Iraq.�
�We do what we must, Natalie. If it comes to morality or saving lives, we choose to save lives. If something makes you uncomfortable, say the word, and you can leave.�
Natalie said nothing.
Shannon leaned forward in her chair to make her eyes level with Natalie�s.
�This is important: We do not exist, as far as Washington knows. No Congressional oversight, no inquisition from an inspector general�s office demanding to see our receipts for coffee creamer. We�re expected to deliver results, not good feelings.�
�That�s not how I was trained,� Natalie said, her voice meek. She�s learned her fair share of dirty tricks, and her instructors had soothed her concerns by specifying how everything she�d be asked to do was legal under the laws of the United States. Other countries, not so much.
�It�s quite liberating once you get used to it. So, ready to get to work?�
�What do I do first?�
�Lunch. You and I have a business lunch two days from now. In the meantime, a car will take you to your apartment. Get over your jet lag and buy some suitably expensive clothes. Our concierge has your appointment at the Kohlmarkt department store set up; they�ll pick you up at ten.� Shannon stood up and leaned over her desk to look at Natalie�s feet.
�See Mario for shoes. He�s incredible.�
�Wait. I thought I�d get fired for overbilling a cup of coffee. How the hell does Uncle Sam afford��she held her genuine purse��this?�
�There you go, asking the right questions again.� Shannon winked at her. �Go. I have to threaten to castrate a Greek over a cargo of wheat rotting on a pier in Alexandria.�
Natalie stood up and turned away. She stopped a step away from the door and looked over her shoulder.
�Where�s Ritter? Is he here?� Natalie felt like some lovesick school girl asking the questions and immediately regretted them.
�I�ve got him out of town, running an errand.�
* * *
Aden.
Ritter hated the Yemeni city. He hated the sketchy border town atmosphere, borne from centuries as a nexus for shipping, piracy, and smuggling on the eponymous gulf. He hated the air, which was fat with humidity in the 100-degree temperature. Hated the memories the city held.
He�d been here on the day a terrorist attack hit the USS Cole. A college trip to appreciate the old city, built into the depression of an extinct volcano, had taken a bitter turn when the snap of five hundred pounds of high explosives rolled over the city that early October morning.
What he hated most about Aden was the way the city had cheered after the attack. He�d never wanted to return to the sweltering cesspit of a city. His target, an al-Qaeda courier, was here, and Ritter�s choice of travel destinations was moot.
He sat at a caf�, sipping what passed for coffee in this part of the Arab world: a light-colored roast that smelled of cinnamon and cardamom, and tasted of the sesame seeds coating the bottom of the cup. As much as he disliked the city, at least the coffee was drinkable. He shuffled his newspaper and stared over the top of the page at the Internet caf� across the street.
The courier was the cousin � and therefore a trusted agent � of a Saudi prince the CIA suspected was funding al-Qaeda with money skimmed from charities and the prince�s construction interests in Oman. The Saudis had a good reputation for arranging sudden and fatal accidents for any royals linked to al-Qaeda, but they demanded solid proof before acting.
�Nothing from the rear exit,� a voice crackled from a tiny earpiece. �You still have the eye.�
Ritter clicked his tongue twice to acknowledge the message. The other operative, who went by John for this mission, was on loan from the CIA station in the capitol city of Sana�a, had done a decent job of keeping a low profile and swapping out the �eye,� the designation for whoever had active sight on their target. John had had the eye until the courier went into the Internet caf�; then Ritter had picked it up so John could transition to watch the back.
The conversation in the caf� turned to swapping dirty jokes about the Huthis, Shia Muslims who lived on the border of Yemen and Saudi Arabia. Ritter smiled and laughed along, not caring for the crass humor, but one had to maintain appearances. He wore a white thawb, a calf-length tunic his Soldiers in Iraq had dubbed a �man dress,� and a dark-blue vest. With his deep tan, three-day beard, and gold-rimmed sunglasses, he almost fit in. His Arabic had a Saudi accent, which matched his cover story of working for a Saudi import/export, a subsidiary of Eisen Meer Logistics.
Red and blue lights flashed in the corner of Ritter�s eye. He and the rest of those in the caf� looked around and watched as three blue-and-white police trucks tore past the caf�. The truck beds were packed with uniformed police, who leaped from the trucks before they could stop. The police, AK-47s in hand, swarmed around the Internet caf� but didn�t go inside.
�Cops, cops, cops,� Ritter murmured for John as the patrons in the caf� rushed to the windows for a better look at the show.
Shouts in Arabic hit Ritter through the earpiece loud enough to make him wince. The transmission cut off a second later, and Ritter watched as the police frog-marched a cuffed and hooded John into a police truck.
There wasn�t any use in playing hero to rescue John. He had diplomatic immunity, and whatever �misunderstanding� had led to his arrest would be cleared up in the next few hours. None of the police seemed interested in him, which meant only John had been compromised.
He hadn�t wanted to involve the local CIA support element. Shannon had sent him on this errand alone, and the station chief had insisted his officer could operate without a tail. So much for that idea.
Ritter had more pressing concerns.
The door to the Internet caf� opened, and Ritter saw the mark push his way past the crowd growing around the cordon. The man, in his early twenties, wore a janbiya, a wide-bladed, curved knife sheathed in a cloth belt at his waist; and a black-and-white keffiyeh cloth headdress. The mark walked stiffly and kept looking over his shoulder at the Internet caf�. Men and a few women cloaked in niqab, only their eyes visible beneath the flowing black cloth, walked along a street crowded with white vans and beat-up trucks.
The typical disorder of the Arab world was something Ritter had never grown accustomed to. Cars and trucks were parked at strange angles to the curbside. Speed limits were a joke, and drivers used their horns as often as the brake pedal.
He couldn�t wait for this surveillance mission to end and return to Vienna. The Germanic people followed the rules like it was their religion.
Ritter peeled a few bills from a roll of Yemeni rials and left them on the table. He waited for the mark to look away, then stepped over the waist-high fence next to his table. Ritter increased his stride and gained on the mark.
With no backup and in a city full of al-Qaeda sympathizers, his options with the mark were limited. Ritter closed the distance to ten feet and saw an opportunity � an alleyway just ahead of the mark. The goon play might work. Shove him into the alley and demand restitution for an unpaid debt, rough him up and lift whatever he was carrying.
The mark stopped at a stall of folks selling batches of khat wrapped in banana leaves. The seller, a stick of khat sticking from the corner of his mouth, asked the mark a few questions. Ritter heard the seller repeat himself in different Arabic dialects for the benefit of his potential customer, but the mark stood stock still, his shoulders bunched high with stress.
Ritter looked past the mark; the route into the alleyway was clear.
He was a few steps from the mark when he saw what the mark was looking at. In the reflection from a storefront window, the mark was looking right at Ritter, and he had his hand on the hilt of his janbiya.
When wielding a big, heavy blade like a janbiya, amateurs tend to put too much swing into their strikes. Ritter took a quick step back and almost avoided the blade as the mark swung it around in a straight-arm swing. The curved edge grazed Ritter�s vest and swept past him.
The mark, his eyes wide with fear, looked at the not-dead Ritter in disbelief. A line of pain flared into life against his chest as Ritter brought his arms up to defend himself. The mark dropped the knife like it was a piece of hot iron and ran off into the alleyway.
�He owes me money,� Ritter said to the khat dealer as he swept up the janbiya. He reached back with the knife like he was throwing to home from right field and hurled the knife at the fleeing man.
The blade spun end over end, and the pommel smacked into the mark�s shoulder. The mark stumbled but kept his forward momentum as he passed through the alleyway. The mark lurched onto the asphalt road and pulled himself upright.
He had less than a second to gawk at the bus that smashed into him. The clap of man and bus told of broken glass and bone as the bus squealed to a stop beyond Ritter�s narrow view through the alleyway.
�Damn it,� Ritter said as he made his way through the alley. He looked down at his chest. Blood had seeped from the cut and darkened his vest. It stung � it needed to be stitched � but he�d had worse.
The crash site was silent. Onlookers drifted toward the scene as if it were a magnet. A huddle of men surrounded the mark a few yards from the front of the bus. Ritter made his way past the shattered glass and bent bumper, and shoved his way into the huddle.
�I�m a doctor! Let me through!� Ritter said. Yemenis peeled away and gave him a clear path to the mark.
A triangle of glass was embedded in the man�s forehead. The rest of his face was a mass of blood and mangled flesh. Blood bubbles grew and shrank from what remained of his mouth as his lungs kept pounding.
�Move over.� Ritter pushed away a shoeless street urchin, who was pawing through the mark�s vest. His first aid training was rudimentary, and if was going to pass as a doctor, he�d better start selling it.
�You! Go call an ambulance.� He pointed to a bystander holding a cell phone. �Someone give me a pen � he�ll need a tracheotomy.�
�A what?�
�I have to punch a hole in his neck so he can keep breathing!� Yemenis burst into action as his orders spread to everyone in earshot.
Ritter pulled the Applegate-Fairbairn fighting knife from the sheath over his lower back and cut open the mark�s shirt from the nape of his neck to his sternum. Blood coated his hands as he peeled away the shirt; ribs had broken and burst through the mark�s chest. Under the shirt was what Ritter sought, a cash belt. A once-white harness held pockets that could carry stacks of bills inconspicuously. Ritter patted each pocket. His teeth ground together as pockets came up empty. Whoever he�d been sent to pay had their money.
His fingers brushed against a hard object, no bigger than his thumb, in one of the pockets.
�Doctor, pens!� someone said.
Men held dozens of pens toward him. Ritter cursed his luck and picked through the myriad of pens until he found a clear plastic pen.
�My hands are too slippery. Take the ink out of it and give me the case,� he said. Jamming a pen case into the man�s trachea was the last thing Ritter wanted to do, but he needed to buy more time.
He turned his attention back to the mark, whose chest had stopped moving. Ritter leaned over the man and hovered his ear a few inches above the wounded man�s mouth. With his body blocking the crowd�s view, one hand sneaked into the money belt pocket and grasped the item within. His fingers drew broken bits of plastic into his fist, and he sat back up.
The mark had stopped breathing. His eyes had lost focus and looked into a sky he couldn�t see.
�He�s dead. To Allah we belong, and to Allah we return,� Ritter said to the crowd, giving the traditional Arabic death announcement. The men around him repeated the prayer. Ritter wiped his bloody hands against his already-bloody vest to camouflage his wound and slipped the broken plastic into a pocket.
Men slapped him on the shoulder and shook his hand, thanking him for trying to help the dead man. Ritter felt his face flush with shame as he tried to retreat from the body. He knew he was culpable for the mark�s death. For a lifetime of guilt, the bus driver would feel like an accessory to manslaughter.
Ritter saw a minaret jutting into the air and made his way toward it. There would be a mosque and a water spigot for wudu, ritual washing before prayer. He could clean himself up there before he found his car and high tailed it to the international airport in Sana�a.
People stared at him as he passed, a man with blood on his hands figuratively and literally. He hadn�t wanted to kill the mark, the dead being notoriously hard to interrogate. Yet the deed was done, and regret was useless.
Ritter shook his head with a small, quick motion. Focus on the mission, he told himself. Getting hit by a bus wasn�t impossible in Aden. The body would be fleeced by every pair of hands that touched it, and the loss of whatever Ritter had lifted would be rationalized.
The khat dealer was a loose end. The local CIA station could pay him a visit, give him a few rials to remember nothing.
Ritter tapped a bloody hand against the broken plastic in his pocket. Whatever it was, he wasn�t sure whether it was worth a man�s life.
* * *
Kim Seok Lee unlocked the cargo container door and grabbed the steel latch. The Kenyan spring was known for its humidity, and equally miserable to the mugginess of his native Pyongyang. He pulled the cargo container open with a squeal of rust, his hands stinging from the simmering metal. A wave of overheated air and the smell of sweat washed over him and the two guards standing behind him. A man in nothing but boxer shorts sat against a small corroded hole � no bigger than a golf ball � in the container wall. Kim made a mental note to have that patched over the next time he threw someone in the hot box.
Kim flicked a finger at the man in the box, and his two thugs dragged the man out by his arms without a struggle. They dropped him in the dirt, which clung to flesh glistening with sweat. The man gasped at the air as if he�d just been saved from drowning.
A quick shove of Kim�s foot flipped the man onto his back. Kim shook his head and squatted alongside the man, whose flesh had gone pale and puckered from water loss.
Kim pulled a CD case from his waistband, a few words in English were scribbled on it, and tapped a corner on the dehydrated man�s head.
�You ready to tell me where you got it, Park?� Kim clacked the steel teeth in the left side of his mouth together. He loved the sound of steel on steel. Loved the way it made the workers flinch, knowing their overseer was close, ready to dispense indiscriminate punishment. Getting the steel teeth had been necessary after a senior party member had nearly beaten him to death with the butt of a rifle for misappropriating government funds. A Chinese mistress was expensive, particularly the young ones. The incident that had cost him half his teeth had also cost him his position in Yuanbao, smuggling luxury goods from China into North Korea. Now he had to suffer the heat of the African continent as the second act of his punishment.
Park coughed and shook his head.
Kim smacked his lips and ran his hand through Park�s sweat-matted hair. Kim gripped the hair and jerked Park�s head into the air.
�Look at me, you piece of shit. Do you know what the penalty for listening to capitalist propaganda is? Religious songs are forbidden by the party leadership and is a direct insult to our Dear Leader.�
Kim slammed Park�s head into the dirt and pulled him back into the air.
�You�re a good worker. The state needs your skills, which is why I think this reeducation period will be enough. But I can�t have you, or anyone else, infecting the camp with lies from the puppet regime in Seoul. Where did you get the music?�
�Jesus� will save my soul,� Park croaked.
Kim growled and pulled a pill bottle from his back pocket. He held it in front of Park�s face and shook the bottle. A single large, yellow pill rattled within. Seeing the pill brought life back into Park�s body; he squirmed against Kim�s grasp.
�Tell me where you got the music, and you can martyr yourself quickly. Keep pissing me off, and you can have this. The last traitor lasted three minutes before he begged me to cut him open and take it out. How long do you think you�ll last?� Kim said.
�Byeon Un, from Wonsan. Got it from one of the Kenyans in the marketplace,� Park said, his eyes glued to the pill bottle.
�So that�s all it takes to get past your faith? Worthless.� Kim dropped Park and motioned to one of his thugs, who handed him a pistol.
Kim put two rounds in Park�s chest and handed the gun back.
�Go get Byeon Un and the two workers standing next to him. Throw them all in the box until they confess,� Kim instructed one of his men.
Kim stalked off, muttering to himself. Park had been his best electrical engineer, and his loss would have to be explained. The truth would make Kim look weak and unable to control his workers. The report of a load of rebar rods falling onto a group of workers would cover everything. A convenient accident to take the life of Park and others would be suitably tragic.
He stalked through the work site back to his office. Hundreds of North Koreans worked with renewed fervor to build the Kenyan government�s newest building. Amazing how a summary execution could motivate laborers who had been paid in little more than food and slave wages the regime taxed at 80 percent.
�Supervisors� stood over work crews, members of North Korea�s Special Forces selected for their loyalty and experience as guards at the Kaechon prison camp for dissidents. The supervisors were as easy to spot by their swagger as by the fact that they looked well fed and healthy. Laborers were kept on a diet of rice and collard greens, which was an upgrade from the boiled grass and ground tree bark soup these peasants would eat in North Korea.
One of his supervisors opened the door to Kim�s foreman�s trailer as Kim approached. Kim hurled his construction helmet into the opening and stomped into his office. This project was a week behind and there was only so many more corners he could cut before the Kenyans complained.
The sound of a long snort welcomed him. A dark-haired and impeccably dressed man sat at his desk, hunched over a mirror covered in rails of light-blue powder.
�Ambassador, you�re taking profit from our Dear Leader,� Kim said. The ambassador had a sealed one-kilogram bag of crystal methamphetamine next to the mirror; the plastic had been ripped open, and kernels of meth had spilled out across the table.
Ambassador Jung-nam squeezed his sinuses and looked at Kim through dilated pupils.
�We�re dead men, Kim � all dead � and we didn�t do anything wrong.� Jung-nam�s words came out of his mouth in a rapid-fire manner; the meth in his system had him wired like a harp.
�We make our payments to Pyongyang on time. This contract is sound, and our distribution network � if you don�t use it all first � is intact.� Kim grabbed a tuft of Jung-nam�s hair as he bent for another hit. He twisted his hand and used the pain to bring Jung-nam to his feet.
�They killed everyone in Room Fourteen! Lined them up in the center of Kim Il-sung Square and shot them in the back of the head. They�re going to do that to us too!� Jung-nam thrashed against Kim�s grip on his hair, his voice shrill.
Kim shoved Jung-nam against the sheet metal wall and pressed his forearm against the ambassador�s throat, cutting off his protest.
�I will bury you in concrete if you scream like that one more time. We don�t report to Room Thirty Nine, not Room Fourteen, you idiot. What is your problem?� Room Thirty Nine, the state sponsored criminal organization specializing in counterfeit currency, drug trafficking, and smuggling laborers and female �entertainers� around the world, coordinated all hard currency-generating activities for the Democratic People�s Republic of Korea. Kim wasn�t entirely sure what Room Fourteen was. Showing an interest in matters of state that didn�t directly involve him was a sure way to get denounced as a spy.
Jung-nam made a hacking noise and slapped the forearm crushing his windpipe. Kim eased the pressure.
�Fourteen 14 was supposed to make a delivery, but it got hijacked. Pirates! They didn�t tell the party because they thought they could ransom it out before anyone noticed. The buyer went berserk when the package wasn�t delivered, which came as an unpleasant surprise to the party,� and it all got worse from there,� Jung-nam said.
�What package?�
Jung-nam cackled and squirmed like a kitten held in its mother�s jaws. Jung-nam lowered his voice to a whisper.
�A nuke.�
Kim let Jung-nam go and stepped back.
�A little bit of meth, a little money laundering � no big deal. The world doesn�t care so long as the right palms are greased. But if word gets out that we�ve sold a nuke to � to anyone, even the Chinese won�t stand with us. Sixty years of brotherhood or not.� Jung-nam flopped back into Kim�s chair and swiveled from side to side.
�Why do you know about this?� Kim asked.
Jung-nam sprang forward and snorted another rail of powdered meth.
�You have to get it back. The � the head of the Workers� Party called me an hour ago. If you don�t get it back, then you, me� � Jung-nam put a forefinger to his temple and cocked his thumb.
Kim looked at the package of meth on his desk. He had five more kilos squirreled away in the work site and almost one hundred thousand euros in a safe; he had enough to survive on if he ran now. He also had a wife and a dozen close relatives still in North Korea, all of whom would never escape the reach of the party if he failed or fled.
�Where is the shipment?�
�The boat is sitting off the coast of Somalia. We have one of our special cargo ships in Mombasa. It�s all yours.�
His team of Special Forces �supervisors� had enough weapons and explosives hidden inside construction supplies to carry out attacks against South Korean and American interests for the next act of the Korean War. They could handle a few skinny pirates with ease.
�We�ll board the ship tonight. Make sure the Dear Leader knows we won�t fail him, the country, or the party,� Kim said.
* * *
Natalie and Shannon waiting in an elevator. This one featured actual buttons to choose one�s destination and the best in classic chamber music for background noise. The Hotel Hapsburg had been built at the end of the nineteenth century, and according to Shannon, it featured a staff that would keep to their own affairs and alert them to any Bundespolizei, the Austrian police, snooping for the right price. Natalie was a step behind Shannon, her role as an executive assistant very clear to her. She was there to pay close attention and take notes, not interact.
Shannon, wearing a black-and-white business ensemble that was conservative and loose, pulled a pearl ring off her finger, then lifted her hair off the back of her neck. The gold chain of her ostentatious necklace was exposed.
�Unclasp me,� she said.
Natalie did as requested, and Shannon palmed the necklace.
Shannon turned and smiled at Natalie.
�Any jewelry? Cell phone? Electronic devices?� she asked.
�No, you said��
�Just checking. Remember, no Russian,� Shannon turned around and flipped her hair with the back of her hand. Natalie was forbidden from using her hard earned language skills, the rationale being that the Russians might let something slip around Shannon�s assistant. Recording devices were forbidden from this meeting, but Natalie�s ears and memory weren�t suspect.
The elevator chimed, and the doors opened to reveal two men so broad Natalie wasn�t sure whether they could both fit inside the elevator.
�Sergei, Dmitri, so nice to see you,� Shannon said as she strode from the elevator. Natalie couldn�t believe her eyes as Shannon put wiggle and curves into her step.
�Hello, Miss Shannon. You know rules,� the giant on the right said. He held a gray plastic box in one hand, and Shannon put her jewelry into it before holding her arms at her side. The giant waved a metal detector wand over Shannon�s body, making an extra pass over her chest and rear end.
�Who this?� the large man on the left said. He had a goatee, which was the only way Natalie could tell them apart.
�My new assistant. Natalie, say hello to the best Russian muscle a girl can find in Vienna,� Shannon said, her voice sultry.
�Hello,� Natalie squeaked.
�Is prettier than other one.� The Russian with the box held it toward at Natalie, who shook her head.
�Eric�s out of town. I�ll tell him you said hello,� Shannon said as the wand went over Natalie with less gusto.
�No, bring this one back. Bronislava will call for you. Wait at bar,� the one with the box said. He pushed open a leather-clad door.
Beyond the door was an art deco bar, hardwood moldings over pale-yellow lights. A single barman in a white shirt and black vest stood over a formation of snifter glasses lined up for battle at a later happy hour.
A handful of men lounged in the leather chairs before the bar. Most kept their noses buried in newspapers � almost an anachronism, by Natalie�s standards. Staring at a smartphone screen had long since replaced staring at a newspaper to avoid human contact. Given the security, the men with newspapers had come prepared.
Everyone looked like a lawyer or accountant except for one man at the bar. He wore light-green golf pants and a matching shirt with a white collar and cuffs. His gut lapped over the front of his belt.
�Shannon, come have a drink with me,� the golfer said.
�Ari Mizrahi, I thought Bronislava blacklisted you for nonpayment,� Shannon said as she walked toward the bar, Natalie in tow.
�A minor glitch in accounting.� The corner of Ari�s mouth tugged at a sneer. Shannon had hit a nerve. �I got back on her good side right before my tee time. You�d think I�d miss an auction like this?�
�I think Tel Aviv would have you on the next plane home if you missed this auction, flying coach,� Shannon said.
Natalie promised herself that she�d thank Shannon for the exposition later. By tossing in details about Ari into the conversation, she was bringing Natalie up to speed on another player in the international arms market with subtlety.
Ari swirled a highball glass and took a sip of what looked like a rum and Coke.
�I need some M59 grenades for a client in Irbil,� he said. �Have any?�
�Now now, Ari. You know how Bronislava feels about side business.� Shannon wagged a finger at the Israeli.
�Fine, we�ll talk pleasure instead. Who is this?� Ari said. Natalie started to feel like she was a new puppy instead of a person.
A door at the far end of the bar opened, and a tall black man with a shaved head and pin-striped suit walked into the room. He strode past the bar, giving Shannon and Natalie a cursory glance as he passed by on his way out.
�He�s new,� Shannon said.
�An executive from Armscor, the South African weapons company. Times have changed, eh?� Ari laughed at his own joke. During apartheid, no black African would have ever been a senior leader in the state-owned company.
A Slavic man in a black suit with a white wire leading into his ear approached the bar and cleared his throat.
�About time.� Ari set his drink down, but the man held up a hand.
�Shannon,� he said, �and girl.�
�Wonderful. Shall we?� Shannon said to Natalie. Natalie stayed two steps behind Shannon as they were led to the door the South African had come from.
They went into a ballroom, the dance floor covered in round tables blanketed with in white tablecloths. Their guide closed the door behind them and pointed to the one occupied table in the whole room.
A thick woman with a mushroom top of short white hair stood up from her table. She wore a monochromic blue business tunic and knee-length skirt, like she was appropriating the fashion style of Germany�s Angela Merkel. At six foot five, the woman might have been mistaken for a bear if she�d worn a different color.
�Shannon. I let you skip the line to get you away from that awful Ari,� the woman said with impeccable English.
�Thank you, Bronislava. I owe you one,� Shannon said as she and Bronislava traded kisses on the cheeks.
�This is my assistant, Natalie,� Shannon said.
Bronislava held out a hand, and Natalie shook it. A reflexive smile half formed on her face before she banished it. Russian culture had a healthy mistrust for smiling strangers. The woman examined Natalie with critical eyes, as if some flaw would come to the fore.
�Natalie.� Bronislava said her name slowly and with emphasis.
�Her uncle handles finances for our Far East operations. She�s on loan until she learns the business,� Shannon said.
�This might not be the best way for her to get started. The piece I�m offering is very unique. Not the usual crap from a Siberian arms depot. Perhaps she should wait outside?� Bronislava let Natalie�s hand go.
�I�m not going to learn a damn thing sitting at that bar while Ari tries to peek up my skirt,� Natalie said. If her father was a player in the business, then a bit of spoiled brat might be just the thing for the situation.
�She checks out,� Shannon said.
�If she doesn�t� � Bronislava pointed a carrot-like finger at Shannon and sat at the table. She wiped a finger against the mouse pad on a laptop, and the screen turned on.
�Come look what I have. First time this has ever been on the market, I guarantee.� The Russian woman pushed a chair toward Shannon with an unladylike shove from her foot.
Shannon and Natalie sat down. A cargo container was on the screen.
�No, it can�t be,� Shannon said. Natalie was confused; a metal cargo container was one of the more ubiquitous things on planet Earth.
Bronislava tapped a knuckle against the mouse pad. The roof of the cargo container hinged open at a short end and was elevated. A single metal tube, nearly the length of the container, rose to a forty-five-degree angle. A second later a missile launched from the tube. The screen zoomed out, and an icon for the missile arched out and impacted on a grid field.
�3M-14 Klub cruise missile � the Americans call this system the Club K. Nine-hundred-kilometer range, four-hundred-fifty-kilogram explosive warhead, but it can be replaced with something else if you have it. Launch codes and manual included in the sale. Delivery to the port of your choice once payment is accepted,� Bronislava said with pride.
�I�d hear rumors, but I didn�t know it was operational,� Shannon said.
�Yes, a marvel of Russian engineering. I may get more on the market, but that depends on the sale price for this unit,� the arms dealer said.
Natalie was looking at an intelligence nightmare. A cruise missile that could be hidden� almost anywhere. On a ship, a train, hauled by an 18-wheeler. Trying to find this weapon would be nearly impossible.
�How quick can you make delivery?� Shannon asked.
�It is already on the ocean. Only the purchaser will know which ship. The English lost an auction and yanked the insurance on the cargo ship, making a delivery of Hinds to Malaysia. Sore losers. I won�t let them screw up another deal.� Bronislava pulled a vodka bottle and three shot glasses from beneath the tablecloth.
�You are interested, yes?� She put shots of vodka in front of Shannon and Natalie. Warnings about drinking on the job from her training went off in her head. Alcohol was to be avoided at all costs. The loss of motor function, the downgrading of mental acuity, and the possibility of poisoning had been harped on on a weekly basis.
�Yes, what�s the starting price?� Shannon said. She handed a glass of vodka to Natalie and gave her a quick nod.
�Twenty-five million, American. Za zdorovie.� Bronislava made her toast and tossed the drink back.
�Za zdorovie� Natalie repeated.
The liquor burned Natalie�s throat, and she nearly coughed it up. Whether this reaction was because of shock due to the price or because of the lousy vodka, she wasn�t sure.
Bronislava�s eyes lingered on Natalie. Natalie felt a tinge of fear creep into her chest. Did the bear have her scent?
�Any sort of restrictions on the sale?� Shannon asked.
�No, sell it to the Taiwanese. Let them make a copy. I don�t care. Bids by six tomorrow night. Payment within twenty-four hours of the sale in bearer bonds. The usual,� the Russian said.
* * *
They traveled in silence back to the Eisen Meer office after their meeting with Bronislava. Shannon went straight back to her office with Natalie. Once inside her office, Shannon kicked off her heels and flopped into her swivel chair.
�Well?� she asked Natalie.
�Where the hell did that � that large person get a Club K? Won�t the Russian military � I don�t know�notice when it goes missing?� Natalie said.
�They might, but it won�t matter. The right people were paid off long before Bronislava got ahold of it. There are some at the data center who think she�s a front for Rosoboronexport,� Shannon said, looking hard at Natalie.
�The Russian government�s only weapon import/export company,� Shannon added.
�I�I didn�t know that. Thank you.� Natalie sat across from Shannon.
�Aren�t you concerned she�ll sell it to al-Qaeda, Hamas, or some bunch of dickheads?�
�What did you notice about all the prospective buyers?� Shannon leaned forward and rested her chin on a palm.
�They were all older men, very well dressed.� Natalie considered Ari and the South African. �And government?�
�That�s right. All representatives of state governments, legitimate or otherwise. The Russians aren�t stupid. They know if they sell something complex and with too much boom-boom to the wrong group, it�ll come back to bite them.� Shannon spun her chair around slowly.
�Wait. Then every country with a budget for this kind of thing knows about her and what she does? Everyone is just okay with it?�
�Natalie, my dear, every country knows, but then they also don�t know, officially. Governments have pragmatic needs to support insurgencies and procure arms off the books without some pain-in-the-ass do-gooder getting wind of it and causing a fuss. Bronislava is useful until she gets greedy and does something stupid like Viktor Bout.� Bout, the Russian arms dealer who�d made a fortune supplying civil wars in Africa, had been arrested in Thailand on behest of the American government following his alleged sale of antiaircraft missiles to rebels in Colombia.
�Ah, Viktor. I warned him not so sell in South America, but he didn�t listen,� Shannon said.
�Wait, you know that guy?� Natalie said and immediately felt stupid for asking the question. After their meeting with a different arms dealer, Natalie wouldn�t be surprised if there was a photo of Shannon and Vladimir Putin on a wall somewhere in the office.
�He�s slime, but he delivered on time.� Shannon waved her hand and dismissed the topic. �We have to win this auction. Eggheads at the National Ground Intelligence Center can dissect it and maybe come up with a countermeasure.�
�Where are we going to get that much money in the next twenty-four hours?� Natalie asked.
�Money isn�t an issue. Overpaying is.� Shannon hit a button on her phone. �Tony, get in here.� She turned back to Natalie. �You�re going back to that hotel tomorrow. Do you have a wig?�
* * *
Ritter, clad in business attire befitting an overpaid corporate snob, knocked on the open door of Tony�s lab. The room smelled of ozone and stale pizza as Ritter let himself in. Most technical intelligence analysts kept their workstations impeccably neat but not Tony, who seemed to thrive in the chaos of empty soda cans, cell phones, and computers splayed open in mid-dissection.
Despite the general filth and disorder of Tony�s lab, he had yet to misplace a thing of intelligence value or foul up an exploitation report.
Ritter found Tony behind a wall of computer monitors, headphones blaring some sort of Swedish rock opera. Tony hadn�t kept his New Year�s resolution to drop fifty pounds; a ring of exposed fat lapped over his sides and the bottom of his shirt. Ritter toyed with the idea of dropping a pencil into Tony�s exposed butt crack to teach him a lesson about respecting coworkers.
Instead, Ritter pulled the shattered thumb drive he�d lifted off the mark in Aden and tossed the bloodstained device in a plastic dime bag onto Tony�s keyboard.
Tony froze, then looked up at Ritter with a curled lip.
�Really, Eric? You got to bring me something covered in hepatitis and AIDS?�
�For someone who smells like his mother�s basement and Cheetos, you got a funny set of standards when it comes to cleanliness.�
�No one ever caught Ebola in my office.� Tony picked up the baggie by a corner with his fingertips and inspected the device. �The SSD looks cracked. What did you do � throw the guy under a bus before you got this?�
�Kind of,� Ritter deadpanned.
Tony set the USB in front of his keyboard and pushed himself away from the desk. Tony had a superstition that anything found on a person when he or she died carried a part of the departed�s spirit.
�I don�t know, Eric. I�ve got all this stuff out of Mosul to exploit and��
�The courier was with the Sayf network, and he had enough counter surveillance around him to catch the CIA officer the Sana�a station insisted on tagging along. The guy wasn�t a fighter, but he did his best to get away from me. Whatever he was involved with was in the kind-of-a-big-deal territory. Prioritize this, and I�ll bring you a pizza from Aviano, okay?�
The air force base outside Vicenza, Italy, had an American-style pizzeria, which was night and day different from what passed for pizza Austria. Despite having a security clearance so high that even the designation was classified, Tony was easy to bribe.
�First, I want bacon on it this time and some of those cheese-covered bread sticks. Second.� He poked at the baggie with a pen. �Eww.�
�Thanks, Tony. You�re my favorite nerd,� Ritter said as he turned to leave the office.
�Geek! Geek � thank you very much,� Tony said.
Ritter made his way down the halls toward Shannon�s office. He passed other �employees� without a word or a second glance. Working in a covert facility meant keeping the work environment unsociable. Conversations in the hallways were forbidden, as details of a compartmentalized operation might leak to uncleared ears. You could always spot the extroverts in the office, as they would look at other people�s shoes.
He knocked on Shannon�s door and looked up at the camera. A buzz and a sharp click told him the door was open.
�The station chief in Sana�a just about had kittens when you left the country. I�ve been trying to smooth things over with the Middle East desk, who is just as angry as the station chief,� Shannon said to Ritter as he walked in.
�Sorry, was I supposed to hang around and get to know the finer aspects of the Yemeni prison system?�
Shannon rolled her eyes.
�They�re all pissed off that you didn�t share whatever you picked up. If it leads to something major, then they want their share of the kudos,� she said.
�Since when do they care about who gets the credit? They�re the national clandestine service.�
�Politics, Eric. The CIA is still a Washington, DC, organization, and that comes with plenty of backbiting over rice bowls and stovepipes or whatever buzzword they�re using for bureaucratic posturing.� Shannon sighed.
�I�ve never known you to care so much about their wants and desires,� Ritter said. As a covert arm of the CIA, the Caliban Program had a tenuous relationship with the rest of the American intelligence apparatus. Its actions were hidden from all but a few carefully screened and high-ranking members of the government. Like a black hole, information would flow into the Caliban Program, but nothing ever came out.
�We might need their assistance in the future. I�d rather get it with a polite smile than with twisting arms.� Shannon pressed a button on her keyboard, and the passport picture of the mark popped onto a screen behind Shannon.
The man�s name was Latif al-Kindah. A fact Ritter could have done without.
�Latif was a bagman for the Sayf network. They�re chalking his death up to an accident, which is convenient. There�s no chatter beyond this, which tells us what?� Shannon said, watching Ritter through the corner of her eye. Ritter wasn�t sure whether she�d asked Ritter this kind of question to test him or to confirm her own suspicions.
�His cash belt was empty. There�s no gnashing of teeth over his death. He made his payment and went to the Internet caf� to report the drop to his handler.�
Shannon nodded slowly.
�Let�s hope Latif�s replacement has worse tradecraft and more sense to look both ways before crossing the street,� she said.
Ritter didn�t laugh at the joke.
�What � my timing�s off?�
�You weren�t there,� Ritter said. The smell of dirt and sweat came back to him; he glanced at his fingernails for the umpteenth time to check whether they were clean of Latif�s blood.
�Fair enough. We have a new intern, and I need you to show her the ropes. She�s still on provisional status, so keep the conversation light despite your history.�
Ritter crossed his arms. �Shannon, after the debacle with the last intern, I don�t � wait, what?�
�Yes, Natalie is here. Dine in; you�re on a thirty-minute recall until that USB is decoded,� she said.
Ritter felt his face flush as a level of anxiety unacceptable to a spy grew in his chest. He and Natalie had spent a furtive weekend together while she was training in Virginia and passed e-mail to each other through a shared e-mail account by saving, not sending, draft messages. The details of her training and Ritter�s fieldwork were never discussed.
�I don�t know how to cook,� Ritter said.
�You�re a spy, Eric. Figure something out,� Shannon said. A red light flashed on her desk phone.
�Go. Someone else needs an ego stroking,� she said.
* * *
Natalie rapped her fingertips against a kitchen counter. Ritter had left her alone in his apartment ten minutes ago to pick up their dinner, and the view from his living room bored her. She stood up and stretched, the jet lag from her flight trying to convince her that it was well past her bed time.
She checked her watch, she had a few solid minutes to scout out the apartment.
Natalie peeked around a half-open door and into a bedroom. She knew better than to snoop around Ritter�s apartment, but her curiosity got the better of her. The apartment�s layout was identical to her own: a single bedroom, a bath, a tiny kitchen, and European disdain for closets. This wasn�t surprising, as her apartment was down the hallway.
She slipped a pen in the space between the frame and the door hinge to mark how far the door was open. Everything had to look exactly the same after she�d finished looking around.
The bed was a mess of crumpled sheets. A traveler�s backpack, the kind college kids hauled all across Europe, lay on the bed, half full and unzipped. A half-dozen passports from Canada and western Europe were mashed between clothes, a wig, and a leather pouch soldiers used to hold toiletries. She ran her fingers along the zipped side of the backpack and felt the outline of a small pistol.
The pack was Ritter�s �bugout bag,� a single portable he could take when it came time to disappear quickly and efficiently.
She opened his closet, where a row of designer suits hung from wide hangers. She flipped open one of the jackets and saw a label for Scheer & S�hne, a tailor she recognized from her shopping expedition earlier that day. That shop had offered only bespoke suits that were so expensive, they didn�t bother with price tags. The floor of the closet was a jumble of leather shoes that looked handmade and bore different sets of gold-inlaid initials on the heels.
How could he afford all this?
Tucked into the edge of a mirror was a photo of Eric and Natalie, in their army-gray, digital-pattern uniforms, hands joined in a diamond shape. They stood next to a professional wrestler, who flashed his signature hand sign. On the other side of him was another pair of army officers, Jennifer and Joe Mattingly. Jennifer was dead, killed by an IED. Natalie had never gotten the whole story, but Eric had killed the insurgent responsible for Jennifer�s death, an insurgent who had become their ally in the fight against al-Qaeda in Iraq.
At the end of the rack were a bulletproof vest and an Applegate-Fairbairn knife sheathed next to a holstered Glock 19 with a custom-molded grip.
She moved to the nightstand and was about to touch it when she saw a dusting of powder on the handle. An old trick to mark the passage of an unwelcome visitor.
Suddenly paranoid, Shannon left the room, made sure the door was open the right amount, and went to the kitchen. The refrigerator held a half-empty bottle of sparkling water and something foul in a cardboard box. Dishes in the glass cabinets were covered in dust.
Other than the bedroom, the apartment looked like it had been vacant for months.
The lock to the apartment door beeped, and Ritter came in, carrying a paper bag, grease spots seeping through the sides.
Natalie flashed a smile, giving her best �not guilty� expression.
Ritter pulled a bottle from the bag.
�Water. Sorry, I�m on call,� he said. �Why don�t you take a seat. I�ll get this ready.�
Natalie sat at the two-person table on the other side of the sink and watched as Ritter fumbled through his cabinets. Didn�t he know where he kept the plates?
�What did you get?�
�Doner kebabs and falafel. There�s an Iraqi refugee a few blocks away who makes falafel just like that stand at Camp Victory,� Ritter said. He wiped down a pair of plates and opened the Styrofoam containers. The smell of spiced lamb and lemons wafted from the kitchen.
�Do you speak Arabic with him?� she asked. Ritter was one of the few army officers who could speak fluent Arabic, a fact that had made him invaluable during their time in Iraq.
�I guess this isn�t what you were hoping for in the way of genuine Austrian food. There�s a schnitzel place in Salzburg we can go to once things calm down� if you want,� Ritter said.
�And how many days of �calm� have you had?�
Ritter placed a plate of thinly sliced lamb, mixed with onions and lettuce over a piece of pita bread, in front of Natalie. He sat across from her and let out a slow breath.
�I think I�ve spent at most three nights in a row in this apartment. When we aren�t doing work for the shipping company, we�re doing work for� the company. If that makes sense,� he said.
�It�s starting to. Is there a language bonus for doublespeak?� she asked.
�Not that I�ve seen on the pay stub. I kept up with our unit after I was reassigned, but all the information was broad brush. How�re folks at Dragon Company and at headquarters?�
�You didn�t keep up with Shelton?� she asked. Shelton was the company commander of the two missing Soldiers Ritter had helped find. She had been there when Shelton confronted Ritter over the death of their former insurgent ally. Their parting had been cathartic and unamicable.
�No, haven�t tried.�
A cell phone in the kitchen buzzed. Ritter looked down at his untouched meal and sighed.
�Never fails,� he said as he stood and went into the kitchen. Natalie heard a few terse words before Ritter came out of the kitchen.
�Sorry, Natalie, I have to go in,� he said.
�Not me?�
�I asked but no. You�re still on probation, and this is a red ball recall.�
�Red ball?�
�Oops, I didn�t say that. Enjoy your dinner. The door will lock by itself when you leave.� Ritter grabbed a coat from a hanger and opened the front door. He looked over his shoulder. �We�ll do this right when I get back.�
�Stay safe,� she said.
Ritter nodded and left.
* * *
Ritter found the rest of the team � Mike, Shannon, Carlos, and Tony � in the company conference room, waiting for him. Shannon�s face was pale, her lips pursed with tension. Tony�s considerable bulk jittered like it always did when he�d had a few too many energy drinks. Mike sat stock still next to the long table running through the middle of the room, his hands poised atop of the treated oak. He always reminded Ritter of a cobra, reared up and ready to strike.
A rail-thin Asian woman in her mid-twenties with straight black hair and thick-rimmed glasses sat at the table. She gave Ritter a quick wave when she saw him. Irene Ma was the newest permanent addition to the team
Shannon had plucked Irene from the cubicle farms at Langley after she�d inadvertently come across a Caliban Program operation in the Sudan. Irene had been an hour away from identifying Shannon, Ritter, and Mike to the FBI as international arms smugglers before Shannon made her an offer she couldn�t refuse and brought her into the program to keep her quiet and to co-opt her analytical acumen for the team�s purposes.
Carlos, seated in a high-back leather chair, kicked an empty chair toward Ritter as he came into the room. Carlos�s arm was still in a swing; a cast ran from just below his right shoulder to his wrist. Two bullets from a Libyan terrorist�s gun had nearly cost him the arm, but Carlos kept insisting the wounds were �just a flesh wound.�
�Get started,� Shannon said to Tony.
Tony hit a button on his lap top and a mess of word and PDF documents flashed on the screen.
�All this is from what Ritter got off that dead guy in Aden,� Tony said, with all the tact Ritter came to expect from the overly caffeinated analyst. �These are the shipping manifests for the Opongsan, a North Korean fishing boat flagged in Mongolia.� A red dot from a laser pointer circled a series of numbers on the screen. �This is the Lloyd�s of London insurance registry. That becomes important in a second.�
�I thought Lloyd�s stopped insuring anything in North Korea after they got burned paying for that helicopter that �accidentally� crashed into a government building,� Carlos said.
The conference table vibrated as Shannon slammed a fist against the lacquered wood. She stared daggers at Carlos.
�Sorry,� Carlos said sheepishly.
The image on the screen blinked to show a map of the Horn of Africa and the surrounding ocean, a red circle around one of the thousands of ship-tracking symbols.
�The AIS tracking beacon for the Opongsan didn�t turn on until it was seventy-three miles off the coast of Yemen, which is odd. Lloyd�s requires that it be on before it even leaves the home dock in Wonsan,� Tony said. The screen flashed again, and the red circle was off the coast of Somalia.
�Now the ship is sitting at the Eyl anchorage, where Somali pirates keep ships until they�re ransomed.� Tony flipped the slides to show a satellite photo of a dozen ships in a ragged line extended from the coast.
�Slide six, now,� Shannon said.
Tony clicked ahead, and a grainy photo of an open case filled the screen. A spherical object covered in metal with protruding wires was equally spaced over the surface. A keypad was embedded in the green foam surrounding the sphere.
�Shit,� Mike said.
�It�s a nuke, implosion type, with a yield around three kilotons given the diameter and the amount of plutonium we think the North Koreans have,� Tony said.
�Is it enough to trigger the end times?� Shannon asked.
Tony frowned, then nodded.
A new window opened on the screen, and an icon for a small airplane flew over a map of northern Virginia. A white circle spread from the plane and encompassed an area from Dulles International Airport to the outer edge of Washington, DC.
�There�s no way a nuke that small could do that much damage,� Irene said.
�The physical damage from the blast � all the thermal, overpressure, and radiation effects � won�t trigger the end-times. If they detonate the bomb at altitude, the electromagnetic pulse will wipe out every computer in that radius.�
�Northern Virginia? Why is this such a big deal that you call it the �end times�?� Natalie asked.
�You ladies are new, and I�ll let you in on something that isn�t a secret,� Shannon said. She picked up a laser pointer and ran a dot along the highway running from Dulles into the nation�s capital. �There are fiber-optic cables running beneath the Dulles toll road that carry three-quarters � yes, three-quarters�of the world�s Internet traffic. Connected to those cables are data centers that handle most of the world�s banking transactions.
�An EMP blast will wipe out everything. Every record, everyone � and zero confirms how much money the world has in its bank accounts. We lose that data, and the world economy goes down like a proverbial house of cards.� Shannon set the laser pen down with a snap. �Need any more convincing?�
Natalie and Irene stayed quiet.
�And a bunch of Somali pirates have it,� Ritter said. Rumors of nukes for sale had al-Shabaab bubbled around the terrorist underworld since the fall of the Soviet Union; the device on the screen brought a decade�s worth of worst-case scenarios to life.
�For now. The pirates reached out to the Abu Sayf network, al Qaeda�s arms and financing arm in Saudi Arabia, through their al-Shabaab contacts, and they�re finalizing the sale,� Shannon said. �It�s going slowly � which is a blessing for us. Abu Sayf has been burned before by fake nukes, and they�re sending a specialist to confirm what they�re buying. The device is still on the Opongsan, as far as we know.�
�Why haven�t we hit it with a dozen cruise missiles? Let the fish worry about it?� Carlos asked.
�Because as far as we know the bomb is still on the boat, Carlos,� Shannon said. �We can�t send it to the bottom and hope for the best.�
�Who else knows?� Ritter asked.
�It�s safe to assume the North Koreans are aware, but there�s not a damn thing they can do about it from their side of the planet. Abu Sayf has been moving money around to make the delivery, and I notified the Directors before calling all of you in,� Shannon said.
�What do we do?� Carlos asked.
�Our first priority is to recover the device. Second is to destroy it before it becomes a threat to friendly nations. Mike, Eric, you�ll take a transport from Aviano to the USS Ronald Reagan, which is steaming through the Red Sea as we speak. You�ll link up with a SEAL team from and get to that nuke immediately, if not sooner. Understand?�
�Why are they waiting for us?� Ritter asked.
Shannon swallowed before speaking.
�They don�t know there�s a nuke involved. This is to protect our sources and tamp down on panic if word gets out that there�s a nuke loose in the wild,� Shannon said.
�They�re not going to appreciate being kept in the dark when they do find it,� Carlos said.
�No, which is why the mission is ostensibly to capture a high-value individual on the boat. Tony has a ready-made target packet for Mike and Eric to memorize during their trip. So, act surprised when you see the nuke. Once recovered, a specialist from another team within Caliban will link up with you, and you will assist them in taking control of the device,� Shannon said. Ritter had never heard mention of another team within the Caliban Program. What else was Shannon hiding from him?
�Why do we want it? Shouldn�t it go to some weapons of mass destruction team with some alphabet agency in Virginia? They�ve only been training for this kind of thing since� forever,� Tony said.
�I shared your concerns and others with the Directors, and this is the course of action they�ve decided on,� Shannon said. She sat up straight. �Eric, Mike, the SEAL team will outfit you with uniforms and weapons. Try and blend in when you�re aboard ship.�
�It�s easy. Just don�t use big words and make sure everyone knows you�re a SEAL everywhere you go, and you�ll fit in just fine,� Carlos said. As a veteran of the army�s Delta Force, he had a share of opinions and a raft of jokes about the navy�s special warfare arm.
Shannon slid a satellite phone across the table to Mike.
�Get going.�



Chapter 3

Of all the things Ritter had come to hate during the long war on terror, helicopters were at the top of his list. He wasn�t sure whether it was the unending vibrations that churned in his stomach and turned his face green or the frighteningly low altitudes pilots chose to fly. Maybe it was the blades whirling over his head like the sword of Damocles.
He and Mike weren�t in a helicopter, technically. The V-22 Osprey flew with its engines horizontally to the ocean in the plane configuration; those same engines could rotate upright and turn the aircraft into a helicopter. The tilt-rotor and turboprop engines could get them most anywhere in the world quickly and land on a dime, but watching the damn thing transform in flight made Ritter long for his days in a Humvee. There were no surprises or engineering miracles to operate a Humvee. He and Mike had languished in the �plane� for the past fourteen hours as the Osprey flew over the Red Sea to the Reagan.
Ritter shivered as the smell of jet fuel washed through the plane. He made the mistake of glancing up and saw the hose and catch basket from the KC-130 refueling plane lift from view through the cockpit glass. Ritter hadn�t bothered counting how many times they�d refueled midair since they�d lifted off from Aviano. Infiltrating hostile nations and risking death and torture seemed a lot saner to Ritter than taking on jet fuel through a hose at God knows how fast and how high in a plane/helicopter with an identity crisis.
He looked down at the airsickness bag, open and ready in his hands. There�s nothing left to give, he thought. His stomach didn�t believe him and seized up. Ritter hunched over and struggled to keep himself together.
A hand shook his shoulder. The crew chief was in front of him, rotating his fist between thumbs-up and thumbs-down. Ritter gave him a thumbs-up but kept the bag handy. He looked over at Mike, who had his head against his chest, his arms tucked in. He�d been asleep since wheels up. The bastard.
Half an hour later, the crew chief took up a post at the starboard window and kept a keen eye on the tilt-rotor engine.
Ritter was about to ask whether there was a problem when the aircraft lurched forward. A high-pitched whine filled the cabin, and the crew chief divided his attention between the craft and the other window. Ritter�s seat vibrated fast enough that he thought an electric current was running through it. The noise ended with a thump and Ritter felt the aircraft regain its momentum.
The crew chief, anonymous behind his helmet�s visor and face mask, slapped him on the shoulder.
�Two minutes!� he yelled, his voice barely carrying over the din. The crew chief turned and reached for the sleeping Mike.
Ritter dropped the airsickness bag and grabbed a handful of the crew chief�s vest before he could make a painful mistake. Ritter jerked the man back and shook his head as he pointed at his own chest. The crew chief shrugged Ritter off and went back to the fore of the aircraft.
Ritter rose to his feet and took a few tentative steps toward Mike, one hand across the narrow aisle holding on for balance. Ritter picked up a foot and gave Mike�s knee a quick kick.
Mike�s hand snapped out, a naked blade glinting in the wan sunlight. Mike�s head snapped from side to side, his Applegate-Fairbairn held in a reverse grip in front of his chest. He�d slept like that for as long as Ritter had known him. Carlos, who�d known Mike for a few years longer, had never explained why the quiet man had such a reaction to being woken up.
Ritter held up a finger and mouthed, �One minute.�
The Osprey thumped onto the deck of the USS Ronald Reagan, and the rear hatch lowered with a pneumatic whine. Air whirled through the cabin as the Osprey�s blades churned through the air. A sailor in a blue vest ran up the ramp and waved for Ritter and Mike to follow him.
To an untrained eye, the deck of the Reagan was chaos. Sailors in different-colored vests ran between F/A-18 fighters crowding the edges of the deck. Steam hissed from a catapult built into the deck as it retracted toward the aft of the flight deck.
An elevator, nothing but a floor, raised another Osprey onto the flight deck. The wings rotated ninety degrees over the craft, and the blades folded to save space in the cramped holding decks below. A three-barrel, belly-mounted Gatling gun beneath the aircraft was a marked difference from the craft that had delivered Ritter to the Reagan.
Ritter kept his eyes locked on the sailor as he followed him into the ship. They descended into a stairwell and past the cavernous hangar deck, where sailors readied more aircraft amid carts carrying laser-guided bombs.
�What�s going on?� Ritter asked their guide.
�Nothing, sir. Normal day of flight ops,� the sailor said as he twisted open the handle on a hatch.
The sailor pointed into a dimly lit hallway toward a single hatch surrounded by warning placards and a spinning red light.
�This is as far as I can go. They�re expecting you,� the sailor said.
Ritter stepped into the hatch and made his way to the closed door, which opened before he could knock on it.
A sailor in fatigue pants and an Under Armour T-shirt stood in the doorway, six inches taller and probably fifty pounds heavier than Ritter; all the additional weight was muscle. He had a jet-black head of hair with a short goatee and pale-green eyes.
�Come on, we�re almost done with the briefing,� the sailor said. He led Ritter and Mike past racks of weapons and open lockers full of deflated Zodiac boats and ropes.
The briefing room was full of SEALs, most sporting just enough facial hair to mark them way out of navy grooming regs, practically flaunted their privilege to break the rules for normal sailors. A dozen SEALs stood and sat in a semicircle around a big screen TV bolted to a bulkhead.
A man with a gold fig leaf rank insignia on his uniform took his attention from an old photo of the Opongsan. He was whipcord thin but looked like he was made of steel cable; he had close-cropped blond hair, and nearly invisible stubble covered his face.
�Ah, our �specialists� have arrived,� the lieutenant commander said.
�Maybe they can tell us what we�re really doing,� said one of the SEALs.
�I�m Lieutenant Commander Devereaux, this is team Red Five. Would you care to introduce yourselves?� Devereaux said with false smile.
The hostility was expected. No serviceman liked charging into a fight blind or with lousy intelligence to guide him.
�I�m Eric. He�s Mike,� Ritter said. �You should have the target packet for Kamal Mustafa, already.�
�Sure, we�ve got it. Thing is, we aren�t quite sure what Kamal is doing on board a North Korean fishing boat.� Devereaux clicked on a laptop and brought up the photo of Kamal, who was actually a random detainee in Iraq who�d loaned his picture to the target packet.
�Great question. Why don�t we ask him?� Ritter said.
�Do you have any idea why the ship is heading due east from its last anchorage?� Devereaux asked.
�No. Last I heard it was off the coast of Somalia, perfectly still,� Ritter said.
SEALs grumbled at the answer.
�Three hours ago the Opongsan started moving. We�ve had a drone on it since it weighed anchor. There�s no activity anywhere above decks or radio transmissions. Do you know what�s due east of Somalia?� Devereaux asked.
�A whole lot of nothing until you hit the Maldives islands,� Ritter answered.
�Correct,� Devereaux said. �Which makes no sense, as that ship will run out of fuel long before that happens. So what is going on here, Eric?�
Nothing like getting put on the spot to ruin his day. Sticking to the spirit, instead of the letter, of his orders seemed like the best play.
�We believe Kamal has arranged to deliver a supply of nuclear material to the Iranian navy. One of their submarines will rendezvous with the Opongsan well away from shipping lanes and take on the material. So unless we want to deal with a crew of smugglers and an Iranian sub that doesn�t want to be messed with, I suggest we get going,� Ritter said. Why tell the truth when a lie will do?
�No one said anything about radioactive material,� one of the SEALs said, a ginger-haired man in his mid-twenties.
�Fitz is our explosives tech. He�s a bit more jittery than the rest of us,� Devereaux said.
�I�m jittery about my rod and tackle falling off if I stand next to the wrong connex for five minutes,� Fitz said.
Men shifted and grumbled. Fighting a foe you could see was easy for them; a silent poison like radioactive material, however, wasn�t something that could be beaten with bullets.
�If the Iranians get this material, it will shave years off their nuclear weapons program. We can kill this monster in the crib or wait for it to start eating cities,� Ritter said. �If it means anything, Mike and I will be right next to you when you board the ship.�
Ritter dangled the shared danger in front of the SEALs. There was a marked difference between how warriors reacted to a leader saying, �Go get �em� versus �Follow me.�
�And what expertise are you bringing to this operation? You don�t look like the DS&T geeks or some NRC mouth breather who�d handle fissile material,� Fitz said.
�Who handles tactical questioning?� Ritter asked the room. A SEAL with a pockmarked face raised his hand.
�What rules are you operating under?�
�FM 34�52, the Detainee Treatment Act, some fucking UN mandate the Secretary of the Navy thought was clever.� The SEAL�s eyes crept up and to the right as he tried to remember the rest of the governing documents that would restrict how he could question anyone they found on the Opongsan.
�We�re the interrogators, and we have no rules,� Ritter said.
* * *
Natalie pressed her key against the door lock and walked into her hotel room. Technically, the room was under the name Gloria Steinerman, an import/export logistics specialist sent to Austria to smooth out issues with a shipment of Mozartkugel chocolates to the American market just in time for Christmas.
She shut the door and scratched under the faux scalp of the shoulder-length blonde wig Shannon had given to her that morning.
�Can I take this thing off?� she said.
�How many ways can I say no? Stick to your cover until this is done,� Shannon said through her earpiece. At least the wig concealed the plastic nub deep in her right ear.
The room was dark hardwood furniture and mirrors. The king-sized bed boasted one thousand-count Egyptian cotton sheets and the latest in Swedish foam mattress technology. The receptionist had taken the time to explain the �sleep enhancements� the Hapsburg Hotel had added to the rooms in their last renovation. She shut the window blinds featuring 99 percent sunlight blockage. She didn�t need an audience from the high-rise across the street.
Natalie hefted her carry-on onto the duvet and unzipped the bag. A hotel room that specialized in great sleep � what a concept, she thought. She put a surgical mask over her mouth and snapped on a pair of latex gloves.
�Ten minutes to auction,� Shannon said.
�Then I�m two minutes ahead of schedule,� Natalie said. She looked at the ceiling and found the panel third from the wall and second from the easternmost window. She dragged a round table under the panel and took a plastic box from her carry-on.
�Not to rush you, but hurry,� Tony said.
Natalie kicked off her shoes, climbed on the table, and opened the box. A metal and plastic clamp, with tiny steel needles that looked more delicate than dangerous and made the device almost look like a set of fake vampire teeth used in Halloween costumes, rested in a bed of foam. This vampire clamp was connected to the local 4G cell phone network and the supercomputers Tony had at his disposal. Once she had the bug put on the wire running into Bronislava�s room, they�d see everything going in and out of her computer. Shannon would know all the other bids and edge out the rest of the competition by a reasonable margin.
She reached up and moved the ceiling panel aside slowly and deliberately.
�Get the clamp on the hard line. Thick, green wire,� Tony said. Natalie shifted the panel over and considered half a dozen insults for Tony. She�d been over this implant operation a hundred times in the last day and had trained for this exact mission when she was in Virginia. She put a lit penlight in her mouth and looked up.
What she didn�t train for was what to do if the wire was missing.
�It�s not here,� she said, her words garbled from the light. The space above the ceiling panel was bare but for a few wisps of spiderwebs.
�No, that can�t be right,� Tony said.
Natalie grabbed a chair and set it atop the table. It wobbled as she climbed up and got her head into the space between the panels and the true ceiling. The first thing her light found was a desiccated mouse; then she saw linear shadows in the distance.
�I�ve got it. It�s� maybe twenty feet to the east,� she said.
�The next room over,� Shannon said.
Tony protested, �The blueprints and schematics the hotel filed with the city the last time they��
�Natalie, take the EM key and your kit. Get to the other room now,� Shannon said.
Natalie let the penlight drop from her mouth into her hand.
�There anyone in there?� she said as she knelt down. The chair on top of the table wobbled like Jell-O as she reached for the chair back.
�No, we�ve had the security feed on the hallway since this morning. No one�s come or gone,� Shannon said.
Natalie tried to step on the table, and that�s the moment when the chair decided to slip out from under her. She tipped over and fell onto the bed with a squeak. The chair clattered against the floor. Natalie looked up at the ceiling and marveled at how comfortable the bed was.
�What was that?� Shannon asked.
Natalie pushed herself up and picked up a can of hair spray from her carry-on.
�Nothing. Going next door with the implant and the skeleton key,� she said.
�Seven minutes,� Tony said.
Natalie didn�t bother to put her shoes back on as she raced out of the room. After a quick glance up and down the hallway to see whether anyone was watching, Natalie proceeded to walk calmly and purposefully to the next room down the hall. Always act like you belong, her training had demanded. Not like you�re about to commit a felony.
She held the can of hair spray against the card key lock of the room and waited. A half second later, something whirled inside the can. The locks of most hotels used key cards and magnetic locks on the doors. With a powerful enough magnet, like the one hidden in the false bottom of her hair spray, most hotel doors would unlock.
The door lock clicked, and Natalie pushed her way in. The room stank of cigarette smoke and stale food. The bed sheets were a twisted mass, and an open suitcase was on a folding luggage rack. There was no sound from anywhere in the room.
Natalie shut the door without a sound and peeked into the bathroom. Empty.
No one was on the unkempt bed either.
�Okay, unoccupied, but there�s definitely someone staying here,� she said.
�Hurry!� Shannon said.
Natalie had to move a room service tray with half-eaten eggs, bread crust and a smashed cigarette butt from the round table. She took a mental picture before she moved it; everything would have to go back perfectly once she was done, or she�d risk alerting the occupant that he�d had a visitor.
She set the table under the target panel and got a knee on it.
�Natalie, a man just got out of the elevator and is heading your direction,� Shannon said.
Natalie�s heart started pounding, and a cocktail of adrenaline and fear poured into her blood. This wasn�t what she needed to hear.
She got up on the table and knocked aside the ceiling panel, heedless of the dust and particulates sprinkling down. She put the penlight in her mouth. A mass of wires ran though the plenum space, bound together by black zip ties into a fasces.
�Irene, get his face in the system. Is he known?� Shannon said.
Please shut up please shut up please shut up, Natalie thought as she dug through the wires. She found the only thick green wire and tugged it to the outer edge of the mass of wires. She took the clamp and sank the teeth into the wire. Lights lit up on the device.
�Contact,� Natalie said. Something blinked deeper in the dark space, farther down the line of wires. Something else was attached to the wires. Natalie brought the penlight up to illuminate it.
�Receiving, we�re tapped into the Russian bear�s feed. One minute to spare,� Tony said.
�Natalie, you�re about to have company,� Shannon said.
�There�s another wiretap,� Natalie said. �I can�t get it.� She put the ceiling panel back, leaped from the table, and shoved it back into place.
The door beeped, and the handle rattled.
Natalie ran into the bathroom on her tiptoes, the wiretap case and can of hair spray in hand. She shut the bathroom door as the door beeped again. Her magnetic skeleton key must have upset the inner workings of the lock.
She heard the door open and stood in front of the mirror with the hair spray in hand.
The door to the bathroom swung open, and a well-built, olive-skinned man in his late thirties, one hand undoing his zipper, stepped into the room.
Natalie let out a blood-curdling shriek, and the man leaped a foot in the air.
�What the hell are you doing in here?� Natalie shouted.
The man backed against the wall beyond the bathroom, looking at Natalie like she was an eight-headed Hydra and not a woman standing barefoot in his bathroom.
�This��he looked around and down at the key in his hand��this is my room,� he said. His accent was Middle Eastern and not the Arabic accent she�d grown used to during her time in Iraq.
�No, it isn�t.� Natalie stomped a foot for emphasis. �Get out right now before I start screaming, �Rape�!� She put her hands akimbo against her hips.
�We�ve got a hit on him,� Shannon said.
�Look, there is my suitcase.� The man pointed into the room.
�What?� Natalie did her best to feign surprise. �I stepped out of my room for a second to look at the Belvedere Palace out of the hallway window and came back into my room. My room. Number six four three. Look at the door.�
�This is room six four five. Look, ah, maybe my door was a little open. You came in by accident. Yes?� he said.
Natalie pressed the fingers of both hands over her mouth. �Oh. My. God. Am I really that much of an idiot?�
�Here, look.� The man stepped deeper into the room and waved an arm at his mess.
Natalie took a tentative step into the hallway and readied a finger on the hair spray cap.
�He�s a known associate of Ari. He�s Israeli intelligence, Mossad,� Shannon said.
The man looked over his bed, then saw the tray of food. Natalie hadn�t put it back on the table.
He whirled around and reached for Natalie�s arm. She brought the hair spray up and blasted him in the eyes. Tony had designed the false exterior of his devices to function. The Mossad agent reared back, pawing at his face. She snapped a kick out and caught him square in the groin.
The man doubled over, and Natalie swung an elbow into his temple. The blow smashed his head against the wall hard enough to dent the drywall. Natalie grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him to the floor. He lay on the ground, groaning.
�Natalie! Say something,� Shannon said.
�He�s down. Not sure for how long,� Natalie said. She looked around for a weapon in case he did get back up.
�You need to keep him down until this mission is finished,� Shannon said.
The man groaned. A leg flopped against the floor.
�Um, okay,� Natalie said. She reached into the open suitcase and pulled out a belt.
* * *
Shannon stood behind Tony at his workstation. Her arms were crossed, and one foot was tapping as she watched the time to submit her bid for the Club K tick away one second at a time. One screen showed all the incoming Internet traffic to Bronislava�s room. An e-mail popped up with a price and a buyer code.
�Only one left besides us,� Irene said. �Top bid is thirty-two million.�
�One minute to go. Who�s left?� Shannon asked.
�My guess is Ari,� Irene said.
�He�s watching this too,� Shannon said and tugged at her bottom lip. �Get ready, thirty-five-and-a-half-million bid.�
Irene swallowed hard and typed up an e-mail. Her mouse cursor hovered over the send button.
�Ten seconds until the deadline,� Tony said.
�Okay, the guy ain�t going anywhere,� Natalie said.
�Stand by, Natalie. We�re��
An e-mail popped up on Tony�s screen.
�Thirty-six million!�
�Irene.�
A clatter of keys later, Irene smiled. Their offer of $37 million came across the screen.
�Two seconds to spare.� Irene touched her arm with a finger, withdrew it quickly, and blew on it as if she�d touched something hot.
�You know we only had to beat him by one dollar, not a million,� Shannon said.
�Two seconds! I panicked,� Irene said.
�The guy�s cell phone is ringing? What do I do now?� Natalie said.
* * *
The Mossad man lay face down on the bed, his hands bound over the small of his back with a silk tie. His ankles were tied together and pulled into the air. A pair of belts connected his bound extremities, and another tie was wrapped around his head and stuffed into his mouth like a gag. Summers working on her uncle�s ranch had taught her how to hog-tie animals big and small. She�d never thought that skill would ever be useful outside of a barn, but here she was.
Natalie bent over and looked the Mossad man in his terrified eyes. Blood seeped from a cut on his forehead where he�d collided with the wall.
�I�m taking this,� Natalie said as she brandished the man�s wallet in front of his face. He mumbled something through his gag.
She looked the man in the eye again.
�I take no pleasure in this,� she said and tugged the man�s pants down past his thighs, exposing his bare buttocks.
Natalie left her room with her carry-on in tow, the man�s wallet in hand, and in her pocketbook all the cash she�d found squirreled away in his suitcase. Shannon insisted the mess look like a robbery gone wrong. High-end call girls had a tendency to rip off their Johns, and that�s exactly what it would look like when hotel security arrived to investigate the anonymous tip that would come after Natalie was out of danger.
She felt her limbs go leaden as the adrenaline high melted away. An ache in her elbow and a sprained toe from the inexpertly placed kick to his groin caressed her with a promise of lasting pain.
She pushed the call button to the elevator with cracked nails and trembling fingers.
The last time she�d come down from an adrenaline high like this she�d been in Iraq with Ritter. The embarrassment of losing control resurfaced, and her face flushed.
�Come on,� she said as she pushed the button again. She took the cash and credit cards from the wallet and tossed the leather billfold into the trash can adjacent to the elevator doors.
�Congratulations, Natalie. You just bought a cruise missile,� Shannon said.
The doors opened with a ding, and Natalie stepped inside. She turned around, waiting for the door to the man�s room to burst open and for him to run out with the gun she knew she�d missed during the search of his room.
The doors closed without incident. Natalie pressed a hand to her face and took a ragged breath.
* * *
Devereaux�s SEALs would assault the Opongsan from Ospreys, which was the cherry on the top of Ritter�s otherwise-miserable day. He and Mike stood at the end of a line of SEALs, ready to quickly rope from the rear hatch of the Osprey to the deck of the Opongsan.
Ritter shifted the weight of the body armor, ammo pouches, and the SCAR battle rifle attached to his chest. He and Mike wore the same gear as the rest of the SEALs, no matter how unfamiliar they were with it. As part of the Caliban Program, they fought dressed as their enemy to blend in with their surroundings; the attire was rarely more than civilian clothes and a pistol. The same principle applied here.
He looked out the open side hatch and saw wave tops undulating in the moonlight, the smell of salty air betraying just how low to the deck the pilots were flying. The team medic had plenty of Dramamine, and Ritter�s pride had hit its limit during the long flight from Italy.
The sea vanished as the Osprey banked hard and climbed into the air. Ritter�s arm shot out and steadied himself against the maneuver that tilted the aircraft almost on its side. The rest of the operators and Mike hardly flinched.
The SEALs were eerily silent during the entire flight from the Reagan to the Opongsan. They�d seethed with a tense energy the whole trip, like racehorses at the gate.
A red light spun to life over the aft hatch, and the Osprey leveled out. The hatch whined open with painful slowness.
A SEAL with a sniper rifle stood at the starboard side of the hatch, scanning the deck of the Opongsan as it came into view through his scope. A SEAL built like a fire truck stood next to him; a rope as thick as Ritter�s wrists was coiled in his arms and attached to a hook in the roof of the Osprey. He threw the rope into the night air, coiled his arms and legs around it, and slid away.
Ritter�s heart pounded so hard that he swore his gear rattled as his turn approached. Just hold on for dear life and let gravity do the work, he thought. He�d trained for this kind of air assault for most of a day� three years ago at the Fort Campbell air-assault course.
Mike, right in front of him, slid down the rope like he�d practiced the maneuver every time he got out of bed.
The rope swung back toward Ritter, and he reached for it with both hands. His gloved fingers wrapped around the rope, and he clenched it for all he was worth. As he pulled the rope toward him and stepped forward to snake his legs around the rope, the Osprey rocked with a sudden burst of turbulence.
A bolt of terror coursed through Ritter�s body as the Osprey jerked away from beneath his feet and he swung into the darkness. He twirled around the rope, the heat friction burning through his gloves. He saw nothing but darkness and running lights from the Osprey whirling around him as voices yelled from the radio at his ear.
He got one leg coiled around the rope and slammed his other boot on top of the rope to lock him in place. He looked down and saw nothing but water beneath him and the ship ten feet from the dangling end of the rope.
He looked up at the Osprey and the SEAL with the sniper rifle waving at him frantically. What was he supposed to do? Climb up the rope with an extra fifty pounds of gear in gravity�s favor?
Forearms trembled against the rope, and Ritter wasn�t sure whether exhaustion or adrenaline was causing the tremors.
The loose end of the rope crept closer to the ship. A SEAL reached over the railing and hauled the rope onto the deck. Ritter loosened his grip and slid down very slowly. His body rebelled at the idea of abandoning the little safety the rope offered. He looked up again at the SEAL in the Osprey, who had his hands on the latch holding the rope to the aircraft.
The son of a bitch was about to release the rope and drop him to the deck.
Ritter�s grip lessened, and his decent accelerated. Heat burned against his thighs and boot as he slid against the rope. His feet slammed into the deck, and he lost his grip. The rest of his body crashed against the rusty steel with the grace of a sack of potatoes. He looked down at his body and found his leg still entwined with the rope; then he saw the rope�s hook fall past the deck on its way into the ocean.
Ritter tried to kick his way free from the rope as the slack length uncoiled and hissed over the railing to follow the hook on its journey to the ocean�s depths.
The boot slammed down on the rope just as it went taut against Ritter leg. His savior reached down and separated Ritter from the weighted line. The loose rope slithered over the deck, a kraken�s tentacle that wouldn�t claim anyone this day.
The SEAL, the fire truck who�d been the first down the rope and had saved Ritter, grabbed Ritter�s vest with both hands and hauled Ritter to his feet. A hand, the size of a dinner plate, smacked against Ritter�s helmet.
�You okay?� the SEAL yelled over the sound of the retreating Osprey.
Ritter nodded as he reset his helmet. The SEAL yanked him forward and half pulled, half guided him toward an open hatch. The ship was silent but for the crash of waves against the hull as SEALs swarmed over the deck. The plan was for half the assault force to take the bridge; the rest to secure the engine room, seemed to be proceeding without opposition.
Ritter stepped into the hatchway and found Mike and a SEAL setting up a satellite radio. The communications man looked up at Ritter.
�Well?� he said.
�Well what?� Ritter answered.
Mike shook his head and grabbed the intercom box dummy corded to Ritter�s chest rig. A flip of a switch later, and static burst into Ritter�s ears.
�Why isn�t Spook One answering me?� Devereaux asked through the radio.
Ritter keyed his mike.
�This is Spook One.� His call sign for the mission was as apt as it was unoriginal.
�Bridge is secure � one prisoner. No other contact. I need you in the hold right fucking now,� Devereux said.
One prisoner? This ship should have been full of armed Somali pirates eager to protect the biggest prize they�d ever heard of.
Ritter keyed his mike.
�Spook One, en route.� He looked at Mike. �You go to the bridge. I�ll be there soonest,� he said.
The SEAL with the radio pointed down the stairway for Ritter�s benefit.
Ritter sped down the stairs, the SCAR ready in his hands. All the lights in the ship were on, doors open and swaying with the motion of the ship. Spent bullet casings rolled across the deck like roaches scurrying for cover.
He scooped up one of the brass casings; it was for a 7.62mm bullet, larger than the 5.56mm rounds the SCARs fired. The casing held the faint smell of cordite; it had been fired in the past few hours. A smear of stained blood ran against the side of a door guarded by a SEAL who pointed the way for Ritter.
The smell hit him first: the heavy iron of spilled blood and the unmistakable smell of human feces.
Devereux was inside the hold, his hands on his hips, as he stared at two bodies chained to the ceiling. The SEAL commander stepped aside and held out a hand to present the corpses to Ritter.
Both the dead were Somalis; emaciated bodies dangled from the chains wrapped around their wrists. Strips of skin, as wide as a knuckle, cut from their collarbones to their waists dangled in the air, bloody ribbons swaying above the pools of blood beneath each body. Ribs, lungs, and raw muscle glistened from the open results of the vivisection.
They�d been slowly tortured with no intention of letting them survive the experience.
�That�s� unexpected,� Ritter said.
��Unexpected�? Lots of that going around. I thought we were here to get some shit head, not wander around a Rob Zombie movie set.� Devereux nudged one of the hanging bodies with the butt of his rifle. It swung with a clatter of chain links, chin wobbling against its chest.
�Any sign of the package?� Ritter asked.
Fitz rapped his fingers against the double-wide hatch in the center of the hold. �Only place we haven�t checked is right here.� The handle was chained shut; a dead bolt lock, the size of Ritter�s palm, was in the center of the links.
Fitz hefted a bolt cutter and maneuvered the blades onto the lock.
�You have an explanation for this?� Devereux asked.
�Someone beat us here,� Ritter said.
�And who is that �someone�?�
�Someone who shouldn�t have had a problem getting past that door,� Ritter said.
The shorn lock fell to the deck with a clang, and another SEAL pulled the chains from the door. They opened it to expose a liver of darkness into the room; and Fitz, the bomb tech, slid a camera lens, the width of a straw, into the opening.
A green-scale night vision picture of the interior flashed onto a handheld screen; a bulky object lay inside, indistinct. Fitz took a device that looked like a laser pointer and ran the tip along the opening; a green light on the device remained lit.
�No trip wires,� Fitz said and opened the door, the hinges creaking until it thumbed against the wall.
They�d found a bomb, but not the nuke that was supposed to be onboard.
Stacks of rods wrapped in wax paper filled the room; brightly colored wires led into blasting caps sticking from the gray putty in the rods and from bricks labeled wabox.
Wires led into a green plastic box in the center of the explosives; three green lights on the box were lit, and a forth light lay dormant.
�Well, ain�t this some shit?� Fitz said. He lifted a hard case, the size of his forearm, and pulled a metal probe from it.
�Fitz,� Devereux growled.
�Let�s see what we�re dealing with, sir,� Fitz said as he pierced the wax paper around one of the tubes.
�Recall the birds. I�m aborting the mission,� Devereux said into the mike over his lips. �You got a problem with that?� he asked Ritter.
Ritter shook his head. If the nuke wasn�t here, then where was it?
�Ahura detector says it�s pure TNT. These are commercial-grade explosives, not the homemade stuff we normally see, sir,� Fitz said as he consulted the readout on the device.
�Can you disarm it?� Ritter asked.
�I�m not going to touch the control box without an x-ray, and we left that on the Reagan. Who knows what kind of anti-tamper triggers they�ve got in there,� Fitz said.
�Spook One, Two needs you on the bridge,� said a voice on his radio.
�Ten minutes until extraction,� Devereaux said.
Ritter nodded and left the hold.
He found Mike in the galley, sitting across the table from a Somali man with hands bound behind his back with zip ties. The right half of the Somali�s face was a mass of welts, his right eye swollen shut; blood stained the front of his shirt from a split lip that had barely scabbed over.
Ritter raised an eyebrow at Mike.
�He was beat up when we found him. Got his name, but I don�t speak much more Somali. Says he speaks Arabic,� Mike said. His voice, rarely heard, was a low rasp.
�When did you pick up the Somali?�
�October, ninety-three.� Mike stood up, and Ritter took his place at the table.
The Somali had his chin against his chest, his face ticked from the savage beating.
�Where is it?� Ritter said in Arabic.
The Somali looked up with his good eye.
�I don�t know,� the Somali said. �An Arab came aboard to look at it two days ago; then Ilyas and Guleed took it away. Guleed came back with more men from our clan to hold the ship, said we�d be rich once we sold it, then we�d use the money to turn this ship into a base.�
�Does Guleed know where Ilyas took it? Where is he?�
�Guleed knew but wouldn�t tell us. The Pinoy took Guleed and killed everyone else.�
�Pinoys? You mean Filipinos? What happened to the rest of the crew?�
�One minute everything is fine. We�re chewing khat and listening to football on the radio. The next, the ship is crawling with them. No helicopter like when you got here. No speedboats. Nothing, like those damn ninjas in the movies.�
The Somali groaned and leaned forward. A burp escaped his mouth.
�Maybe not Filipinos. I don�t know their language; they had a black Kenyan with them to translate. Kenyan said they were chosun, joseon, or something like that.�
Ritter nodded along with the Somali�s words. He knew chosun; it was an old term for Korea. The North Koreans had beat them to the ship, and if they had Guleed, then they knew where the bomb was.
�Tell me about the Arab. What did he look like? Where was he from?� Ritter asked.
The Somali cringed, and Ritter heard something burble deep in the Somali�s stomach.
�What�s the matter?�
Ritter looked at Mike and made a cross symbol on the back of his hand, signaling for a medic. Mike nodded and spoke into his mike.
�Damn Pinoys made me swallow a lot of water and a pill. Said it was a tracker. They told me to steer the ship east until the ship was three hundred kilometers away from the coast. Then I could get in a lifeboat and get away. If I didn�t, then they�d blow the ship early,� the Somali said. He groaned and rocked from side to side.
The satellite phone in Ritter�s shoulder pocket vibrated. No doubt it was Shannon wanting an update.
�I�ll have a medic look at you,� Ritter said.
He left the galley and the suffering Somali to Mike�s supervision. The SEAL team medic bustled past Ritter as he made his way to the deck. He pulled the satellite phone out and was about to answer the call when an agonizing scream came from the galley.
Ritter ran back and saw the Somali on the galley tabletop, writhing and screaming.
�What the hell�s wrong with him?� the medic yelled.
The medic got the Somali rolled onto his back.
The Somali�s stomach expanded like a balloon. The three Americans backed away from the screeching Somali as he rocked from side to side, his stomach inflated to the point he looked like he was about to give birth.
Then the Somali exploded.
Blood and guts splattered across the galley. Mike and the medic took the brunt of the blast, which sent them to the floor, covered in viscera. A horrific smell burned Ritter�s nasal passages, and he stumbled into the room and pulled the other two out by the carry handles on the backs of their vests.
Mike, the entire front of his body covered in red ruin, wiped his face and spat out a glob or red and black goo.
�You okay?� Ritter asked.
The medic stood up and tried to shake his gear clean.
�Okay? You call this okay?� the medic asked.
The sound of boots pounding against metal heralded Devereaux�s arrival.
�Birds will be here in two minutes and � the fuck happened here?� Devereaux said.
Ritter ran his sleeve over his face; it came away bloody.
�I�m not sure,� he said.
* * *
�Yes, I�m positive he exploded,� Ritter said into the satellite phone. He was in the SEALs� shower area on the Reagan, sitting on a wooden bench after the most urgent shower in his entire life.
They�d left the Opongsan ten minutes before the explosives in the hold had erupted and broken the Opongsan in half. Officially, the mission would be reported as a dry hole, target not found. Unofficially, Ritter�s life had become a lot more difficult.
Mike stood in front of a sink, brushing his teeth with fury and rinsing his mouth with Listerine several times a minute.
Ritter put the phone against his chest and looked over at Mike.
�Tony says the pill might have been pure sodium with some sort of time-delay coating. North Koreans have used it on prisoners in the past,� Ritter said. �The smell was sodium hydroxide.� Mike spat out a mouthful of Listerine and went back to brushing.
�Shannon wants to know if you�re all right,�
The toothbrush froze in Mike�s mouth.
�Fuck this job,� he said, then went back to brushing
�He�s fine,� Ritter said into the satellite phone. He kept it pressed to his ear for another minute before shutting it off.
A low warble came from Ritter�s stomach. Mike froze and looked at Ritter with suspicion.
�I�m just hungry,� Ritter said.
Mike rinsed his mouth out and sat on the bench next to Ritter.
�Squat and hold until follow on instructions,� Ritter said.
Mike grunted.
�Yeah, and I don�t think it�s going to get better anytime soon.�
* * *
Captain Oh of the research vessel Jang Nan watched as the hull of his ship opened to the ocean. The North Korean sailor stood in a hatchway overlooking the empty cavern that was the ship�s cargo area. The sea welled up into the bottom of the hold, and the retracting hull plates vanished beneath the dark waters. The Jang Nan had never been designed to do oceanography research as advertised; it had a different purpose.
Oh felt the tremor as the plates continued their journey. He glanced at the lifeboat dangling from the side of his ship, already uncovered and crewed to make a quick escape. Despite the best efforts of the engineers who�d designed this ship, one serious mistake during recovery would doom them to the ocean floor.
Such mistakes had sunk two of Jang Nan�s sister ships. Oh had been a crewman during both incidents and had survived because of a healthy amount of skepticism in his country�s manufacturing expertise and because of his swimming ability.
A leviathan stirred beneath the waves. Water ran off the tower of a squat submarine as the vessel rose into the Jang Nan�s cargo hold.
Oh held his breath as the submarine settled into place.
A hatch on the tower opened, and Kim emerged from within.
�Do you have it?� Oh yelled. If Kim had the nuke, Oh and his family in North Korea could rest easier.
Kim reached into the submarine and pulled a bloody and battered Guleed up where Oh could see him.
�Socotra!� Guleed cried through split lips and broken teeth. �It�s on Socotra!�
�Set course,� Kim said.
�It will take us days to get there,� Oh said. The Jang Nan could afford some standoff from the pirate areas thanks to the submarine�s range. Going to Socotra was a trip into the lion�s den. He had little to worry about with Kim and his band of killers aboard, but his route might garner attention from the naval ships on counter piracy duty.
�Get your ass moving, Oh, or we�re both dead men,� Kim said. �This one�s fate is sealed either way.� Kim slammed Guleed�s head against the side of the tower and shoved him aside.



Chapter 4

Shannon thumbed off the satellite phone and pushed her chair away from the conference table. With her hair up in a severe bun and a black-and-white jacket and skirt tight enough to turn heads, she looked ready to launch a new product line instead of running herd on a nuclear crisis.
�Where are we on the Abu Sayf network?� she asked the team members in the conference room. Carlos and Tony were dressed little better than college freshmen during exam week � one by necessity, the other by nature. Natalie was as dressed to the nines as Shannon.
�They�re having trouble getting the gold bars the seller wants. The sellers want PAMP Suisse bars and euros. The Abu Sayf doesn�t have any, and they�ve had to send a second courier to Zurich. The first guy they sent over with a case full of cash vanished during a layover in Frankfurt,� Irene said.
�Who has the first courier?� Shannon asked. �Interpol?�
�The data center in Herndon and I have high confidence he stole it. His two wives and nine children all got on a one-way flight to Stockholm right before he vanished, and the chatter between the Abu Sayf principals is, uh, heated, to say the least,� Irene said.
�Why don�t we have the second bagman vanish too? Slow down the purchase?� Carlos asked.
�Because then they�ll find a different buyer, one we don�t have this level of penetration on,� Shannon said.
�Another update: Abu Sayf contracted with��Irene pulled an Interpol arrest notice from a folder��one Gert Botha, a South African national, but he hasn�t been back to his home country for a decade due to a list of indictments. He�s a smuggler and bush pilot.�
Carlos took the arrest notice from Irene and looked it over.
�I know Botha. He gave Mike and me a lift out of Liberia a few years back when we��Shannon cleared her throat and looked at Natalie.
��didn�t do anything at all,� Carlos finished.
Shannon looked at the Bvlgari watch on her wrist.
�If Botha is facilitating the exchange, then we need a trace on him. Natalie and I have to make a drop, and by the time we get back, I want to know the make, model, and color of the lavatory water of whatever plane he�s flying,� Shannon said.
Someone knocked on the door to the conference room. The receptionist with close-cropped blonde hair stuck her head into the conference room, her eyes glued to the floor. It was better for her to see no evil.
�Ms. Martel, there�s a call for you,� she said.
�Thank you, Pfennig. Please take a message, and I�ll call them back,� Shannon said.
�It�s� them, ma�am.�
Shannon tapped a finger against her armrest.
�Natalie, you�re going solo on the drop. Follow protocol, and whatever you do, don�t act surprised by anything. Got it?� Shannon said.
�Too easy,� Natalie said with a smile.
Shannon left the room.
�Your first solo. I think Ritter is the only one who had his in less time. Let�s hope yours goes a bit better,� Carlos said.
�Why? What happened?� Natalie asked.
�It got complicated,� Carlos said with a wink.
�Boring is good, right? By the way, who�s �them�?� Natalie asked.
Silence fell over the room. Irene picked up her files quickly and left with them clutched against her chest. Tony opened his mouth to answer, then closed it with a click of teeth.
�The Directors,� Carlos said. He pushed himself to his feet and put a calloused hand on Natalie�s shoulder. �Don�t ask about them ever again. Not every secret will make you happy. Good luck out there, kid.�
* * *
Shannon sat at a small table within the Eisen Meer vault. A bank-grade steel door locked her inside the room with servers and safes full of weapons and explosives. A conference speaker phone blinked in the dim light.
A light on the phone turned green and stayed lit.
Shannon felt tendrils of fear worm through her chest, just like they always did when she was summoned.
�Garnet,� said a voice from the speaker, the voice masked through a distortion algorithm that left the words sounding tinny and jagged.
�Obsidian.� Shannon answered the challenge with the non-distress response. Any other word would have told the Ddirectors she and her team had been compromised.
�The device wasn�t on the Opongsan,� said a different voice. In her years of speaking with the Directors, they always communicated through distorted voices and never in person. Despite their attempts to mask their voices, accents still crept through, and she used that detail to keep the Directors apart. Texas was speaking to her now.
�Correct. There�s still a chance we can recover the device by following the money to the drop site,� Shannon said.
�And the probability of success?� a different voice said, a woman Shannon designated as Vermont.
�I�d need the military�s cooperation, but the odds are in our favor.�
The green light flickered, and the line stayed silent. Another caller had joined the conversation and wasn�t interested in speaking to Shannon.
�You will recover the device with no further overt US involvement. Is that understood?� Texas asked.
Shannon�s face contorted in anger, but she held her tongue.
�Additionally, the Caius protocol is in effect once you�ve accomplished your mission,� Vermont said.
Shannon bit her lip as she considered the implications.
�Asset Ritter isn�t read on to Caius. Do we indoctrinate him?� she asked.
There was another pause before a new voice answered.
�Ritter is exempt from Caius,� Georgia said. �We will indoctrinate or terminate him without prejudice following the mission.�
�I have a course of action, but if it succeeds, it will burn the entire Vienna office. Can we remove the device from the playing field through a military strike and maintain our operation?� Shannon asked.
�Negative, Martel,� Texas said. �Do you lack the resources to accomplish your mission?�
�No, sir.�
�Do you lack the will?�
�No, sir.�
�Get it done. All assets are expendable toward mission accomplishment.�
The line went dead.
* * *
The security guard led Natalie into the vault room. Hundreds of box faces lined the walls. He guided her to box 12722 and inserted a key into one of two slots on the box face. He looked at Natalie, his face a mask of nonchalance.
Natalie put her key in the other slot and twisted it.
The guard shook his head slightly.
�Drei� zwei� eins,� he said. They twisted their keys together, and the box popped an inch from the wall. The guard turned and left, closing a steel gate behind him.
Natalie tugged at the safety deposit box, which was damn heavier than she would have guessed. She pulled it free and lugged it to a table in the center of the vault. A separate key opened a panel on the top of the box.
She slowly pushed the top open, looking at the contents with a sideways look. Packs of hundred-dollar bills had been wrapped in gold-banded �$10,000� labels. She dug ten of those out and set them aside.
Behind the cash was a plastic, black box. She popped it open and caught her breath.
Diamonds. Packets of diamonds had been wrapped in thick plastic and were vacuum sealed. Each packet was labeled with its value in the millions of dollars. A bar code was etched into a plastic tag attached to each pack.
Natalie counted out $37 million worth of diamond packs and put them in a padded envelope.
Where did all this money come from? she thought. The entire largesse from her brief experience with Shannon and her field office was at odds with her years of working for the US government as a Soldier and now as a member of the CIA. Uncle Sam bought from the lowest bidder for a reason � to save money. How could Shannon and whatever senior government officials supervised her ever justify this?
When she�d been in Iraq, dispersing even $1,000 in funds required receipts, contracts, and a signature from three different colonels. She might have a different number on her back while playing for the government�s CIA squad, but it was all the same team. Wasn�t it?
She put the loaded envelope into a jacket pocket and repacked the case. Somehow, it felt even heavier when she slid it back into the wall. A knock on the gate later, and she was done with the vault.
She crossed the street to a caf� and took a seat at the window. She put a paperback book on the table and turned the spine perpendicular to the table. Whoever was supposed to pick up the payment would see her �clear� signal, just as Shannon had instructed her.
A waiter came to take her order, and her German failed as did his English as she tried to order a latte.
�Zwei m�lange, bitte,� a gruff voice said from behind the waiter. Bronislava lumbered up from behind him and took a seat across from Natalie. The waiter nodded and disappeared.
�Shannon said you�d meet me. Odd. We do enjoy our coffee klatch,� Bronislava said in Russian.
Natalie did her best to look confused by the large woman�s choice in language.
�Let�s drop the act, little one. When you made your toast at the hotel you spoke with a Vladivostok accent. That was no accident and I assume that�s where your teacher is from,� Bronislava continued in Russian. �So let�s talk like cultured people, yes?�
�As you like,� Natalie said in Russian. Shannon had said one of Bronislava�s representatives would handle the trade-off; she hadn�t said anything about meeting Bronislava herself, or making small talk.
The Russian woman leaned against the table and looked to her right.
Natalie took the envelope from her jacket and slid it under the table. It left her hand with a smooth tug. What had she just done?
The waiter returned with two glasses, coffee topped with steamed milk and shaved chocolate and croissants. He set the drinks in front of them and left; Natalie saw the corner of the payment envelope disappear under his vest. So the waiter worked for Bronislava.
�So nice to see a new face in this business. After a while everyone becomes known � it gets boring.� The Russian stirred her coffee and took a sip, looking Natalie over as if she were something that could be bought at a bargain.
�It�s exciting. Better than a brokerage in Manhattan. If you have your documents, then I can be on my way,� Natalie said. Sitting across from Bronislava made Natalie feel like she was a sailor in a life raft while a school of sharks circled.
�No, we wait. You are new. Shannon asked me to tutor you a bit,� Bronislava tore the tip from her croissant and dipped it in the coffee. �The� items� you gave me are registered with a trusted third party. The third party confirms what you paid, and we go forward.� Natalie didn�t want to know what would happen if the �third party� took issue with the payment.
�They don�t strike me as being very liquid,� Natalie said. She wanted to take a sip of her coffee, but her hands were shaking beneath the table.
�No, they�re not. The third party will exchange them for the liquid asset of one�s choice. I prefer American dollars, but that�s just me. You understand why we use the registered items?�
�Liquid assets,� Natalie said, afraid to say dollar bills, �in that volume would be hard to transport inconspicuously.� Bronislava nodded as Shannon continued. �Bank transfers leave a trace.�
�Shannon said you were smart,� Bronislava said.
�It is funny. I invest all my money in the American real estate market. So many bargains after the bubble popped. It is like you are a stimulus package all by yourself.� Bronislava chuckled at her own joke.
�Is everything acceptable?� the waiter asked, his English suddenly perfect.
Bronislava tapped the table twice, and the waiter set a leather bill folder on the table and left. Bronislava pushed the bill toward Natalie. Inside were a forty-euro bill and a micro SD card, the size of her thumbnail.
�Transponder identification. Ship information. Manuals. Launch codes,� Bronislava said. �The ship will transport your purchase to any port you choose. You�re responsible for customs issues.�
�We�ll put our own security on the ship immediately,� Natalie said. That was the one thing Shannon had told her to pass on.
�We have our own men on board. Nothing to worry about.� Bronislava took a swig of her coffee and almost finished it.
�Not negotiable,� Natalie said. Having a stare down with an international arms dealer over coffee wasn�t how she�d thought her afternoon would play out.
Bronislava shrugged. �Your expense. I�ll pass on instructions for them to stand down when you arrive.� She swept her croissant around the edge of her cup and took another bite. She burped and tapped her chest with her fist.
�Pleasure doing business with you.� Bronislava stood up and left Natalie with the bill.
* * *
Club Sprockets pulsed with dubstep music churned out by a DJ wearing nothing but a green bodysuit. Patrons, most of them fresh off work from Vienna�s financial district, preferred Sprockets for its incredible view over the Danube and the high-quality ecstasy and cocaine brought in from Amsterdam.
Shannon despised the place the moment she stepped inside. The music sounded like someone was torturing a dial-up modem, and two men approached her and asked how much her company cost before she�d made it past the bar. This was just the kind of sleazy place Ari loved.
Getting past the bouncer at the velvet rope leading to the upper level cost a hundred euro note and a pouty lip. Semicircular booths extended across the floor, and all were canted toward the dance floor below. You came up here to be seen.
Shannon found Ari four booths down, a champagne bottle on ice in front of him and a bronze-skinned and scantily clad woman on either side of him, snuggling against the arms dealer and giggling sweet nothings into his ears. One had her hand in Ari�s crotch, a table thankfully blocking the full view.
�Shannon? I didn�t think this was your kind of place,� Ari said. His eyes lingered over Shannon without shame.
�Oh, I like her. Can she join us?� one of the girls asked.
�Bitches leave,� Shannon said.
Ari shoved the girls off him and tossed bills onto the table.
�Go get a drink. Daddy has some business to do,� Ari said. The girls snatched the money from the table and scurried away.
Shannon slid into the booth and gave Ari a smile that was anything but genuine.
Ari dug through his jacket and pulled out the table the vampire clamp Natalie had used. He flicked it at Shannon and it clattered over the table top. Shannon let it tumble to a stop in front of her but didn�t touch it.
�Thought you might want that back,� Ari said.
�We need to talk business,� Shannon said.
�Why, you want to resell it? You know my top price, and you aren�t the type to lose money on a deal so quickly.�
�I need your government to acquire a package. In return, I�ll cover your expenses and give you the Club K,� Shannon said.
Ari licked his lips.
�Your government can�t do this?� Ari asked. He was testing her with his question, trying to elicit just a little more from her.
�I don�t work for a government, Ari. You know that,� Shannon gave him another empty smile.
�What is the package? And what makes you think we can do this for you?�
�Nothing that Israel needs or wants and nothing that will cause any blowback so long as I get it. You have a hostage-rescue team in Nairobi posing as an import/export business that can do this. Do you want their names and phone numbers?�
Ari sneered at Shannon and shifted in his seat.
�Come on, Ari. Aren�t your handlers just a bit pissed you bungled getting the Club K? This is a bargain, and you know it.�
�You cheated.� Ari pointed to the clamp.
�Aww.� Shannon frowned. �Poor baby.�
Ari crossed his arms and snorted. �I need to make a call.�
�I�ll wait.�



Chapter 5

Ritter and Mike sat in the humid Nairobi afternoon, sweating through their khakis, in front of a run-down caf�. A waitress brought them a plate of mahamri, lumps of fried dough that smelled of coconut and cardamom, and two cups of hot water with plastic envelopes on the saucers.
Ritter picked up the envelope and tossed it back on the table in disgust.
�We�re fifty miles from the farms growing AA-grade coffee beans, and they have the nerve to serve instant,� Ritter said.
�War is hell,� Mike murmured as he munched on a mahamri.
Ritter checked his watch and scanned the passing traffic. Battered trucks and vans puttered by, adding the smell of exhaust to the funk of sweaty bodies and third world sewage systems. Their contact was late, and as the only two white faces on this street, they could practically be spotted from orbit.
�You have any guesses on who the original buyer of the� item is? Can�t be the Iranians � the delivery boat went right past it. Thing like this should be damn expensive, more than the people we normally deal with could afford,� Ritter said. Terrorists normally bought their weapons in small batches, spending their money as soon as it came in from donors. To save up anything more than a few million dollars for a purchase was out of character for al-Qaeda and their ilk.
�Maybe a country? Iran slipped enough to Hamas or Hezbollah for the purchase?�
Mike shrugged.
�Good talking to you, Mike.�
A van with a door bereft of paint pulled up next to the caf�, and the driver rolled down his window. An African with a wide smile and gleaming ivory teeth smiled at Ritter.
�Hey, boss, you going on safari in Amboseli?� he asked, his accent thick and local.
�No, Tsavo,� Ritter answered. The van�s side door slid open, and a Semitic-looking man with gold-rimmed aviator glasses waved Ritter and Mike inside.
�Didn�t our mothers warn us about getting into cars with strangers?� Ritter said to Mike as he left a generous tip and picked up his backpack. Mike took the rest of the mahamri with him, plate and all.
The seats of the van felt like they were made of a sliver of torn leather and springs. The open windows and fine coating of road dust promised a long trip without air-conditioning.
�Sorry we�re late. Traffic,� said their driver, who now spoke like an Englishman.
�When was your last operational update?� asked the man in the sunglasses. All business. That was a trait Ritter could appreciate.
�Nothing since we got off the plane in Nairobi and got the pickup location,� Ritter said.
�We have the target location. We�ll lift off soon as we get to the airfield,� Sunglasses said.
The van smacked a pothole and sent mahamri flying. One piece remained on Mike�s plate. He offered it to the man in the sunglasses, who shrugged and took it.
�How long of a drive?� Ritter asked. The road ahead was unpaved. Shoeless children darted across the road. Men in carts powered by wide-horned buffalo drove the beasts onward with switches.
�Not long. Maybe three hours,� said the driver.
* * *
Calling it an �airfield� was being polite. A decrepit hangar that looked like it had been smuggled from the Soviet Union and reassembled by a construction crew without the original designs squatted next to a strip of packed dirt surrounded by scrubland. The airfield was half an hour from the last sign of civilization.
Ritter and Mike walked around the hangar toward the sound of voices, their minder, the man in the sunglasses, a few steps behind them.
A red and black Russian Mi-8 helicopter sat in the hangar, blades drooping over a dozen men in dark-green fatigues, who clustered around a table. The compartment on the upper turbo shaft engines was open, exposing a mess of gears and nozzles that looked rusted and neglected. Each man had a Tavor battle rifle slung over his shoulder.
�Not again,� Ritter said. The Mi-8 had been in service since the 1960s, and this one looked old enough to have flown for the Soviet army in Afghanistan. Maybe he had a ride on a German U-boat from the First World War to round out his travels on dangerous machines.
One of the men broke away from the table, a hawk-faced soldier in his early forties. He didn�t walk so much as he swaggered right up to Mike and squared off against Ritter�s partner.
�You son of a bitch,� Hawk Face said.
�Moshe. You still mad about Beirut?� Mike said.
Moshe�s stern face broke into a smile, and he reached for Mike. Ritter tensed; their day was about to get a lot worse if Mike broke every bone in Moshe�s body.
Ritter�s jaw went slack as Mike and Moshe hugged like old friends. Mike was never one to display affection for anyone or anything beyond killing terrorists.
Moshe shouted to the other soldiers in rapid-fire Hebrew and got a few laughs.
�I never thought you�d go freelance,� Moshe said to Mike.
Mike shrugged. �Same work, better pay.�
Moshe led them toward the table. Piles of sand and cardboard boxes modeled a village and surrounding terrain next to a different airstrip. A plastic toy airplane sat on the �runway� outlined by the scratch of a knife.
�Sorry if we don�t have 3-D models and PowerPoint slides you Americans might be used to. This is on the quick and on the cheap. We�ve got the time and location for this package of yours.� Moshe picked up a combat knife, which had sunk into the sand table. He leveled the blade at Ritter.
�Mike, I know what you can do. How�s this guy?� Moshe asked.
�He�s not bad but not up to your standards,� Mike said.
�Really, Mike? That stings.� Ritter had been trained, by Mike no less, to be deadly with everything from his bare hands to a .50-caliber sniper rifle. He was a veteran of two combat deployments with the army and countless lethal operations with the Caliban Program.
�Don�t take it personal. Not everyone can be Mossad,� Moshe said. �I�ll have you on over watch with Shlomo. Shlomo!� Moshe called over the driver from earlier, who�d changed into the same dark-green fatigues as the rest of the team and carried an M24 sniper rifle in his hands.
�Shlomo, this is your new best friend. Let�s go over the rest of the plan before we load up.�
* * *
The Mi-8 dropped them off 150 miles into Somalia, not far from the city of Bardera, a stronghold for the al-Shabaab terrorist group that ruled most of the countryside beyond the capital of Mogadishu.
The team marched the last five miles through a moonless night to a hillside overlooking a strip of packed earth. Shlomo killed two sleeping dogs with his silenced M24 sniper rifle before the rest of the team, minus Ritter, crept to the airfield.
Ritter and Shlomo had two hours to wait until the sun rose and the delivery would arrive. Shlomo�s job was to surveil the airfield and provide pinpoint fires, when needed. Ritter�s job was to protect Shlomo.
�I�m telling you, the hummus in Tel Aviv is the best in the world,� Shlomo said in a loud whisper, his gaze never wavering from the scope.
�I�ve had your hummus. There�s too much tahini, and it dilutes the taste. You go to Beirut, and it�s got more chickpea and more garlic for a smoother texture,� Ritter answered. They�d gotten to know each other as the sun rose, and the friendly discussion had drifted to food. The conversation wouldn�t stay friendly if they kept talking about hummus. The beige spread had become a nationalistic flash point between Arabs and Israelis in the past few years, as if they needed something else to fight about.
�Texture? If my bubbeh heard you say that, she�d � I see something,� Shlomo pulled the sniper rifle closer to his body and exhaled slowly.
Ritter looked at the airfield through a pair of binoculars and saw a shirtless Somali man stretching in the doorway of one of the three packed mud-and-thatch-roof buildings sitting kitty-corner to the airfield.
Ritter keyed his mike. �One military-aged male in the entrance of building two looks like he just woke up,� he said. Two clicks on the net signaled that the message had been received. The team lying in the brush near the airfield wouldn�t risk detection by speaking.
The Somali scratched his belly and trundled toward a patch of brush a dozen yards from the house.
�Levi, Ehud, he�s coming right for you,� Shlomo said into the mike. The two Mossad operatives were in the grass around a bush, which was the height of a man. Ritter waited, unsure whether they�d take the Somali out before he could spot them.
The Somali stopped a foot away from the bush, unzipped his pants, and emptied his bladder into the grass. He finished and wandered back to his hovel.
�Repositioning,� Levi said over the radio. Ritter watched him crawl inch by inch away from the puddle.
A smear of dust rose over the hills beyond the airstrip, and two dirt-caked trucks drove into view. The leading and trailing trucks each had a heavy machine gun mounted on a jerry-rigged mount; both were packed with armed Somalis. The truck in the middle had an enclosed bed.
�Convoy approaching, three technicals,� Shlomo said, giving the radio shorthand for civilian vehicles converted into military vehicles.
Ritter focused on the rear truck, which rode high on its axle. The nuke case was close to five hundred pounds, which should have weighed the truck down.
The convoy stopped at the trio of houses, and the fighters jumped from the trucks. Most lit cigarettes. One Somali stood behind the NSV depressed almost straight to the sky. The other gunner stuffed his cheek full of khat and sat on top of his truck�s cab. The shirtless man from earlier reappeared and shook hands with a Somali wearing a beret, who had been riding inside one of the trucks. There was the headman.
A Somali woman wrapped in a red-and-yellow jilbab, her head covered by a scarf, chased two children out of a mud house. The kids ran among the armed men, skipping and trading high fives. They were a complication.
The drone of an airplane filled the air. A prop plane descended through the morning haze on approach to the airstrip.
�Here we go,� Shlomo said.
* * *
Mike�s hand gripped his Tavor machine gun, waiting for the signal to end the lives of every armed Somali he could see. He focused on the enclosed truck and wondered whether the 9mm rounds in his weapon and in the rest of the Mossad team�s weapons would puncture the lead case around the nuke.
Nuclear weapons were notoriously delicate devices and required nearly perfect activation to begin the cascade of neutrons that would cause a nuclear explosion, but hitting one with a stray round was a risk he didn�t want to take.
The Cessna Caravan propeller plane bounced against the end of the runway before finding purchase on the ground; then it shimmied to a stop in a cloud of dust. The Somalis milled around their trucks as the man in the beret approached the plane.
The side door on the Cessna�s fuselage popped open and slid aside. A white man, with greasy, blond hair that hung loosely down to the base of his neck, waved to the headman from the opening.
Mike waited as the two men spoke to each other; then the headman grabbed the blond by his shirt and hauled him from the plane. He kicked at the blond until the pilot held up his hands in surrender, the sound of the still-spinning engine diluting his frantic words.
The headman yanked the pilot back to his feet and shoved him toward the mud houses.
Two Somalis dropped their rifles in the beds of the gun trucks and ran to the plane. They pulled a black case from the plane and struggled to carry it in the headman�s wake. The man in the beret extended the antenna of a satellite phone and made a call.
�That your package?� Moshe asked into the radio.
�Unsure. We need the pilot alive to verify,� Ritter answered over the radio. The nuke shouldn�t have been in the plane; Ritter was keeping their options open. �Wait until the guy in the beret finishes his call. Let him report that the payment is received.�
Moshe nudged Mike. �You remember how to count?� he said.
Moshe spoke Hebrew over the radio, and Mike aimed his Tavor at a Somali taking a deep drag on a cigarette.
�Schloshah� shnayim� echad.�
Mike squeezed the trigger and fired. His shot joined the rest of the synchronized volley from the rest of the Mossad team. His target collapsed, then rolled onto his back. The Somali looked down at the hole in his chest in disbelief. Mike put the next round in the man�s forehead.
A Somali man ran around one of the trucks, Mossad bullets smacking into the steel sides. An arm snaked over the bed and pulled a rifle from under the dead gunner, a victim of the first volley.
Mike aimed for the gunman�s exposed shins beneath the bottom of the truck and fired off a burst. Blood and muscle splattered from the impacts, and Mike heard the man�s howls as he collapsed to the ground. Another burst silenced him.
Mike pushed himself to his feet and followed Moshe as he charged across the ground toward the nearest mud hut. Dead Somalis littered the area, while the Somali woman screamed, one child held against her legs, the other boy sobbing next to the wheel of the enclosed truck.
Moshe rounded a corner and shouted in Swahili, his weapon raised and ready at his shoulder. Mike sidestepped next to Moshe.
The headman was behind the pilot, a pistol to the back of the man�s skull. The headman darted from side to side, keeping the pilot in the line of fire between him and the Mossad agent. Commands and pleas in three languages rocketed through the air.
Mike eased to Moshe�s left and waited for the Somali to make a mistake.
The Somali overcompensated for Mike�s maneuver and gave Moshe the inch he needed.
A single round cracked from Moshe�s weapon, and the back of the Somali�s head exploded.
The pilot, a scrawny man, his dirty, white, buttoned shirt untucked and waving around him like an unfurled sail, pressed fingers against the left side of his face, where the bullet had nearly missed him, and checked his fingertips for blood.
�Fuck man. Give a guy a hint before you do that,� the pilot said. His Afrikaans accent and panic made his words almost incomprehensible.
Moshe slapped Mike on the shoulder and ran off.
Mike kept his weapon trained on the pilot.
�What�s your cargo?� Mike asked.
�I don�t know! I just get paid to transport. I charge a little extra not to ask those kinds of questions,� the pilot said.
�Name!�
�Gert Botha, Botha Airlines. Nice to meet you,� Botha said. He turned and kicked the dead headman with his toes and yelped in pain.
�This dead poes gesig was supposed to take the case, and I was cleared to leave.� Botha ran a hand through his greasy hair and smiled at Mike. �So, my job is done, ja? Why don�t I leave and we pretend this never happened?� He smiled with about as much sincerity as a used car salesman.
Mike motioned to the case lying in the dirt, flanked by two bodies. A padlock dangled from it, security tape wrapped around the edges.
�Open it,� Mike said.
�Sure. Why not? Let�s see why it�s so damn heavy.� Botha kept his hands up as he walked to the case. He pulled a key ring from his pocket and removed the padlock. He used the key to split the security tape and flipped the case open.
�That Arab bastard � he could have paid more,� Botha said as he looked at the stacks of bank-wrapped euros and dollars.
Mike reached past Botha and knocked the paper currency out of the box, revealing a steel lockbox. Botha protested and picked up money from the ground.
Mike flipped open the steel box, and gold glimmered in the morning light. Hundreds of coins were in the box. Payment in cash and gold made sense to the Somali pirates. It was painfully easy to freeze a bank account. Cash in hand was harder to impinge.
�Krugerrands,� Botha said, dropping the cash back to the ground.
A second steel box had two four-hundred-gram �good delivery� bricks of gold.
Mike keyed his radio. �Ritter, this isn�t it.�
He saw Ritter standing at the open trunk of the enclosed technical, shaking his head.
Another dry hole.
He heard the sound of running footsteps and saw Botha sprinting for his plane, his arms full of cash, errant bills flying over his shoulder. Mike fired a burst from his hip. The bullets kicked up dirt in front of the Afrikaner, who came to an immediate stop.
Ritter ran over, did a double take at the contents of the case as he passed it, and stopped next to Mike.
�We need to get out of here. Whoever was waiting for this money is going to come looking for it pretty damn quick,� Ritter said.
�Botha! What did I tell you about working for Arabs?� Moshe stormed past them both and grabbed Botha by the scruff of the neck.
�Moshe, hey, buddy. If knew you�d be here, you think I would have taken this job?� Botha said.
�I thought the terms of me letting you live were pretty clear after I caught you delivering rockets to Hamas in the Sinai,� Moshe said, punctuating his words with a slap across Botha�s face.
�I got expenses, man. Those Arabs weren�t Hamas, and they were paying cash.� Botha held up a bundle of euros, which got slapped out of his hand.
�Think I was kidding?� Moshe pulled a pistol from its holster.
Botha fell to his knees and begged in Afrikaans as Moshe aimed at the man�s forehead.
�Moshe,� Mike said, �we need a ride out of here.�
Rising dust from more vehicles rose in the distant sky.
Moshe lowered his weapon, put his fingers to the mike on his throat, and spoke in Hebrew.
�Get the money on board. We�ll split it up later,� Moshe said. Israelis tossed thermite grenades into the trucks and ran for the Cessna.
�Hey, you let me live, and no charge, ja?� Botha said.
The Somali woman sat outside a mud house, her sons clutching at her. She wailed over the body of the shirtless Somali man.
�What about them?� Moshe asked.
�Leave them alone,� Ritter said. A father was dead. Dead for minding a strip of dirt in the middle of nowhere. More collateral damage in a war waged from the shadows that the public could not fathom.
It�s worth it, he thought. Please God let this be worth it.



Chapter 6

Shannon uncapped a black marker and drew an X on the map of Somalia where Ritter and Mossad had interdicted the payoff.
�The alpha fell through. Where are we on the beta?� Shannon asked her team.
Irene traded a glance with Tony.
�Ma�am, if we go through with the beta, the second- and third-order effects are� are severe,� Irene said.
�We�ve spent years on the network. A little longer, and we might get an actionable lead on the senior leadership in Pakistan,� Tony said.
�Noted. Where are we on beta?�
Tony hit a button on a keyboard, and the target packet popped up on the screen: it was the passport photo of a man in his early sixties, a thin gray-and-white beard over a bulbous face with bloodshot eyes. Natalie thought he looked like a lecherous Santa Claus.
�Suleiman Al Nuami, head of the Abu Sayf financial network. Given his personality assessment, history, and proclivity for micromanagement, he will know where the Somalis sent the nuke for pickup,� Irene said. �The last call from the leader of the Somali team at the last dry hole satellite phone was to Suleiman�s personal cell phone. We don�t know the contents of the call, but� � She shrugged.
�It�s more than enough,� Shannon said.
The screen flipped to a satellite view of a metropolitan area. A pin on a large building.
�Our source in his entourage says he�s at the C�dre Hotel in Beirut on other business,� Irene said.
�Excuse me?� Natalie said. �I�m sorry � I�m new here. But if this guy is the linchpin for financing terrorist attacks and we know where he is, why is he still breathing?�
�Because he�s an idiot, Ms. Davis,� Shannon said �and an invaluable idiot at that. Suleiman is sloppy, predictable, and too much of a narcissist to ever change how he does things. As such, we�ve followed his trail of stupid to terrorist cells, arms shipments, and bank accounts across the Middle East and the Muslim world.
�You�re new, which is why you need to learn this lesson: Use the dummies to lead you to the ones too smart to get caught. Given the situation, Suleiman has reached the limits of his usefulness,� Shannon said.
A moment of silence passed as Shannon waited for any objection from Natalie.
�Is he keeping to his other pattern?� Shannon asked.
Irene blushed and waved at Tony.
�Yes, he�s scheduled a visit through a local provider later tonight,� Tony said.
Shannon looked at Natalie, her lips pressed into a thin line.
�Natalie, this is going to fall on you,� Shannon said. �You�re going to Beirut, and you�re going to get Suleiman to tell us where the nuke is.�
�Wait. Can we back up real quick?� Natalie asked.
�Suleiman likes prostitutes, and you can pass for one of the Russian working girls in Beirut,� Shannon said. �The Russian mob flooded the market after they lost South Korea to the Filipino gangs,� Tony said.
�Time out. Flag on the play. All stop.� Natalie slammed a fist against the table. She felt her face flush with a simmering rage. There were lines she wasn�t going to cross, and there was no way in hell anyone would tell her to do something like this with a nonchalance of asking her to pick up bagels for the morning meeting.
�Why the hell do you know that?� Natalie asked Tony. �No, more importantly,� she said, changing her attention to Shannon, �do you expect me to sleep with him and think that will magically make him tell me where the nuclear bomb is?� Natalie said.
�No, Natalie. You�re not going to sleep with him. Here�s what you�re going to do.�
* * *
Natalie had seen women wearing the full-length black niqab in Iraq but had never thought she�d wear one. Being covered from head to toe in black cloth � to �protect one�s modesty,� as it was explained to her � struck her as social nihilism. Don�t look at me. Don�t think of me. Don�t talk to me. Wearing a niqab was to be nothing; a woman became someone only when she was at her home.
She stopped to look in a mirror and adjusted her veil. Her eyes were visible and dolled up with an embarrassing amount of mascara and eyeliner. She had a thin strip of visible skin to close the deal; might as well doll it up.
She�d questioned wearing the niqab in socially liberal Lebanon, but if a visiting Saudi was going to have a visit from his �wife,� then that visitor should look like she was from a country so conservative that she couldn�t even drive a car. The �service provider��the Lebanese pimps were too good to refer to themselves as such � specialized in such visits.
�The things I do for my country,� she muttered as she moved down the hallway, her black robes hissing against each other as she went. She took some comfort in knowing the robes would mask her face from the hotel�s surveillance.
She knocked on her target�s door and waited. Heavy footfalls approached, and the door opened to the length of the security chain. Suleiman was shirtless, a pseudo sweater of black-trending-to-gray body hair covered his shoulders and chest. A short beard covered a red and puffy face. His eyes were dilated and quivered in their sockets.
�You have the pills? No pills, no point. No pills, no date,� he said.
Natalie held up a small prescription pill bottle and shook the little purple pills within as she batted her eyes.
�Right here, darling,� she said. She choked back a gag, thankful for the veil covering her face.
The door shut, and the chain clattered free. Suleiman opened the door and waved her in. He wore a frightfully small, black Speedo, anathema to all American men but fitness models, and nothing else. He had the body composition akin to the Pillsbury dough boy and a serious case of psoriasis down his legs.
Suleiman slapped her on the rear as she walked past. The touch startled her as if he�d hit her with a cattle prod, not sausage fingers.
�Nice, just like I ask,� Suleiman said.
Natalie resisted the urge to punch him in the throat. She held up a finger.
�Let me call in,� she said.
Suleiman snatched the pill bottle from her and popped the lid open. He put three pills in his mouth and started chewing. Natalie felt her heart sink to her knees; her whole plan had just gone out the window.
�Get started sooner.� He sat on the bed and waggled his eyebrows at her.
�Call in. Get ready,� she said and went into the bathroom.
She locked the door behind her and tore off her veil and headpiece, cursing under her breath. She reached for the faucet and saw a small mirror with lines of white powder on it. She turned on the faucet and used the sound of pouring water to mask what she was about to do.
An earpiece went in, and she turned on a cell phone inside a small purse. She shook the cell phone, as it took its sweet time finding a connection.
�Natalie? Status,� Shannon said in her ear.
�We�ve got a problem. He took three doses of the neurotoxin before I could stop him,� Natalie said quietly.
�Given his weight, the injection you have might still be enough,� she said.
�He chewed the pills. Have one of the eggheads tell me how long it�ll take for it to take effect on someone in the three-hundred-fifty-pound range.� She looked at the small mirror; the faint remains of two lines were in sequence with the rest of whatever drug Suleiman had laid out. �And he�s high on something else, some other stimulant,� Natalie said.
�Hurry! It�s working!� Suleiman yelled to her.
�That might counteract the poison. Get what we need,� Shannon said.
��Get what we need,� she says. �This mission will be easy,� she says.�
�I can still hear you,� Shannon said.
Natalie winced and attached a needle to a syringe. She pushed an air bubble out and tapped it. This isn�t going to work, she thought. The pills were supposed to dole out the poison slowly and keep Suleiman weak while Natalie questioned him. His lust had accelerated the situation beyond what they�d planned and what they could control.
Natalie readied two more syringes and kept one in her hand as she opened the door.
Suleiman stood at the end of the bed, swaying from side to side.
�Hey, you should be� naked.� His words were slurred, and he tottered on his feet. Natalie didn�t stop him as he fell, the fat of his ample belly billowed from his sides.
She heaved him onto his back and knelt over him.
�Hey.� She snapped her fingers over his face. �Can you hear me?�
Suleiman�s eyes swam for a second before they focused on Natalie.
�You�ve been poisoned with snake venom, courtesy of the black mamba snake, native to Africa. Enjoy the paralysis � it�s a known side effect.� She held up the syringe. �This will keep your internal organs from shutting down and allow us to have a quick conversation. Nod your head if you understand.�
Suleiman just looked at her, his eyes wide.
�That stuff works fast, doesn�t it? Blink your eyes twice if you understand.�
Suleiman blinked twice.
This guy�s going to die on me. He�s going to die, and then how the hell are we going to find the nuke? she thought.
Natalie looked over Suleiman�s puffy limbs for an easy vein to access for the injection.
�No time to do this right,� she said and stuck the syringe into the side of Suleiman�s neck. Suleiman hacked as the adrenaline went into his system. His hands and feet spasmed, and his breathing became deep and regular. Natalie tossed the syringe onto a TV stand. It bounced against a roll of Lebanese pounds.
Natalie grabbed Suleiman�s fat face in her hand and twisted his head to look at her.
�Black mamba venom liquefies the internal organs, and the entire process is rather painful according to survivors. You are going to die, right here right now, if you don�t answer my questions. Understand?� she said. Please talk to me, she thought.
�Yes, yes. Give me cure now,� Suleiman said between labored breaths.
�Where is the nuke?� Natalie said. Her fingers dug into Suleiman�s fleshy cheeks.
�Nuke? No nuke. No nuke.�
An ammonia scent wafted over them. Natalie looked down and saw a dark patch growing from Suleiman�s groin.
�You just lost bladder control. The poison starts eating away at your very favorite bits, and if you don�t want your shriveled little cock to fall off, you better give me the location of the nuke in the next thirty seconds,� Natalie said.
�Actually that�s not true. It should�� Tony said through her eat piece.
�Shut up, Tony,� Shannon said.
�Socotra! They have it in Socotra,� Suleiman whimpered and tried to bring his head up to look at his crotch.
�Don�t move.� Natalie got up and went back to the bathroom. In the kit was an antidote for the poison and another shot of adrenaline.
�Where the hell is Socotra?� she whispered.
�An island off the coast of Somalia, a damn big island. Get more,� Shannon said.
Natalie picked up both syringes and went back to Suleiman�s side. She stuck an adrenaline needle into his thigh and injected him.
�Don�t give him any more adrenaline. His heart might stop,� Tony said.
Natalie breath caught as she looked at the empty syringe. Had she just killed Suleiman?
�Too late for that,� she said softly.
�What?� Suleiman squealed. A new more pungent smell joined them.
�Too late for you to keep control of your asshole. Tell me where it is on the island, and I�ll give you the antidote,� she said.
�Abdullah�s village. I sent mujahideen to get it. They have to take the road� S3.� Suleiman�s face contorted in pain, and he broke into strained Arabic.
Natalie held up the antidote.
�English, Suleiman. You�re almost there,� she said.
�S3� to an orchard, then a few hundred meters to the south. The damn Somalis have it there, waiting for the mujahideen.� He started wheezing as his face went from blue to purple.
�When is the pickup?� Shannon said.
�When will they get there? Where are they taking it next?� Natalie asked.
�Two days. Morning.� Suleiman�s eyes lost focus, and his head lolled to the side. She pressed two fingers to the side of his neck, but there was no pulse.
�No, no, not yet,� Natalie said. She put two fingers next to Suleiman�s sternum and slid the last needle into Suleiman�s chest. It went in slowly, then sped up as it pierced something delicate. She depressed the plunger, then yanked the needle out.
�Don�t die, you fucking pig,� Natalie said, her voice reedy. She straightened her arms and started chest compressions. Suleiman wobbled with each pump.
�Natalie, it�s useless,� Shannon said.
Natalie put her hand under Suleiman�s neck and lifted his head to open his airway. She opened his mouth and hesitated before breathing air into his mouth.
�Natalie, he was dead the moment he took three hits of venom. Get out of there and follow your extraction plan,� Shannon said. �Good work.�
Natalie dug the earpiece out and slammed it against the floor, breaking it with a snap of plastic. She pushed herself away from the dead man with her feet until she hit the foot of the bed. Suleiman�s head was turned toward her, half-open eyes staring at her.
His was the first life she�d ever ended, her first kill. She stared at his body in the silent room, just a pile of meat in a puddle of its own filth now. No longer a person.
�Get up. Get up and get out of here,� she said to herself. But she couldn�t move.
What had Shannon said about him before Natalie arrived here? That Suleiman had funded suicide attacks in Israel. He�d supplied weapons to jihadis from Morocco to Afghanistan. He�d sent circuit boards to Iraq that were used in IED attacks on Soldiers and Marines. This wasn�t a good man, not one who deserved her sympathy.
Natalie grabbed the edge of the bed and pulled herself up. She gathered up the spent syringes and put her veil over her face. She used the mirror to look herself in the eye and didn�t see a person without pain for ending a life.
She snatched up the roll of bills from the dresser and left a part of her soul in the room.



Chapter 7

The pebble arced through the air and struck the side of a Styrofoam cup.
�One point,� Shlomo said. The Israeli tossed a stone at the cup a few feet from where he and Ritter stood against the battered hangar. It hit the lip of the cup and bounced in with a tink.
�Five points. I�m at thirty-seven to your four,� Shlomo said.
�This game is rigged,� Ritter said.
�You bet a hundred shillings against a sniper, who makes his living putting a tiny bullet onto a target the size of a coin a kilometer away from him, and this is rigged?�
�Yes, you put some sort of� rock magnet� in the cup,� Ritter said as he tossed another pebble, which missed completely.
Shlomo scored another five points with his next toss.
�Forty-two to four. Why don�t you just pay up now?� Shlomo said.
�Maybe I�m just slow playing you. How much is a hundred shillings anyway?�
�About a whole American dollar,� said Misha, another Israeli lounging in the shade of the hangar, a paperback book depicting a brightly colored armored figure battling some sort of tentacled and toothy space beast in his hands. The title was encrypted in Hebrew script.
�Double or nothing next game,� Ritter said.
A series of beeps came from a pack lying against the hangar. Ritter dropped a handful of rocks to the ground and pulled a beeping satellite phone from the pack. The code on the phone promised a message from Shannon. Ritter took the phone around the corner where the Israelis couldn�t watch him.
He entered his password and was rejected. Odd. He looked around for Mike, but he was nowhere to be seen.
Ritter chewed at his bottom lip. There�s a nuke loose. To hell with protocol, he thought. He entered Mike�s personal code, which he�d learned by watching Mike�s thumb position as he entered the code over the years.
A text message appeared on the screen:
TGT LOC 39P ZP 0713 7533
DELIVERY LOC MTF
IL CAIUS POST DELIVERY
RITTER NOT/NOT CAIUS

Ritter relocked the message with Mike�s password and tapped the phone against his thigh. They had the location of the nuke but hadn�t been told where to take it. He didn�t know what Caius was, what it had to do with the Israelis, or why he was exempt from it. The Caliban Program used code words and terms when dealing with outsiders or when communications weren�t secure. If Ritter didn�t know the word, then it had to be something he wasn�t trusted to know about.
For as long as he�d been with Caliban and for all the laws he�d broken for the sake of its mission, why did Shannon think this �Caius� had to be hidden from him?
Mike jogged around the corner, a roll of toilet paper in hand.
Ritter handed the phone over to Mike.
�For you,� he said.
�Yankees! Where are you?� Moshe yelled.
They found Moshe in the hangar, rummaging through a wall locker. Israelis climbed into Botha�s Cessna Caravan armed with wrenches and crowbars.
�Your people came through with another location for the package. I don�t know why my government wants to take you on another wild-goose chase, as you say, but I don�t give the orders.� Moshe pulled a dark-tan backpack from the locker, covered in straps and pillow-like pouches.
�Good thing my team has a mandate to be prepared. You�re both airborne qualified, correct?� He patted a hand on top of the parachute.
Mike nodded.
�Sure,� Ritter said. He�d gone to Airborne School back in 2000 for his ROTC summer training. He�d earned his jump wings after a handful of jumps from a static line unto the unforgiving soil of Fort Benning and remained a �five-jump chump� ever since.
�Getting in will be easy. Getting out is a bit more complicated,� Moshe said.
A seat flew from the open door of the Caravan and tumbled in the dirt. Another followed a few seconds later.
A screen door clattered shut, and Botha ran into the hangar. His hands grabbed his head through his unkempt hair.
�What the hell are you doing? I just had those refurbished!� Botha yelled as his arms whirled from Moshe to the plane.
�Making room. You�re going to fly back to Saudi Arabia and drop us off along the way,� Moshe said.
�What? Where? I can�t stop in Yemen. There was a disagreement about some paperwork a while back, and the official in charge was very hardheaded about it,� Botha said.
�You mean the shipment of pre-Islamic artifacts you had on your plane that ended up for auction in England?� Moshe asked.
Botha shrugged and turned his palms up. �I offered him a very legitimate bribe.�
Moshe took a pen from his uniform top and pointed to a kidney-shaped island off the �horn� of Somalia.
�Socotra. You�ll fly us over. No need to stop.�
�This plane can�t make it to Socotra,� Botha said.
�We�ll stop and refuel at the airport in Bosaso. You don�t have any warrants there, do you?� Moshe asked.
Botha had to think for a second before shaking his head.
Another seat flew from the plane and ripped open the leather upholstery of the seat it landed on.
�Aww, come on!� Botha continued his protests with the men who were clearing out the interior of his plane.
�You said getting out was a problem,� Ritter said to Moshe.
Moshe turned a laptop around and zoomed in on the island to a cluster of homes in a desert mountain valley. He moved the image so the homes and the coastline were on the screen.
�The structures are the target, and there�s a fishing village on the coast twelve kilometers away. This package of yours � it�s heavy, right?�
�Four man carry.� Ritter said.
�Long way to go on foot. Maybe we can procure some transport. Maybe we can�t. We get to the fishing village, and one of our sayanim, our helpers, will meet us there. He�s paid up with the pirates and can get his boat there from Bosaso quickly enough.�
�Once we�re on the boat, you�ll give us the drop location, correct?�
�That�s the plan,� Ritter said.
Moshe tossed his pen onto the desk and zoomed in on the cluster of buildings.
�Get packed. We�re wheels up as soon as there�s room for us in that rust bucket. If all goes well, we�ll be there before dawn.� Moshe said.
* * *
Turbulence in the Cessna was a special kind of horrible. The only illumination was from red lens flashlights and the lambent glow from Botha�s control panel. An Israeli leaned into the cockpit, absorbing the Afrikaner�s never-ending diatribe about how inconvenienced he was by the �air piracy� and the cost of the seats left behind in the Kenyan dust.
Ritter, Mike, and the Israelis sat against the fuselage, their parachutes between their legs. Botha reached over and tapped a screen. Moshe leaned between the pilot and empty copilot seats and nodded. Israelis stirred to life and got to their feet.
Mike pulled Ritter up and ran his flashlight over Ritter�s parachute straps, checking for any rips or tears and tightness.
�Remember, pull the cord,� Mike said. He tapped his flashlight against the ring on Ritter�s chest. Most army airborne operations used a static line to deploy a jumper�s parachute as he stepped out of the aircraft. Like many things in the army, the equipment worked best when the Soldier didn�t have to think about it.
Ritter felt the plane descend. The plan was to fly low and slow; the less time the jumpers spent in the air, the less they�d scatter. The trade-off was that if anything went wrong with their parachutes, they had less time to react. The view from the windows was nothing but darkness.
Alarms blared as an Israeli pried open the side cargo door. It shot back on the runners and slammed open. Wind howled through the plane as the first Israeli braced himself in the doorway. He pushed himself back and launched into the night. The Israelis filed to the open maw and followed suit, their leaps paced by a jumpmaster at the door.
Wind tugged at Ritter�s sleeves as he grabbed the cold steel of the doorframe, an abyss before him. Ice crept through his veins and froze his arms in place. Fear. He knew the emotion, could rationalize it as his body�s way of getting ready. Yet, his mind couldn�t override the notion that hurling himself into the night and trusting his life to a wad of silk and cloth was a bad idea.
A hand slapped his shoulder, and he charged forward. A cold wave of air hit him, and he spread his arms and legs to stabilize his fall. Gravity�s sure hand had him, and he had the rest of his life to deploy his parachute.
Ritter grabbed at his chest, grasped a ring, and pulled.
Nothing.
He pawed at the parachute rig, fumbling for the rip cord to the backup parachute. Years old training fought for relevance in his mind as he tumbled end over end through the darkness. Seconds ticked by, seconds he didn�t have to lose. Fingers, nearly frozen in panic, found a pull ring.
He stuck a finger into the ring and pulled again, and it extended a few inches before halting. He grabbed the ring with both hands and heaved.
The string snapped loose, and Ritter stared at the release in his hand and kept falling.
His world quaked, and for an instant Ritter wasn�t sure whether he�d hit the ground or if his parachute had deployed.
Not dead. Still thinking. What am I supposed to do next? he thought
He looked up, past the extended riser that ran from his harness to into the billowed canopy. He didn�t see any rips, tears, or tangled lines.
What�s next? he thought. He�d done one nighttime jump in training. Something about the horizon? No, the gear.
Ritter loosed his pack of gear and let it vanguard his fall. He put his feet and knees together and waited for the line between him and the pack to go taut. He heard a thump, but the line stayed slack.
Did the line break? Shouldn�t it have�
He plowed into the ground. A collision that should have gone feet-knees-thigh-torso went feet-ass-head. His helmet smacked against a rock, and the impact sent stars dancing across his vision.
Ritter felt rocks and dirt scraping against his body as his parachute dragged him across Socotra�s terra firma. He shook his head clear and pulled a pin at his shoulder to detach the parachute from his harness. One of the risers snapped off, the other held fast and he kept sliding. His right calf erupted in pain as something sliced across his leg. The remaining riser slid loose from his shoulder and out of his reach.
The canopy slithered across the landscape. The moonlit terrain cut off a few dozen yards ahead of him.
A cliff.
Ritter unsnapped his Applegate-Fairbairn and sawed at the fabric riser. The blade bit in but made slow progress.
�Not. Like. This!� he screamed as he worked the blade.
A sliver of fabric remained as his parachute broke over the cliff edge and took Ritter over it a moment later. The parachute snapped free and took to the wind like a wraith. Ritter reached for the cliff face and found no purchase.
His mind went to Natalie as he fell. She�d never know the truth of how he died, never knew how he felt about her.
Something jerked at his waist, and he smashed into the cliff. He looked up. The line from his gear was an umbilical cord from his harness over the lip of the rock wall.
He twisted in the air and grabbed a handhold on the cliff face. He tossed his blade over the edge and hauled himself up the cliff with more skill and speed than he�d ever considered himself capable of. His fingers dug into the loose dirt of the blessedly parallel ground, and he clawed forward until his knees were on solid ground.
With his face in the dirt, his heaving breaths blew dirt into the air. He didn�t care that he sucked in the same dirt and gave the earth a gentle pat.
He felt footfalls vibrating through the ground and pushed himself onto his knees. Two figures were running toward him in the darkness. The line from his riggings ran between a pair of boulders. The equipment pouch must have gotten caught between the rocks as gravity and wind conspired to kill him.
�Eric?� Shlomo said in a loud whisper.
Ritter got to his feet and picked his blade up from the dust. He wiped it clean and gave it a quick kiss before sheathing it.
�I saw you go over and thought you were dead. You look good,� Shlomo said.
�I�ve got better things to do tonight than to die,� Ritter said. False bravado might convince Shlomo, but his quivering knees knew the truth.
He took a step toward his gear and yelped in pain. His lower leg went alight with pain.
Ritter felt his calf, the uniform leg shredded and wet with blood. Blood seeped from the gashed and raw flesh but wasn�t dripping. Ritter pulled a piece of sharp flint from his leg and looked at it in the dim light.
�Can you walk?� Shlomo asked.
Ritter took a few tentative steps, thankful that the pain was manageable. He wouldn�t be a hindrance to the rest of the mission.
�Yeah, just need to bandage it up,� Ritter said.
A red light winked at them in the distance. Wraiths coalesced around the light as the Israelis rallied together.
Ritter recovered his gear and kicked sand over the parachute rigging. What they wouldn�t carry, they would hide. If a local came snooping around and found a punch of parachutes in the middle of the desert, he or she wouldn�t need much of an education to realize something was amiss in his little part of the undeveloped world.
He limped toward the rally point, and the Mossad medic sat him against a boulder and went to work on his leg.
Ritter kept his eyes on the knot of men. The light from a GPS screen illuminated a map in between them.
His calf flared in pain as the medic sprayed it with antiseptic.
�Ow,� Ritter said, a statement instead of an exclamation.
�Stom ta�pe, koos,� the medic said. He wrapped gauze around Ritter lower leg and taped what was left of his pants leg over the gauze.
Mike � Ritter identified him in the darkness by the way he flowed as much as moved through the night � approached and looked from Ritter�s damaged leg to Ritter�s face.
�Just a flesh wound,� Ritter said. Mike motioned to the red light with a nod.
Moshe had a map on his thigh, a pencil tapping against it. He whispered to the rest of the Israelis in Hebrew.
�We�re off,� Moshe said to Ritter and Mike.
�How far?� Ritter asked.
�Almost� four kilometers,� Moshe said, �and there�s a canyon between us and the target location.�
�I got a quick look at it,� Ritter said. Five canyons running from north to south split the southeast quarter of the island. Their target was a group of buildings built on a bone-dry wash in the middle of the canyon.
�Which means there�s a detour, which means about eight kilometers, five miles, to move.� Moshe looked to the east, where the first hints of the sun�s arrival were manifest. �If we run, we might get there before sunrise.�
Moshe rose to his feet and started running. For a man wearing a bulletproof vest with Kevlar plates and another thirty pounds� worth of gear, he could move fast.
* * *
Ritter�s lungs burned, and his blood pumped fire as they ran toward a ridgeline. The sun had nearly cleared the horizon, and the team was open and exposed against the bare desert. His injured leg throbbed against the bandages. His boot squished from the blood that had run down his leg and pooled within.
They cleared the ridgeline and stopped in a sparse grove of dragon blood trees. The trees looked like gigantic mushrooms; thin branches spread like veins beneath a canopy of tiny needles. Deep-red sap glistened in the morning light. Ritter took a drag of water from the hose on his CamelBak, less than his parched throat demanded. Who knew when they�d come across clean water again?
�Eric, take this.� Shlomo passed Ritter a dark plastic device, which was the size of his hand. A concave disk was embedded within it. �You run down to the road and set it up once we find a nest. Set the thermal trigger, and nothing will get past. You know how to use it, right?�
The M4 SLAM antitank mine weighed a little more than two pounds and, when detonated, used the power of the explosives within to turn the concave copper plate inside out and fire it off as a gigantic bullet, an explosively formed penetrator. Firing it at the nuclear weapon wouldn�t end well. The Israelis had brought some specialist equipment with them. Goldstein carried an AT4 rocket launcher for use against vehicles and buildings. Another Israeli had an antipersonnel claymore in his gear.
�Let�s hold on to that idea,� Ritter said as he handed the mine back to Shlomo.
�No, you keep it.�
�You�re just sick of carrying it, aren�t you?� Ritter said. Shlomo grinned at him.
The bleat of sheep came from deeper in the dragon blood forest. Ritter aimed his Tavor rifle at the sound as a flock emerged from between the tree trunks. That many sheep meant a shepherd would be with them, someone who could spoil their mission with one shout.
The sheep meandered between the trees, their bleating loud and frequent. There was no shepherd walking among them.
Mike stepped past Ritter, his weapon at the ready. Ritter stood up and followed him. What was Mike planning to do when he found the shepherd? Shoot him?
They stepped around the arched roots of the dragon blood trees and into the flock. Sheep skittered away from them.
Mike clicked his tongue twice. His rifle pointed to a skinny man dressed in rags and a turban lying face down in the dirt. A dark patch of dirt was beneath his head. Ritter approached the man slowly, then nudged him with his foot. No response.
Ritter dug his toe under the man�s ribs and kicked him over. He flipped over, his limbs loose. This was a man � no, just a teenager � with the hints of a beard. A red canal across his throat bespoke a professional touch. Someone had sliced into his throat with a garrote and left him in the dirt. Ritter reached down and touched the dead man�s side. Still warm. With no rigor mortis, he hadn�t been dead long.
Ritter keyed his mike. �Moshe, got a body over here. I think��
The distant echo of machine gun fire boiled over from their target. Ritter knew the sound of AK-47s when he heard them; the acoustics of the canyon multiplied the sound of shots.
�We aren�t the only ones here,� Ritter finished.
�You and Shlomo cover the road going north,� Moshe said over the radio. �No one gets out. The rest of us attack.�
Mike ran back to Moshe, crossing paths with Shlomo, before following the Israelis down a wash leading to where the nuke was being stored.
Ritter and the black Israeli ran parallel to the ridgeline by a few yards and found an outcropping. Shlomo slid into the crevice and popped open the sight for his sniper rifle. The plain around the ridgeline was bare desert for hundreds of yards. No one would sneak up on them.
�Movement,� Shlomo said.
Ritter lifted his head over the ridgeline. A beat-up Kia Bongo pickup truck, the same kind he�d seen in Iraq, drove away from the target houses at high speed. The truck rode low, a heavy load causing it to slide across the packed dirt as if it were on an icy road.
�Moshe, you get eyes on that truck?� Ritter said into the radio.
No reply.
A different crack of gunfire erupted in the canyon. Moshe and the team were otherwise occupied.
Ritter looked north; the wash led to an improved road and the rest of the island. If the nuke was in that truck� 
�Shlomo, can you disable the truck without hitting the cargo bed?� Ritter asked.
�What happens if I hit the cargo?�
�Let�s not find out.�
Shlomo let out a slow breath and squeezed the trigger.
The truck was three hundred yards away, moving over uneven terrain. Shlomo�s rifle fired, and the bullet shattered the Bongo�s front windshield. It kept going.
Shlomo worked the bolt action, and a smoking cartridge ejected into the morning light.
The second shot didn�t have an immediate effect, but a second after the report faded, the truck rumbled into a shallow ravine. There was no movement from the driver.
Gunfire continued from deeper in the ravine, with the sound of a nightlong thunderstorm compacted into minutes. If the nuke wasn�t in that truck, then it was in the crossfire.
�I�m going to check out that truck. See if the package is in there. Cover me,� Ritter said.
He stepped over the ridgeline, not waiting to talk things over with the protesting Shlomo, and half slid, half stepped down the slope. Dirt and rocks broke loose with each footfall, a dusty avalanche following him. He wasn�t sure whether all the dirt would be a better screen or a �shoot me� sign for anyone watching the valley.
Once at the bottom, he ran to the truck with his Tavor rifle aimed at the cab. His injured leg flared with pain every time it hit the ground.
The truck canted off the road, the right wheels dangling inches about the ground. The dusky-skinned driver was hunched over the steering wheel, one arm stuck out over the ruins of the windshield. Ritter opened the driver�s door. The cabin reeked of spilled blood. Blood ran down the driver�s left shoulder. An unseen exit wound on the other side of the driver poured blood over the seat; it ran in rivulets over the front edge and pooled on the passenger�s side.
Ritter ran to the rear of the truck and looked in the bed. A wide green case was tied down with bright nylon cords. Ritter grabbed one of the handles and shook it. It was so heavy that it hardly budged.
He keyed his mike. �Shlomo, I think I�ve got it.�
A bullet snapped in the air over his head. Ritter crouched and took two steps toward the driver�s side. The turn signal burst in a shower of glass as a bullet shattered it.
Ritter ran to the front of the truck and stepped into the ravine � the truck and the nuke between him and the firefight in the village.
�Were those stray rounds, or was someone shooting at me?� Ritter asked.
�Not sure� Wait,� Shlomo said over the radio. �Moshe needs me to relocate. Don�t move.�
Ritter saw a flash of light from Shlomo�s scope as the sniper left his over watch.
�Shlomo, give me an update. What the hell�s going on over there?�
No response.
�Shlomo?� Ritter cursed as his battlefield became a much lonelier place. He looked back at the truck and saw a hook dangling from a winch on the front of the Bongo truck. The winch looked as if it had been welded on as an aftermarket improvement. Given the crap nature of the island�s infrastructure, being able to haul a truck out of a rut made decent sense.
A pile of thigh-high boulders ten feet up the road gave Ritter an idea. Better to do something constructive right away than to think of a perfect course of action a few minutes too late.
He reached over the shattered glass and unlocked the winch. The shots from the village had slowed; most sounded like the Tavor he and the Israelis carried. He drew the winch line out and looped the metal cord around a boulder before locking the hook onto the cord.
Two tugs on the line convinced him that it would hold.
A bullet struck up a geyser of dirt on the road and skipped away.
�Friendly to your north,� he said into the mike and got no response. The sound of his voice over the radio was nothing compared to the gunshots from those fighting in the village. �Friendly fire� was always a misnomer for those on the receiving end, but maybe someone had heard him.
He grabbed the dead driver by his shirt and hauled him from the cab. Dead eyes behind half-closed lids made the man look like he was about to drift asleep. Ritter let him fall onto the road like a sack of potatoes. The dead didn�t need gentle hands. Dirt clung to the spilled blood down his right flank as Ritter dragged him a few yards away from the truck.
He looked up and saw a trio of dirt clouds streaking down the east side of the valley wall, not the side he or the Israelis had come from.
�Shlomo, who the hell is that?�
No response.
�Mike, any friendly on this net? We�ve got potential hostiles coming down the east slope,� Ritter said and received only static in return.
Ritter ran to the front of the truck and knelt next to the wheel embedded in the dirt.
If it was the North Koreans, then they knew what was in the truck and might not risk a shot.
He took a snap glance around the side of the truck, and a burst of gunfire split the air next to his head.
Or they�d shoot at him anyway.
Ritter threw himself to the ground and aimed his weapon under the truck. He saw a pair of feet through the gap between the ground and the truck, and fired a single shot. Bullets tore through the lead man�s ankle, and he tumbled into the dirt with a scream.
The man behind him was either too well trained or too indifferent to care and leaped over the downed man. Ritter stood up and found the second man carrying an AK-47 and wearing loose sand-colored robes of a Bedouin. The man tried to swing his rifle around to bear on Ritter, but Ritter had him dead bang.
Ritter fired a burst into his chest and snapped his head around to find the third man. His last assailant had run around the other side of the truck and was six feet away and closing fast.
Ritter lifted his rifle and swung the hard plastic butt around and down on the barrel of the fighter�s rifle. The strike deflected the AK a half second before he fired and sent a blast into the engine block.
Ritter swung the rifle at the fighter�s face and struck nothing but air as the fighter swayed back. The fighter thrust his weapon up at Ritter�s face, and Ritter brought his Tavor back to block the blow. The collision smashed Ritter�s rifle against his face, and pain flared against a cheek as he stumbled back.
The fighter lurched after Ritter and grabbed him by his vest. He pushed Ritter off his feet and landed on top of Ritter. The impact of the man�s two hundred-plus pounds sent the air from Ritter�s lungs. Rough hands wrapped around Ritter�s neck and bored into his throat.
Ritter�s right hand fumbled for the Applegate-Fairbairn on his gear, while his other hand felt to gouge his enemy�s eyes. The big man kept his head turned away. He didn�t need to see Ritter to strangle the life from him.
The assailant�s fingers dug into his throat and cut off the flow of blood to his head. Ritter�s lungs burned with the desire for air and his vision went dark around the edges. His free hand unsnapped the sheath on his combat knife and pulled the blade free. He sliced the blade across the fighter�s forearm, blood traced its path and spattered onto Ritter�s face A gasp of pain later, the fighter pulled his injured arm away from Ritter�s neck.
That moment gave Ritter the opening he needed. He swung the blade up and slammed it into the fighter�s temple.
The blade sank two inches into the man�s skull. Ritter squeezed his blade and the fighter�s head together until the blade sank to its hilt.
The fighter�s eyes rolled around in their sockets, and he went slack. Ritter pushed his bulk off him and leaned over to pick up his rifle lying in the dirt. Blood dripped from his face onto the weapon as he picked it up.
He rubbed the back of his hand against a gash on his face. More blood flowed from the cut along his jaw line, and unseen hot wire of pain.
Someone groaned in pain from the other side of the truck. Ritter found the first man he�d shot crawling across the road, his AK-47 still in one hand.
Ritter put a bullet in the wounded man�s head and chest.
He looked at the man he�d stabbed. The man had the dark olive skin and Arab features that marked him as a Yemeni, not a North Korean.
He didn�t hear any more shots. Either the sudden onset tinnitus from firing his weapon had left him unable to hear the shots, or the battle was over.
�Ritter?� came from the earpiece dangling against his collarbone. It must have come loose in the struggle.
He held it against his ear and keyed his mike.
�Yes.� When he spoke, his face stung as if a snake had bitten it.
�We�re clear here. We stumbled on a fight between Arabs and what looks like a bunch of Koreans. No sign of your package,� Moshe said. �All hostiles eliminated. What�s your status?�
Steam poured from the bullet strikes on the Bongo truck�s engine. The front right wheel that had been bearing most of the truck�s weight burst with a pop.
Ritter held his palm against his split cheek and mumbled, �I�ve got good news, and I�ve got bad news.�
* * *
With the truck out of commission, the Israelis had taken wooden beams from one of the more dilapidated homes in the village and tied them into a gigantic hashtag shape. They pushed the nuke onto the improvised carrying frame and lashed it together. Eight men could carry the load at one time, lightening the individual load and hastening their escape, while the rest of the team provided security.
Ritter, a quarter of his face covered by a pressure bandage and his wounded leg burning, readjusted his grip on the wooden beam. He�d insisted on carrying the nuke despite his injuries. One of the Israelis had been hit in the stomach and had to be carried on a stretcher, which left one man to scout ahead.
Ritter�s arms and shoulders ached from the effort, like battery acid was working between his joints.
Men huffed and grumbled as they went over a patch of loose rocks. There was no time to rest, not when the whole island would be after them once word got around. Gunshots weren�t uncommon in the Middle East and surrounding countries. A full-scale battle would bring the curious around quickly enough.
It was a little more than a mile and a half from the village to the fishing village, where the Mossad sayanim were waiting with their ride out of here. What should have been a twenty-minute jog turned into an hour-long ordeal to move the device and the wounded.
Goldstein, the only one not carrying someone or something, ran up to a smooth-barked tree topped by twists of branches and round leaves on a rocky outcrop. He took a knee and waved Moshe over to come see him.
Moshe gave a command in Hebrew, and they lowered the device into the dirt. Ritter bent to rest his forearms on his knees and took his last sip of water from his CamelBak. He pushed his tongue against a loose tooth and spat out a bit of blood. He could smell the ocean on the breeze.
�Do we have dental insurance?� Ritter asked Mike, who shared Ritter�s end of a beam.
Mike pursed his lips, then shrugged.
Moshe ran up to Goldstein, and both went prone. He peaked over the edge, then waved Ritter and Mike over.
The two Americans crawled up to the edge of the rocks and looked to where Moshe was pointing beyond the tree. The bark was white with mottled dark spots, like the paper birch forests Ritter had hiked through in his youth. Unlike those thin birch trees, the Socotran fauna was too wide for Ritter to wrap his arms around, and the top was a rough mass of round leaves.
What�s with this place? Ritter thought.
The fishing village was only a few hundred yards away. Mud huts were scattered around a natural bay. Small wooden boats with mottled white paint bobbed in the water. A much larger boat, the prow jutting several feet beyond the hull and an enclosed bridge towards the aft, was moored alongside a sand spit; one of the ubiquitous dhow ships of the Arabian Gulf. Ritter didn�t see any of the inhabitants in or among the buildings or on the boats, but that wasn�t the strangest thing out there.
A stubby submarine was surfaced in the bay; barely more than sixty feet from bow to stern.
�You care to explain this?� Moshe asked.
�Looks like that�s how the North Koreans got here,� Ritter said.
�How do you know they�re North Koreans?� Moshe asked.
�Does that matter right now? The more important question is, what do we do about it? If that sub has torpedoes, then we won�t get very far even if we do get on that dhow,� Ritter said. He kicked himself for giving away a piece of information. Careless errors like that would come back to haunt him.
Moshe shook his head and peered past Ritter. There was a column of sand and dirt rising from the village. They�d have company soon enough.
�Nothing is ever easy, is it?� Moshe said.
Moshe raised his voice to address everyone. �Goldstein, Netzer, Shall, Americans and I run up and clear the village. Goldstein, you use the AT4 and hit that sub. If it�ll kill a tank, it�ll kill that thing. Shlomo, you shoot anyone with a weapon who isn�t us. Rest of you, stay with the wounded and carry him and that thing when the village is clear.
�Follow me!� Moshe stood up and made his way through the dragon blood and cucumber trees. Ritter and Mike went with him, darting between the trees, watching for movement from the sun-bleached houses.
Ritter stepped over the raised base of a dragon blood tree and stepped on something soft. He looked down and saw a body of an old man, a bullet hole in his forehead. Next to him was another body. And another. Men, women, and children had been dragged from the village and shot right here. Almost two dozen lay motionlessly; blown dust cast a light-brown coating on their dark skin.
A smack on the back from Mike pulled him out of his shock. He�d find who did this in the village, and he�d make them pay for it.
He and Mike ran up to the nearest house. Mike peeked into an open doorway with a mirror at the end of a collapsible wand. Mike gave him a thumbs-up: all clear. Ritter ducked into the house; thin foam mattresses with threadbare blankets were scattered across the floor of the one-room house. A battered wooden table lay on its side, a tin washing bowl overturned next to it. The family must have been dragged from their home in the night before being executed.
A metal clang came from the bay. Ritter looked out and saw the top hatch of the midget submarine open and a sailor�s head and torso emerge.
The sailor yelled in Korean for several seconds before he jerked to the side and fell back into the submarine in time with the sound of a shot from Shlomo�s rifle. So much for a surprise.
Goldstein ran up to the beach and readied the AT4 on his shoulder. The rocket had an effective range of three hundred meters, but it wouldn�t hurt to get as close as possible with their only shot at sinking the submarine.
Gunfire burst from one of the other houses, and Goldstein crumpled to the ground.
Ritter and Mike fired bursts at the open windows, where the shots had originated. Shouts in Hebrew flooded Ritter�s earpiece, and he tore the device from his head.
More shots came from the other side of the village, and lumps of mud and dirt sprang from the wall as the enemy bullets tore through them like paper. Ritter rolled away from where he�d been pressed against the wall an instant before a bullet ventilated the spot.
Ritter looked for Mike, but he�d vanished.
Ritter got to his feet and ran out the door. The Israelis were suppressing the rest of the village with pinpoint shots; none had the ammo for bursts. Ritter ran toward the last house at the edge of the village. He could flank where the hostile fire was coming from or draw fire from the rest of the team.
He lowered his shoulder and charged the closed door. It broke from the crude wire hinges, and Ritter�s momentum carried him � and the door � into someone on the other side. Ritter and the door crashed onto the figure, and Ritter saw black leather boots kicking from under the door. Ritter and the rest of the team wore tan boots.
Ritter fired two rounds through the door, and the struggling ceased. He stood up and charged back out the bare doorway.
He heard shouting as a Korean emerged from between the buildings. He held a Socotran woman against his chest, a gun to her head; she cried and pleaded in a language Ritter didn�t understand. The Korean used the woman as a human shield between him and Mike, who had his weapon trained on the pair.
The Korean was so focused on Mike that he didn�t see Ritter approaching from the side. Ritter raised his weapon to his shoulder and took aim.
A shot rang out, and Ritter watched and the woman screamed, her hands clutching a bullet wound on her thigh. A second shot lanced through her abdomen, and a third shot went through her shoulder. Both the Socotran and Korean fell to the ground. The Korean pushed the dead woman off him and flopped onto his back.
Ritter ran up to the woman, but she was already dead. The Korean lay moaning in the dirt, hit by the same bullets that had killed her.
Mike stood a few feet away, his face a mask of stone.
�Why Mike? I had him,� Ritter said.
Mike shook his head.
Moshe stepped around Mike, smoke rising from the barrel of his Tavor. The Israeli strode past Mike and stomped a boot on the Korean�s chest.
The Korean, metal teeth clicking against each other, tried to say something.
Moshe put a round in his forehead.
�That was for Goldstein,� Moshe said and spat on the dead Korean.
A thunderclap came from the beach. The AT4 struck the submarine right above the waterline. Smoke rose from the impact site, a new formed maw of mangled metal took in the ocean. Anyone inside who hadn�t been killed by the blast would certainly drown as the sub took on water.
Ritter looked at Moshe; all the respect he�d earned during their time together was gone with the death of one innocent.
�Call your people. Get us a location while I load up the boat,� Moshe said.
Ritter nodded and picked up the Korean�s pistol. It looked like a knockoff Makarov, the face of a chubby Asian man with a bad perm and thick-rimmed glasses embossed on the handle. He put the weapon on safe and shoved it into a cargo pocket on his thigh.
�Need to know� be damned, he thought. I want answers when this is all over.



Chapter 8

Their dhow, theirs now that the former owner was dead somewhere on that Socotran beach, stretched the limits of what could be considered seaworthy. Rust and barnacles ran down its fifty-foot length, and the engine burned oil as they cut across the choppy water. Mike sat on top of the nuke, spitting tobacco dip into a decapitated water bottle. Ritter stayed in the wheelhouse and double-checked the GPS with the coordinates Shannon had sent them as they broke anchor. A looming hulk of a cargo ship was on the horizon. Ritter had thought they�d make way to some secure spot on the Somali coast where they�d transfer the nuke to the military. Rendezvous with a merchant ship was unexpected.
Ritter made out a helipad jutting from the back of the super castle housing the bridge as they approached. Razor wire wreathed the ship, and he saw water cannons mounted along the deck, the kind used to dissuade Greenpeace from interfering with whaling operations. The ship had as big a no solicitors sign as he�d ever seen.
�Moshe. You worried the security team on the boat might think we�re pirates?� Ritter said to the lead Israeli.
�They�re expecting us. But I have an idea.� Moshe switched to Hebrew, and all the Israelis took off their armor and uniform tops, exposing olive and pale skin. Shlomo, the sole team member of African descent, shrugged and stayed dressed.
�Somali pirates look the part. Don�t be shy,� Moshe said.
�You think this will work?� Ritter asked.
�You want to find a sign that says, �We�re not pirates � don�t shoot us� in eight languages?�
Ritter pulled his shirt off; a jagged scar ran down his side, a gift from a Chechen terrorist many years ago. The pectoral cut he�d earned in Aden was still healing. Bruises the color of a stormy night blotted his left shoulder and his neck. His head still ached, and his slashed face had swollen during their trek from the Socotra coast.
Mike went topless, a tattoo of a black scroll with the words �75 RANGER RGT� on his right deltoid. The word Mogadishu was under the scroll along with tic and slash marks that must have counted into the fifties.
Water cannons on the cargo ship erupted into a palisade of seawater as they approached. Ritter spied at least three men armed with rifles racing around the deck as they approached. An Israeli climbed to the top of the wheelhouse on the dhow and waved to the ship, slapping at his fish-belly-white skin.
The water cannons subsided, and the dhow came alongside the ship after it cut its engines.
A burly man with an AK-47 looked down on the dhow from a gap in the razor wire ringing the ship.
�You need help up?� the man said, his English thick with a Russian accent. Ritter looked down the hull and saw rungs of a ladder running up the ship, all covered in razor wire.
�We have wounded and�� Moshe pointed to the nuke case on the deck��and something very heavy.�
�Have net. You wait.�
* * *
The deck had a field of cargo containers, only a single level in depth. Ritter and three Israelis carried the nuke behind the trio of the Russian security guard, Mike and Moshe ahead of them.
�Anyone else getting sick of carrying this damn thing?� Ritter said. The rest of his crew muttered and added their own curses. The Russian led them to a container halfway down the line and unlocked a blue cargo container.
�This one, da?�
Mike glanced at his satellite phone, at the numbers stenciled on the container, and nodded.
The door swung open, and they carried the nuke inside. The inside was bare. The only feature inside was a steel door and a keypad on the opposite end. They set the nuke down halfway inside.
�We need to tie it down?� Ritter asked. The seas were calm, but trying to calm the loose cannon of several hundred pounds of the nuclear weapon sliding around the container didn�t appeal to him.
Mike shook his head.
�I let crew out now? They thought you pirate. They in safe room,� the Russian said.
�Shlomo, the rest of you, go with him.� Moshe cracked the knuckles on both his hands.
Shlomo nodded and repeated the gesture.
Something nagged at the back of Ritter�s mind as the Israelis and the Russian left. Repeating a gesture usually meant good report in a conversation. What Moshe and Shlomo had done struck Ritter as more of a signal than something innocent.
�Time for you to deliver,� Moshe said to Mike.
Mike nodded and went to the door. The door wasn�t on the back of the container as Ritter had first thought; it was on the next container, one rank deeper in the field of containers. The back of the container they were in had been removed to provide access to the door.
Mike tapped out a code on the keypad, and a light pulsed green. They heard a whirring noise followed by a clunk. Mike mashed down on the door�s handle and pulled it open. Steel rods on the door frame made it look like they were about to enter a bank vault.
Ritter stepped into the container, and his jaw dropped.
A computer workstation flashed to life, a satellite photo of their location in the middle of the ocean on the screen. Russian script was on the keyboard and on the monitor. Beyond the computer was a hydraulic system attached to the roof and a metal tube that ran the remaining length of the container. It was a meter in diameter and covered in stenciled Russian.
Ritter moved to a metal panel bolted to the tube and shined a small penlight onto the writing. His ability to recognize advanced weapon systems learned from his brief time as a military intelligence officer was a bit rusty, but there was no way that what the panel said could be correct.
�Mike, is this a� Sizzler cruise missile?� Ritter asked, using the NATO designation for the Russian weapon.
�That�s right,� Moshe said. �A cruise missile hidden inside a standard forty-foot cargo container. Perfect concealment, wouldn�t you say? We input the target coordinates right here��he tapped the side of the computer console� �and get the hell out of the way. The Russians have some unimaginative name for the system, but everyone else calls it the Club K.�
Ritter�s mind raced with the implications of what the Israelis could do with the weapon. The Club K could be hidden anywhere a ship or truck could transport it. They could load it onto a truck, drive it into the middle of a country, and hit a target within two hundred miles. It was the ultimate weapon for a first strike � and a strike that couldn�t be blamed on Israel if it had originated outside its borders.
�Why does Israel want this?� Ritter asked.
Moshe huffed, and a sneer rose on his face. �Why did you want this?� The Israeli looked at Mike. �Launch codes.�
�Need more bandwidth than this can give us,� Mike said as he gave the satellite phone a quick shake.
Moshe shrugged. �Fine, there should be something on the bridge. Ritter, why don�t you go find the medic? Get that cut looked at.�
He�s trying to separate us, Ritter thought. Ritter locked eyes with Mike, then tapped his watch four times. Signaling danger through the subtle sign language the team had developed over years. .
Mike shook his head and followed Moshe out.
Maybe I�m just being paranoid, Ritter thought.
He walked past the nuke case and did some quick math. Could someone mount the nuke on the Club K? He stopped and looked hard at the case.
�Ritter, locking up,� Moshe said from the entrance.
�Right, sorry.�
* * *
The Israeli medic teased open the cut running along Ritter�s jawline and irrigated it with distilled water. Ritter�s eye twitched with the pain, but he held still.
�Some dirt there. Don�t want an infection,� the medic said.
The infirmary was small, the single bed taken up by the gut-shot Israeli, who had an IV dripping into his arm. Ritter sat on an exam table while the medic poked around the storage cabinet.
�What is word for �painkiller� used by dentist?� the medic asked.
�Novocain,� Ritter said.
�Yes. No-vo-caine. Ah, here.� He took a glass vial from the cabinet and stuck a syringe into the rubber top. �I know Israeli word in script. Different.�
Ritter heard muffled words from the medic�s earpiece. He looked down at his control set. His radio was on, set to the right channel, but he didn�t hear anything. Why was the medic on a different channel? More words came from the medic�s earpiece, slow and measured. Like counting. The medic gripped the syringe body like it was a knife handle.
Ritter reached into his cargo pocket and grabbed the Korean�s pistol, keeping it hidden in his pants. He undid the safety with the flick of a thumb and tilted the barrel toward the Israeli.
The counting in the medic�s ear stopped, and a blast shook the infirmary. The medic twisted around and lunged at Ritter with the needle. Ritter fired the gun and hit the medic in the center of his chest. He slapped the medic�s hand aside as he fell forward.
The medic stumbled against the exam table, hands over the hole in his sternum. Ritter pushed himself off the table and slammed a knee into the medic�s head. The medic�s skull whacked the edge of the table, and he collapsed onto the floor. Ritter finished him off with a stomp.
He swung the pistol at the injured Israeli, who remained unconscious. He took a pair of zip ties from his armor and bound both of the Israeli�s arms to the runners alongside the bed. He wouldn�t hurt a helpless man, but he could make sure he stayed helpless.
Ritter almost keyed his radio to talk to Mike, but that line had to be monitored.
He swung his armor on and stepped into the passageway. One hand held his pistol out and ready; the other clicked through the channels on his radio.
Nothing. They must have abandoned the radio after the medic failed to report killing Ritter.
What now? Ritter thought. The dhow? It had been running on fumes before it reached the ship. A lifeboat? Not without Mike.
Mike would be on the bridge with Moshe. Was he even alive? Why had the Israelis turned on them?
Ritter ran for the stairs, dashing up the outer hull of the superstructure leading to the bridge.
Ritter heard gunfire rattling through the deck just below his feet. Either Mike or the crew security were still fighting. A bullet burst through the deck and bounced off a bulkhead. Ritter ran faster and took the stairs two at a time up toward the bridge.
On the next deck, he found a Russian security guard and an Israeli lying on the deck. The Russian had been shot in the back of the head; the Israeli had a knife stuck in his chest. He heard someone stomping up the stairs on the other side of a hatch. Ritter stepped to the side of the hatch and let it block the view of whoever was about to open the door.
The hatch opened, and Shlomo skidded to a halt when he saw Ritter�s pistol leveled at him.
�Don�t move,� Ritter said.
Shlomo raised his hands.
�Back. Against the railing,� Ritter said. Shlomo walked back to the railing, the view behind him nothing but an ocean and blue sky stretching to the horizon. He bumped into the railing, and his hands shot back to hold onto it.
�Eric, I can explain,� Shlomo said.
�Go.�
�You, me � here on the second deck with Netzer dead. It must look bad, right?� Shlomo said.
Ritter cursed his stupidity. The TRANSMIT light on Shlomo�s radio was on. The rest of the Israelis had just heard Shlomo give them his position. Of all the Israelis, Ritter thought he and Shlomo had become friends. And he sells me out in a heartbeat, Ritter thought.
�Turn around. Hands on the bar, and you�ll��
Shlomo�s hand darted behind his back, and Ritter shot him in the forehead.
A knife clattered to the ground, and Shlomo reared back. He tumbled over the railing and into the ocean below.
Ritter ran for the hatch and pointed his gun up the stairway. There was smoke, but no one else. The crew�s safe room was up one level, the bridge one more beyond that. He buried his mouth and nose in the crook of his elbow and went up the stairs.
He ducked low beneath the smoke, which smelled of explosives and ozone, and looked inside the safe room. Black streaks marred the steel floor and walls outside the vault door protecting the crew�s safe room. A small hole, the diameter of a quarter, was on the door, with reddish copper residue around it. The Israelis had used their M4 antitank mine to launch a bullet into the safe room, killing the crew before they could be a problem.
The bridge level was eerily silent. An Israeli was lying across the hatchway, blood running down an extended arm.
Ritter stepped over him into the bridge. He found two more Israelis slumped against control panels, gunshot wounds to their torsos. A third man lay on the flying bridge beyond the hatch. He clutched a Tavor in his lifeless hands.
Ritter shoved his pistol into a pocket and picked up the rifle. It had an almost-full magazine and a hot barrel. That was eight Israelis out of twelve accounted for, none of them Moshe.
A hatchway below on the main deck burst open, and a security guard ran out onto the deck, clutching a bloody arm against his side. He stumbled and fell against a cargo container. Two Israelis followed him out, weapons trained on the guard.
Ritter heard the guard�s protests and saw him hold out his good arm to surrender. Ritter brought the rifle to his shoulder and drew a bead on the trailing Israeli. He waited for the inevitable.
The Israeli closest to the guard leveled his weapon and shot the guard with a blast of bullets. Ritter fired a fraction of a second later, and his target fell to a knee, then on his face.
The other Israeli whirled around toward to his dead companion, then looked up at Ritter. Ritter hit him with two shots and sent him to the deck. He squeezed the trigger again, but the weapon clicked empty.
�Ritter,� Moshe�s voice crackled from the dead men�s radios.
Ritter pried a radio off a corpse and put the headset on.
�Moshe,� he said.
�I have Mike. If you want him to live, you come to the bomb,� Moshe said.
Ritter pulled the Korean Makarov from his waistband and slid the magazine from the pistol. There were two bullets in the mag, one in the chamber. Every shot would have to count. He made his way down the stairs, peeking around the corners in case Moshe, or the last Israeli, was waiting to ambush him.
Mike sat next to the open container leading to the Club K, his hands bound with a zip tie, a gun pressed against his head. Moshe had the gun; most of his body was safe inside the cargo container. He pulled the gun back from Mike�s temple as Ritter neared but kept it pointed in a lethal direction. Mike sat with his head held low, blood dripping from his face unto his wrists.
�That�s enough,� Moshe said.
�How�d you know it was a bomb?� Ritter asked.
�We were the buyer, schmuck. The Koreans screwed up the delivery, then you and that bitch Shannon did us a favor by finding it. Got us the bomb and the delivery system at no cost. Mossad thought it must be God working in our favor,� he said.
�Your team�s dead, Moshe. Was that worth it?� Ritter asked. The twelfth Israeli was unaccounted for, and Ritter hoped either that Mike had killed him or that he was dead below decks.
�All our lives are forfeit for the greater good of Israel,� Moshe said. He stepped from the container and knelt behind Mike, using him as a human shield between him a Ritter. He kept his pistol pointed at Mike�s temple. �Problem is, Mike didn�t get the launch codes for us before everything went sideways. So, you�re going to call Shannon and give us the codes, and we�ll let you two live.�
Mike tapped two fingers onto the knuckles of his right hand. Behind.
�Moshe, I know Bronislava. She�ll sell you the codes,� Ritter said.
Moshe�s face contorted with rage, and he extended his arm to point the pistol at Ritter. Mike�s head snapped to the side, and he sank his teeth into Moshe�s arm. Mike shook his head with the furry of a striking crocodile. Moshe dropped his pistol to the ground and struck at Mike.
Ritter whirled around and found the last Israeli, his rifle aimed at Ritter.
Ritter fell backward and fired in sync with the Israeli. Ritter�s shot caught the ambusher in the throat. The Israeli hit Ritter in the shoulder.
Ritter felt the sting of the bullet and fell on his back. He had a half second before the real pain set in. He used his uninjured arm to raise the pistol over his head and rolled onto his side.
Moshe stood over Mike, who still had his teeth sunk into Moshe�s arm, and was pounding the bound man in the head.
Ritter shot Moshe in the face. The back of his head burst onto the deck behind them. Moshe stumbled back a step, then toppled over.
Ritter�s shoulder felt like someone had stuck a red-hot fork in it and started stirring. The bullet had dug a quarter-inch divot from the flesh over his shoulder. It bled freely, and the pain gripped his entire upper body in a vice.
Mike appeared over him. His lip was split, and blood had soaked into his beard.
�You okay?� Ritter asked.
Mike nodded and slapped a bandage onto Ritter�s wounded shoulder, then put another bandage over that. Mike sat Ritter up and propped him against a cargo container. Mike slouched down next to Ritter and pulled a tin of chewing tobacco from a pocket. He tapped it against his hand with three snaps and pushed a wad of the foul-smelling black bits into his gumline. He held the tin out to Ritter.
�No, thanks.� Ritter ground his teeth and hissed. His shoulder was spasming.
�Flesh wound. Don�t be a pussy,� Mike said.
Ritter focused on his breathing to take his mind away from the pain. They sat in silence for a minute.
�Hey, you know how to steer this thing?� Ritter asked.
Mike shook his head and spat on the deck.
�Cavalry�s coming. Be here in a couple hours,� Mike said.
�You think we can go home after that?�
Mike shrugged.
* * *
An hour and a change of blood-soaked bandages later, Mike and Ritter waited at the helipad as a navy Seahawk helicopter approached. Ritter and Mike went to their knees, and Mike put his hands behind his head. Ritter did his best to mimic him with his one good arm.
Men in gray scale camouflage and ski masks jumped from the Seahawk and pointed MP5s at them. Red dots swirled on Ritter and Mike�s chests.
One of the masked men approached and yelled, �Garnet!� over the helicopter.
�Obsidian!� Mike answered.
The man lowered his weapon. �That�s your ride.� He jerked a thumb over his shoulder to the helicopter, and Ritter let out a long sigh.
The rest of the new arrivals, anonymous beneath their masks, filed past Ritter and Mike without interest or another word.
Ritter and Mike climbed into the helicopter. The crew chief had to strap the wounded Ritter to his seat. The sailor refused to speak with, or even look at, Ritter and Mike after they took off from the cargo ship.
A nuke and a cruise missile were in the Caliban Program�s possession. Deep down, Ritter didn�t feel like the world was a safer place for it.



Chapter 9

There was no good way to look debonair with one�s arm in a sling, Ritter decided. Dressing himself without his dominant arm was a challenge, and he�d had to wear his suit jacket over his right shoulder like it was a shawl. The staples holding the bullet wound on his shoulder together nagged at him, as much for the itching as for the reminder of how close he�d come to getting killed. Again.
Eisen Meer kept a number of doctors on retainer, all well known for their respect of patient confidentiality. An elderly Austrian doctor had tut-tutted over him as he sealed the cut on his face with skin adhesive. Gluing a wound shut struck him like something infantrymen would do, not a doctor with a wall full of diplomas.
The same doctor had cleaned out the rest of his wounds and given him prescriptions for painkillers and antibiotics. He took only the latter. The doctor promised Ritter�s arm would heal completely in short order as long as he didn�t pop his staples or �have another workplace accident,� as the doctor so gently put it.
Ritter shifted from foot to foot as the elevator hummed upward. Shannon gave him a day to get patched up, then ordered him back to the office immediately afterward. Vienna wasn�t the same place for him anymore. There had always been a threat from foreign intelligence agencies against him and the office, but after the bloody mess with Moshe and his team, he had a new enemy. If Mossad and the Israelis decided to retaliate, the action would be swift and brutal.
Ritter felt useless in the city. His sling made him stand out like a sore thumb, and ditching a tail was nearly impossible for him now. He wouldn�t favor himself in a fight with a common mugger, much less one of Mossad�s assassins.
The elevator to the Eisen Meer office opened, and Ritter stepped past a pile of boxes and packing material outside the reception desk. Through the Plexiglas walls, Ritter saw more boxes taped up and labeled for shipping. Office workers were clearing out their desks and packing their contents away. A man in overalls was scraping away the company�s name from the wall with a painter�s spatula.
�Hello, Mr. Ritter,� Pfennig said from her desk.
�What did I miss?�
She frowned and buzzed the door open. �Ms. Martel is waiting for you in the vault.�
Ritter pushed through the first door, and all the offices in the back, where the real work of the team was done, were vacant. Even the pile of spent juice boxes and empty potato chip bags from Tony�s office was absent.
The vault door was ajar. Shannon sat with her back to the door; it was a horrible bit of tradecraft that would have earned him a slap on the back of the head from Carlos or Mike. The only other things in the room were a table with a teleconference speaker and an empty chair. He pulled the door open with a grunt and stepped inside.
�Shut it,� Shannon said.
Ritter complied, and the door locked itself with a pair of heavy clicks. A red light on the ceiling switched to pale green.
Shannon wrapped her arms around Ritter and hugged him close, careful not to touch his injured shoulder. Ritter, surprised by this sudden display of affection from her, managed to pat her on the back. Her hair smelled like vanilla and lilacs.
She leaned back and ran a finger down the side of Ritter�s injured face.
�It adds character, but� no. We�ll have a plastic surgeon look it over. Can�t have you with a scar there, now can we?� she said.
�I�m building up a collection,� Ritter said.
�Sit, sit.� She tapped perfectly manicured fingernails on the empty chair seat. Ritter eased himself into the chair. Everything hurt today.
Shannon smoothed her skirt and nibbled on her bottom lip.
�I�m sorry. We didn�t know the Israelis were the buyers for the Korean weapon. That they�d turn on you wasn�t part of our risk calculus either. We should have pieced it together, and you and Mike almost died for my mistake,� she said.
�If we had perfect knowledge, we�d play the lottery, not the spy game,� Ritter said. �What do we do about Mossad? They coming for us? Brontislava won�t be happy with the loss of the security team.�
Shannon sighed.
�Israel is why we�re relocating to the Reston office. The local Mossad contact, Ari��
�The scumbag?�
�Ari was arrested in Slovenia with a kilo of cocaine in his trunk. Anonymous tip � most unfortunate for him. I called in a few favors, and known and suspected Mossad agents will have a hell of a time getting into Europe for another week at least. Enough time for us to get back to the States and regroup,� she said.
�Do we have to go to ground for this?� Ritter said. Getting a new identity and spending a year or more masquerading as an intelligence contractor in Arizona wouldn�t contribute to the war against al-Qaeda.
�No, just need to let the passions die down. We have the nuke, and we�ll intone that we have proof they were the buyer. The threat of going public will keep them in check. We can drink mai tais on a Haifa beach this time next year.�
�I�d rather not poke the bear, if that�s all right with you.� Ritter shifted in his chair. �Israel has nukes. Good ones. Why do they want one from North Korea?�
�All nuclear material has a signature. During the Cold War we picked up residue from Russian nuclear tests and traced the uranium back to a single mine in Siberia. One industrial accident later, and Russian nuke production came to a sudden halt. Measurement and signature intelligence, MASINT � amazing stuff.
�If the Israelis had used their own nuke on the Club K, the world could have traced it back to Israel. A Korean nuke is a wild card. They haven�t done enough nuke tests to establish a signature. Their weapon is untraceable,� she said.
�Is that why we want it?� he asked.
Shannon stiffened. If it was anyone else, Ritter would have known a lie was coming.
�I don�t know why we want it,� she said. Ritter�s face tightened in confusion.
�We all have our orders. Even me. Which brings us here. You weren�t cleared for that operation after the initial attempt to secure the device. Circumstances dictated that you stay in play, and I made the call.� Shannon�s hand went to her shoulder, to touch a phantom wound that was all too real for Ritter.
�I need you to tell me if you can remain silent about the device. Forever.�
Why? Why obtain a nuke and not expose all the guilty parties for their crimes? The questions burned in Ritter�s heart and danced on his tongue. To ask was futile � he knew that. The Caliban Program was a need-to-know organization. Curiosity was a trait that would get you fired � or worse. If he kept his head down and his mouth shut, the answers might come to him.
�It�s better we have it than anyone else. I�ll stay quiet,� he said.
Shannon nodded, her eyes sad.
�Then I have a word for you: Caius. When the Caius protocol is in use, anyone who comes across anything associated with that word is either marginalized� or eliminated. The nuke is Caius. Do you understand?�
Ritter had seen �Caius� on the message she�d sent Mike. The pieces fell into place quickly. That message had told Mike that the Israelis had to die but that Ritter must be spared. Why? Why was he so special?
�Caius,� Ritter said.
�Thank you, Eric. That�s done. Can you do me a favor with Natalie?� she said.
* * *
Shannon gave Ritter his instructions and shut the vault door behind him after he left.
She grabbed the teleconference speaker and spun it around. The green light showing an open line was still on.
�Well done,� a twisted voice said.
The light snapped off.
Shannon buried her face in her hands and wept.
* * *
Natalie opened the Styrofoam packs and guided the jaeger schnitzel onto plates with a butter knife. A side of tart-smelling, warm potato salad went on each plate.
�This is the closest I�ve come to cooking in months,� she said loudly enough for Ritter to hear. She heard him laugh from his bedroom.
She carried the plates to the little table and set them down. A dusty pack rested on one of the seats. She grabbed the carry handle, thinking it weighed only a few pounds. Her first tug at the pack told her something heavy, very heavy, was inside it.
�What the hell?� she said. She unzipped the pack and did a double take. She picked up a gold bar, almost the size of her forearm, loose gold coins covered the bottom of the pack.
�Eric?�
Ritter came out of the bedroom, his bad arm swinging loosely at his side.
�Oops, forgot about that,� he said. �I�ll drop it in a deposit box tomorrow. Worry about it later,� he said.
�This is almost��she tested the weight of the gold in the bag against the weight of the bar in her hand��a million dollars in gold.�
�Just put it on the couch, please.� He sat at the table and tried to open a bottle of Perrier water one handed.
Natalie left the gold and a slew of questions on the couch and grabbed the bottle from Ritter. She twisted the cap off and poured for both of them.
�Okay, the fortune in gold aside, what�s our plan?� she asked.
�We fly back to the States tomorrow and move to the company�s office in Reston, northern Virginia. Pack light. Anything you leave behind will get sent on later. And� we�re married,� he said.
�Come again?�
�Couples attract less scrutiny, and I need some help on account of my workplace accident. Shannon�s idea. I have our passports somewhere, Mrs. Chesterfield.�
Natalie gave Ritter a wry smile. �Not the worst thing I�ve had to do this week. So much for Salzburg, huh?�
�To misquote my favorite Austrian, we�ll be back. Someday,� he said.
Ritter tried mashing his jaeger schnitzel with the side of his fork with little success. Natalie pulled his plate closer and cut up his entire plate of food for him.
�Thanks, honey.�
�Is this how it�s going to be in our marriage? Me doing all the work?� she said.
�Only after I get shot.�
She pushed the plate back to him. The veneer of calm she�d held up to that moment fell away. Ritter watched as her face darkened and she drew her arms in to wrap them around her stomach.
�Is it always like this?� she asked quietly. �I got used to the life and death risks when we in Iraq. At least there I knew who the bad guys were, our mission, our priorities. Black and white. Now I don�t know who is on whose side. The Russian arms dealer is our friend. Mossad is our friend until they aren�t and they stab you in the back. Everything is� gray.
�No. This was��he took a bite of potato salad and considered his next words carefully��a special kind of miserable. Everything we do is in that gray area. Just the nature of the game.
�You�re OK with that?�
�I accept it. We had ideals in the Army, standards. Brontislava, Mossad� don�t. If we try and do things by our old standards we will lose, and you can imagine the consequence. If I had the chance to go back in uniform and do things on the up and up, I wouldn�t. My way of thinking has been set free,� he said, his interest in dinner gone.
�You think we�re �free.� Someone is pulling our strings. Shannon may be an ice queen but I know she wasn�t on board with sending you and Mike out there with Mossad,� Davis said.
�Strings� Are we puppets if we play our parts willingly?�
�You aren�t at all curious who those,� she lowered her voice �directors are?�
�Ever since I joined, our mission has been to protect the country, make the terrorists pay for what they�ve done. I have faith in that.�
�Speaking of faith. Do you know what happened to� it?�
�It�s safe,� he said. Once the nuke was handed off to the other team, his need to know went away. The fact that he hadn�t been called in to find it since then was of some comfort. The nuke was Caius, and he couldn�t have Natalie asking about it further. Time to change the subject.
�You finally took care of Suleiman?�
�It wasn�t intentional,� she said. Natalie recounted the whole ordeal in Beirut for Ritter. Her posture changed as she spoke; her shoulders slouched forward, and her head lowered. �Carlos debriefed me when I got back, and things were quiet � I mean, things were quiet in the office, not for you � until Shannon walks out of the vault and says we�re closing down.� She looked away.
�He was a bad man. He�� Ritter caught himself. Not because Suleiman�s history was classified. The man had forced his daughter, Baida, into marrying a jihadist to curry favor with al-Qaeda. After his daughter died in a drone attack in Pakistan, he�d used her martyr status to build even more clout with the organization�s financiers in Saudi Arabia. Ritter didn�t want to explain his relationship to Baida, his involvement in her death, and the final resolution with her husband, Haider, years later in Iraq.
�I wish I�d been the one to do it,� Ritter said.
�Is it always like this? The killing. The manipulation� The giant pile of gold on your couch,� she said.
�Not always. The gold is definitely an oddity. Do you want to stay on? We can transfer you anywhere you want if this isn�t for you. Even back to the army,� he said.
�Is the world a better place because of what we�ve done?� she asked.
�It may not feel like it, but I think so.� Ritter could believe that, in time. The deaths, suffering, and betrayal were still raw wounds in his mind and on his body.
�I�ll stay on, if Shannon will let me. I think I did nothing but screw up this whole time,� she said.
�You made it work in the end. We�re much more about the ends than the means,� Ritter said.
Natalie chuckled.
�Ends,� she half whispered.
Ritter nodded. Part of him railed against what he was about to do. He could stop her from taking the path into darkness he�d chosen years ago. Stop her from ever becoming like him. But it wasn�t his choice to make.
�I have a word for you, Natalie. A word you must never repeat. The word is Caliban.�
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