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Аннотация
When pirates hijack a container ship off the coast of Somalia, a sinister plan to cripple the U.S. presence in the Persian Gulf and precipitate a war is unleashed. Two North Korean nuclear warheads being smuggled to Iran are the centerpiece of an ISIS plot to distract the world's attention. If they succeed, thousands of people will die in nuclear fire and the world will be at war.
Enter OUTCAST (Operational Undertaking To Counteract Active Stateside Threats) — six ex-operatives from six of America’s most powerful organizations. Each has been unceremoniously released by their respective former employer for alleged misdoings that leave their pride wounded but their essential skill-sets untouched. After uniting over their shared bond of dismissal from the nation’s most elite outfits, the disgruntled spooks realize that they can work together like never before to take down threats to their beloved country, a country that branded them as outcasts but needs them now more than ever.
As a quiet investigation in South Africa suddenly goes hot, leading to a Somalian pirate base and a night-time assault on the high seas, OUTCAST is hell-bent on showing America that their way isn't the best way — it's the only way.

African Firestorm is Book 3 of the OUTCAST Ops series. Game of Drones is Book 1. Book 2 is The Poseidon Initiative. They can be read in any order.
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PROLOGUE

Off the Somali Coast
A 210-meter long container ship based out of South Africa with a cargo of 6,600 containers, the Northstar Venture was barely twenty years old. The ship had a clean, though slightly worn look, with a green hull and a white, five-story tall superstructure located three-quarters of the distance from the bow. The flagship of the SeaStar Ventures line, she was traveling from South Africa to Singapore, with stops in Doha and Mumbai.
It was near midnight when the Northstar's captain, Alexi Novikov, walked onto the bridge. Longer than it was wide, with doors on each end and windows affording a 360 degree view of the ship and surrounding sea, the bridge was currently cloaked in darkness. The lighting inside was subdued, most of it coming from back-lit controls and monitors.
Novikov was a short, thin man, and he dressed for comfort this far outside of port in slacks and a golf shirt. He'd gone to sea when he was sixteen and had spent most of three decades on one ship or another, working his way up to command the Northstar for the last five years.
Three other crewmen occupied the bridge. Novikov’s first officer, Saleh Narsai, smiled at him.
"You're up late, Captain," he said in lightly accented English. He was a bit taller and wider than his captain, swarthy and handsome, but he looked too young to be the ship's second-in-command.
"I can't sleep. Not this close to the Somali coast."
Narsai snorted. "We're five hundred kilometers off the coast," he said, then motioned to the darkness outside the windows. "The few pirates left are in bed, hoping the world won't drop a bomb on their huts."
"Nevertheless, are all the anti-piracy systems still in place?"
"Yes, Captain. All systems are either in place or on stand-by. The security commander is on top of that. The extra patrols are on duty as well.”
"I won't be happy until we're in Doha and we can be rid of both the extra help and the cargo." Novikov looked out into the darkness. "Where are those hired guns, anyway?"
Narsai shrugged. "Walking the decks like wind-up toy soldiers, I expect."
The ship had a crew of twenty, plus six extra guards foisted on them by a nervous corporate office in Capetown. Unlike the crew, who were mostly Filipinos with a few Arabs and Africans, the guards — all young, fit men of Middle Eastern origin with a menacing air about them— stayed in their quarters when they weren't on duty and avoided contact with the crew. Novikov had overheard two of them talking, and the veteran seafarer had been around ports long enough to recognize Farsi when he heard it.
Novikov rubbed his short beard. "I still don't like it.”
Narsai sighed. "Have you eaten yet, sir?"
The captain shook his head. "Stomach's not feeling right."
"Then go get something to eat and get some sleep, Captain. I'll call if there's a problem."
"All right," Novikov muttered.
"I'll call down to Yahira and ask him to warm up some leftover dinner and something to settle your stomach."
Novikov waved a hand. "Fine."
Narsai waited until the captain left the bridge, then glanced at the helmsman. "Two hours," he said in Arabic.
* * *
Exactly two hours later, Narsai left and went down to his cabin, located one deck below the bridge. The space was a little smaller than a hotel room, but comfortable. Not sparing the room a glance, Narsai went to his closet and took out a suitcase. Placing the locked case on his desk, he unlocked it and opened it. Four pistols — Tokarev T-33s— a dozen magazines, four sound suppressors, four handheld radios, and a Globestar GSP-1700 satellite phone were nestled in foam cutouts.
Narsai removed the satellite phone, turned it on and dialed a number from memory. On the second ring a voice answered with, "Yes?"
"We are ready," Narsai said in Arabic.
"Good. Begin. We are on our way."
Narsai hung up, turned the phone off and placed it back into the briefcase. He closed the case and carried it with him as he left the cabin. The ship was quiet, most of the crew asleep, the result of a heavy dose of tranquilizers mixed in with the evening meal. The plan had been laid out and practiced many times, so there was no doubt, no hesitation in Narsai's mind.
When he entered the bridge, the other three members of his team were waiting; Yahira, the steward, Faisal, the second engineer, and Musa the relief helmsman. All were young men in good physical shape, experienced sailors and loyal comrades. Their eyes locked on the briefcase and Narsai smiled.
"The plan is a go.” He placed the case on top of a console, then glanced at Musa. "Cut the transponder."
The helmsman tapped on one of the Northstar's recently installed touch screens, his fingers quick and sure as they interfaced with the ship's computer. Musa's knowledge of the system, as well as an unauthorized computer program he recently installed, allowed the helmsman to disable the ship's transponder. After forty-five seconds he turned to Narsai. "Done."
Narsai nodded and opened the case. "Good. When I give you the order, alter course to two-eight-zero and maintain speed until I tell you otherwise."
He handed each team member a radio, pistol, suppressor and three magazines. Musa loaded a magazine into his pistol, then stuck it inside his jumpsuit and went back to the helm. Narsai, Yahira and Faisal threaded their suppressors onto their pistols before loading a magazine and pulling the slide back to load the first round of 7.62 x 25mm ammo. They all looked at each other and without a word, went their separate ways.
Narsai's first target was the guard on the open deck on top of the bridge. There were three guards on duty — one here, at the highest accessible point of the ship — and one each at the bow and stern. Three more were asleep in one of the cabins below. The guards were armed with AK-74 assault rifles, SIG-Sauer P226 pistols, and kept at least two RPG-29 launchers in the cabin in case of a pirate attack. Narsai had watched them, and after a couple of days became convinced that the men were members of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards’ elite Quds Force — highly trained and fanatically devoted to the Islamic Revolution. He would only have one shot at this.
When he reached the top of the steel stairs leading to the upper deck, he spotted the guard at once. He faced toward the stern, ten feet from Narsai, eyes buried in a pair of night-vision glasses. He wore army surplus trousers and shirt, and had his AK-74 slung over one shoulder. When he turned to the left, away from Narsai, the executive officer stepped onto the deck silently, keeping his pistol low and close to his leg.
He had taken three steps when the guard lowered the glasses and turned toward him. Narsai raised his pistol and fired twice, the pop of the suppressed rounds lost in the warm night air. Both slugs punched into the Iranian's face, and he crumpled to the deck.
Narsai waited a few seconds, then took his radio out and hit the transmit button four times in rapid succession. That done, he stripped the body of all weapons and equipment. As he was finishing up, he heard three clicks from his radio, indicating that Faisal's target, the stern guard, was also dead.
He left the guard where he fell and headed down the stairs. As he reached the bottom of the stairway, his radio clicked five times, signifying Yahira's success. He stopped and spoke into the transmitter.
"Yahira and Faisal: Execute phase two. Musa: Change course."
* * *
The rest of the takeover went without a problem. Most of the crew died in their sleep as Narsai's team methodically worked their way through the crew quarters, double-tapping each one in the head.
The off-duty guards were the first to die, never realizing that the very threat they guarded against was already aboard the ship. Captain Novikov, heavily drugged, was the last one to perish, shot by Narsai.
As Narsai turned away, he heard Musa say over the radio, "Ship's here. Port side, twenty kilometers out."
"Copy," Narsai returned. Then he took out the sat-phone and hit redial.
The same voice as before answered.
"It is done," Narsai said in Arabic.
"Good. We have you on radar and will be there within the hour."
"We will be waiting."
"Good work, Saleh. Meet me on the deck when we arrive. I want to see the cargo for myself."
"Yes sir."
There was a click and the line went dead. Narsai powered off the phone and spoke into the radio. "Faisal, shut down all anti-piracy systems and clear the deck for the Colonel. Are the ladders ready?"
"Yes sir.”
"Good.” Narsai headed for the cabin door, the body of the man he just killed already forgotten. He spoke into his radio as he walked.
"Musa, bring the ship to full stop, then help Faisal. Yahira, prepare tea for the Colonel. Faisal, when you are done shutting down the anti-piracy systems, get the manifest and meet me on the quarterdeck. We're meeting the colonel."
Stopping in his cabin, Narsai took the time to clean up and change into a uniform — an olive-green shirt and trousers over which he put on a belt and a holster, into which he put the Tokarev. The last item was a black and white armband, proclaiming the Islamic Caliphate Army in Arabic, which he tied on his upper right arm. He was just finishing up when Musa radioed to tell him the Colonel's ship had arrived.
By the time Narsai reached the quarterdeck, he could see the lights of another ship, smaller than the Northstar, off the port side. Using the dead guard's night vision glasses, he stared out into the darkness. The newcomer, an old cargo vessel named the Saad el Melik, drifted five hundred meters away, blacked out with all lights off, silent and still.
Two small boats headed toward the Northstar. Each Zodiac inflatable raft was packed with armed men, though they were still too far away for Narsai to see much detail. He watched them for a few seconds, then lowered the glasses and turned as he saw Faisal approach, a computer tablet in his hands. The engineer had also changed into a uniform similar to Narsai’s, and wore a tool-belt.
"Do you want me to open the container before he arrives?" He handed the tablet and a large flashlight to the first officer.
Narsai shook his head. "No. The Colonel will want to have it opened in his presence. Do you have the bolt cutters?"
"Yes, and I also have a ladder and additional tools, if needed."
"Good, but let us hope it doesn't come to that."
Soon the first wave of boarders climbed over the rail. Narsai kept his expression neutral as a thin-framed, dark-skinned Somali man stepped down onto the deck. He wore a threadbare shirt, knee-length shorts held up by a rope belt, and decrepit sneakers. The AK-47 he had slung over his back looked as worn as his clothes, but he swung it around quickly and pointed it at Narsai. As Narsai raised his hands, a second Somali topped over the rail and reacted exactly as the first.
A half-dozen Somalis had found their way on deck before Narsai recognized a familiar face. Yasir Ilshu was the Colonel's right-hand man, feared both inside and outside the Islamic Caliphate Army as a cold-blooded killer whose list of victims numbered in the hundreds. Slightly above average height, but broad-shouldered and muscular, he wore sand-colored combat fatigues and paratrooper boots. An AK-74 was slung over his shoulder, and a pair of automatics rode on his hips, along with a broad-bladed knife that added to his menace.
Ilshu’s eyes swept the deck before locking onto Narsai. “Lower your hands,” he said in a cold tone. He then barked something in Somali, raised his arms and pointed in two directions. The Somalis nodded and moved away from the rail, going forward and aft.
Ilshu looked at Narsai. "Sorry,” he said in Arabic, “relations between us and these pirates are still tenuous. Any problems on your end?"
Narsai shook his head. "It went smoothly."
"Good. Where are the bodies?"
"Most are still in their cabins. The guards that were on-duty are still where we left them."
Ilshu nodded. “Wait here for the Colonel."
Another dozen boarders, mostly Somali pirates along with a few ICA warriors, climbed over the rail. Not long after, the leader of the operation arrived and the ICA soldiers snapped to attention and saluted.
Colonel Bakir Riyad was several inches taller than Ilshu, but thinner, with a closely-cropped beard and short dark hair. His face was narrow and angular, deeply-tanned skin and dark, alert eyes. He carried a CIS SAR-21 assault rifle slung over one shoulder, and a pistol on his right hip. "Good work, Saleh," he said, his voice low and warm.
"Thank you, sir."
"Dr. Masood and a couple of his team are coming up the ladder."
Riyad turned his head to look at Ilshu. "Yasir, General Yabaal is also on his way up. Stay here and welcome him onboard. Give him a tour of the ship. Make sure he does not follow us."
"Yes, sir," Ilshu said.
Another man climbed onto the deck. Instead of a uniform, he wore brown overalls and brown shoes. He turned and smiled at Narsai.
"Ah, Saleh!" he said eagerly, "Where are the prizes?"
Narsai motioned with his head. "Just a couple of rows forward."
"Lead me to them."
Riyad’s tone was stern. "Just a moment, Doctor. Wait for your assistants."
Dr. Pelabo Masood was a short, rotund man with thinning gray hair and a thick mustache. His pudgy face in the overhead light looked pale.
"Of course, Colonel," he said with an air of resignation.
It took several more minutes for two additional men, also in overalls, to climb aboard the ship. Narsai led the way forward, taking the second catwalk separating the container stacks and using the flashlight to find the right container. He located it, double-checked the ID number on the tablet, then pointed to a sea-green unit stacked two containers above the deck.
"That one."
Faisal came forward, carrying a ladder. He put it into place, made sure it was secure, then scrambled up, the bolt cutters banging against his leg as he climbed. He placed the cutters on the padlock, and with a swift motion, cut the lock. With some effort, he pulled the doors open as far as they would go.
From below, Narsai shined his flashlight into the shipping container, revealing a wall of cardboard boxes. "Faisal!" he yelled up. "Remove those boxes."
Faisal managed to get a grip on one box near the middle and pulled. It came out easily, sending it and half a dozen others cascading out of the container to fall to the deck below, missing everyone by a few feet.
Riyad touched one of the cartons with a toe. Not finding much resistance, he knelt and easily lifted it.
“Empty." He rose and tossed the box to Narsai. The sailor caught it and smiled.
"There's a second row of boxes," Faisal called down.
"Clear them out!" Riyad shouted up.
In less than a minute, both rows of boxes had been thrown to the deck below. Faisal shined a light into the container's now-accessible inner reaches.
"They're here!"
Masood, moving quicker than Narsai had ever seen him, ran for the ladder and was a third of the way up before Narsai or Riyad moved to follow him. By the time they were halfway up the ladder, Masood was already inside the container. Narsai climbed in and stood next to Riyad, his and the colonel's flashlights illuminating the container's true contents.
Two cones, each five feet long and a foot wide at the base, sat inside wooden frames anchored in place with cables attached to the container's sides. Each one was dark green in color, and on the base of the cone facing him, Narsai could see a line of symbols that he recognized as Korean.
Masood ran his hands over the first object as if stroking a pet. He turned, took several steps and leaned out of the container.
"Get that equipment up here now!"
"First impressions, Doctor?" Riyad asked.
"I don't know yet. They look like the warheads but until I can examine them more fully, I will not commit myself."
Masood's assistants climbed into the container, carrying bags.
Masood motioned toward the ICA men. "Stand back, please. And be quiet.”
For ten minutes, Riyad and Narsai watched Masood, his two assistants, and Faisal examine the two objects. Tools and instruments were brought out and used. Finally, Masood stepped back and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. He smiled at Riyad.
"Our friends in North Korea are getting better in their construction. I think we can expect a thirty-kiloton yield from each one. Colonel, you are now in possession of two perfectly functional nuclear warheads."
By the light of Narsai's flashlight, Riyad's face took on a demonic appearance. He ran a hand against the wooden frame, his expression one of pure joy as he spoke.
"Brothers, Allah has given us these weapons to punish not only those who have strayed from the true path, but also the Great Satan himself and his allies. They will feel our wrath. Saleh, notify the Saad el Melik that DESERT WIND is a go."
"Yes sir."
Faisal stared at the objects. "Sir, are you sure these are nuclear warheads?"
Riyad’s gaze never left the atomic weapons. "I am certain."

CHAPTER ONE

Above the Atlantic Ocean
The Gulfstream G650 had once been the personal toy of a Mexican drug cartel leader, who had used it to jet around the world for both business and pleasure. That man was now in a Federal prison, the result of a DEA sting, and a friend inside the DEA had tipped off Tanner Wilson that the plane was being sold at auction. Wilson, with the help of a few friends, managed to buy the Gulfstream, giving his team a way to get places without having to rely on the airlines and the security problems that went along with them.
The plane was six hundred miles southwest of Puerto Rico, thirty-seven thousand feet over the Atlantic Ocean. Wilson took one last look at the controls before turning to look at Andy DeCasta in the co-pilot seat. An old friend of Tanner's, DeCasta was a retired FBI agent, twenty years older than Wilson and an excellent pilot. He'd been the one who had helped Wilson inspect the Gulfstream when it'd come up for auction, and had been teaching him the ins and outs of flying the business jet. He was short and lean, with a windswept face and merry blue eyes. He grinned back at Wilson.
"I have to go brief my team," Tanner said.
"Fine by me. When you come back up, bring me a coffee, black, two sugars."
Wilson got up and slapped DeCasta in the shoulder. "You got it."
He left the cockpit, walking back through the forward gallery, and into main cabin. His team was scattered around the cabin. He stood there and watched them for a few seconds.
Stephen Shah and Dante Alvarez played cards at a table in the back of the cabin. Stephen, who sat facing Tanner, was of medium height and wouldn't look out of place in any Middle Eastern county. He'd been a CIA agent until he'd bought a discrimination lawsuit against the agency. Fluent in several Middle Eastern languages, including various Arabic dialects, he was also quite knowledgeable about local customs. He saw Tanner and motioned to Alvarez to turn around.
Dante did so, revealing a long, thin face with a slight Simian cast to it. With deep brown eyes and dark hair, the former Secret Service agent gave a nod to Wilson, then dropped his card hand on the table and turned the chair around to face Tanner, revealing a tall, lean frame.
In front of Alvarez and Shah, Naomi "Nay" Washington was laid out on the cabin's only couch, a hardcover book resting on her stomach as she read. She was a beautiful African-American with long legs and an hourglass figure. She lowered her book and gave Tanner an expectant stare. Behind those luminous eyes was thirteen years’ experience in arson and explosive investigations for the ATF, before a whistle-blower's scandal led to her being forced from the agency.
To Tanner's right, a frumpy-looking woman with a short, conservative haircut and Lennon-like glasses sat at a table, tapping away on a laptop. She looked more like a college professor than a former NSA analyst. Danielle Sunderland's expertise in computers and hacking had proved valuable to the team in the past. Her eyes flicked up to meet Wilson’s, then went back to the laptop. She tapped a few keys before looking up at Wilson again. "Ready.”
"About time," the last member of the OUTCAST team said. Sprawled in a chair to Wilson's right, Liam Reilly stretched and looked up at the team leader. "Now can you tell us where we're going and what we're going to do where we get there?" He wasn't quite as tall as Alvarez, but was more muscular.
Tanner smiled. He was tall, fit, with rugged good looks and an easy demeanor when not on a mission. The most striking thing about him was his eyes. A condition called heterochromia, Tanner had one eye so pale blue it nearly matched the white of its surrounding cornea, while his other eye had an iris so black that it appeared not to have a pupil. Despite their mismatched look, they functioned as well as anyone else's eyes. A high-ranking martial artist had once called Tanner's eyes a reflection of Ying and Yang, opposite halves making a whole.
The team known as OUTCAST — Operational Undertaking To Counteract Active Stateside Threats — was made up of good people who had been rejected by the agencies they'd served well. Each one had been fired for one reason or another. In Alvarez's case it had been a prostitution scandal. Danielle had used NSA resources to try and find her son, taken by her ex-husband, while Liam had written an operator eye-view of the Bin Laden raid, which he had been a part of. In Tanner's case, it had been trumped-up sexual harassment charges that had forced him out of the FBI's counter-terrorism section. Now, they were taking the fight to America's enemies on their own terms.
"Casey's dropped a hot one on us."
That got everyone's attention. John Casey, former FBI director, now a "Special Projects" director, answerable to only the President and handling covert operations and operatives, was Tanner's primary contact within the U.S. government.
Tanner looked at Danielle. "Put the first image up on the screen."
Danielle entered a command on the laptop and across the cabin from Nay, the 26" widescreen HD LCD monitor came to life. A large ship with a green hull and white superstructure was displayed in three quarters profile. Cargo containers were stacked on her decks.
"This," Tanner said, motioning to the monitor, "is the Northstar Venture, a container ship belonging to the SeaStar Ventures Shipping Company, based in Capetown, South Africa. Eighteen hours ago, it disappeared five hundred miles off the Somali Coast."
Naomi sat up, swinging her long legs so her feet were on the floor. "Pirates?"
"I thought the Somali pirate situation was under control," Dante said.
"For the most part, it is," Liam said, folding his arms. "But there are a few bands who still try their luck."
"Any ransom demands?" Stephen asked.
"Not as of yet," Tanner replied. "SeaStar hasn't told anyone about the hijacking and they’re trying to quietly get the ship back as quickly as they can. But pirates isn't the reason Casey wants us on this. It’s what's on the Northstar Venture."
"Which is?" Liam prompted.
"Intelligence has been tracking a cargo container from North Korea, through China to Singapore, all the way down to Capetown, where the intel indicates the contents were repacked into another container they haven't been able to ID yet. What they are certain of is the cargo was placed on the Northstar Venture. The Northstar's next stop was supposed to be the port of Doha, Qatar, where the intelligence suggests it would be transported across the gulf to Iran."
"The spooks think the North Koreans are shipping missile technology to Iran." This from Shah.
Tanner nodded. "The North Koreans have tried smuggling missiles through the Panama Canal before, but they got caught. They need the cash, and the Iranians have that in spades. Those two have been trading partners with each other for years, even with the UN embargoes against each of them."
"But something has both the North Koreans and the Iranians in a panic," Danielle interjected. "NSA intercepts between the two countries have been intense in the last twelve hours."
"More than missiles then," Dante said.
"That's the best thinking at the moment," Tanner agreed. "It's possible that the cargo is nuclear material."
"Shit," Stephen breathed.
"Yeah," Tanner said. "That's why we're going in low, and under the radar. Our objective is to locate the ship, board it, and determine the cargo container's contents. If it is in fact weaponized nuclear material, we call in the Navy."
"So where are we going?" Naomi asked.
"Capetown first, where SeaStar Ventures has their headquarters and main warehouses. Myself, Nay and Dante will be going to the shipping offices to talk to the President and CEO, Horst Aswegen. Danielle, please post Aswegen's picture on the screen."
The picture of the ship was replaced the in image of a blond-hair Afrikaner with a craggy face and pale gray eyes.
"Intel has Aswegen pegged as a major conduit of illegal cargo to Iran, so he has to know what's onboard the Northstar. But he's slick and has avoided all attempts to pin anything on him."
"Won’t this be splashed all over the news?" Dante wanted to know.
Tanner shook his head. "SeaStar is playing this close — only a dozen people inside the company know about the hijacking, and maybe another dozen or so outside of the company, all in the Iranian, North Korean, and U.S. intel communities."
"So what are Danielle, Stephen and I going to do?" Liam asked.
"You three are going to go down to SeaStar's main warehouse, access their computer systems and download the company's shipping records. There are over a thousand containers on the Northstar, and we need to narrow down that list before we board the ship."
"Why not do it remotely?" Naomi asked.
"Internal network only," Danielle replied. "Basically a local network not connected to the web. It can only be accessed it from the SeaStar offices or warehouse."
"Aswegen hasn't stayed out of prison by being complacent," Tanner said. "I doubt there's more than a half-dozen people inside the company involved with the smuggling."
He glanced at his watch. "Time to go to work. Danielle, see if you can scrounge up some floor plans for both the SeaStar offices and warehouse. We'll be in Capetown in ten hours.”

CHAPTER TWO

Somali Coast
The sun was just cresting the horizon when Riyad walked onto the Northstar Venture's bridge. Narsai was there, directing Musa as he guided the ship into position. Less than a kilometer away, the brown and gray dusty land of Somalia rose out of the blue-green ocean. Within the shades of brown and gray, a few green hues were scattered across the view, speckled with color from the buildings near the beach. To Riyad, it looked like a foreboding place.
Narsai turned and snapped to attention, while Musa spun and snapped a quick salute before returning to his task of bringing the Northstar as close to the beach as he could.
Riyad returned the salutes, then stood and watched the new captain finish directing the anchoring of the Northstar. As soon as Faisal, who was manning the anchor, radioed that it was secured, Musa shut the engines down, leaving the ship floating three-quarters of a kilometer off the coast.
"Excellent work," Riyad said.
"Thank you sir," Narsai replied. He looked tired, his face drawn.
"You and your team should get some sleep. Captain Kashgari can supervise the transfer of the missiles from the Saad el Melik to this ship."
"I'm fine sir.”
"None of you have slept in thirty hours," Riyad said gently. "I need you and your team to get some rest."
Narsai nodded. "All right, we'll do so, sir."
The port-side door on the bridge opened and General Yabaal stormed in. He was tall for a Somali, and unlike most of his men, he wasn't thin. He was also dressed better than his men, though not to the level of Riyad's own troops. The general's head was shaved, and combined with a break of a nose, reminded Riyad of an overweight vulture. Behind him, two of his men followed, both armed with AK-47s, and both looking at the ICA commander like dogs sizing up a potential meal.
"Colonel!" Yabaal said in accented Arabic. "When can we inspect the cargo?"
"When we are finished," Riyad replied in as respectful a tone he could muster, given the words. "If everything goes well, the cargo, with the exception of those listed containers, will be yours to inspect in a few hours."
Yabaal's face scrunched up as if he smelled something rancid. "How do we know you're not taking the best for you and your men before we have a look?"
"I am only interested in the contents of a few containers," Riyad said steadily. "The rest hold nothing of value to me or my men, and will be all yours."
The two stared at each other for a few seconds, but Yabaal was the first to break the confrontation, by shifting his glare to Narsai. "All right," he said in a menacing tone. "But do not take me for a fool. I will know if you try and cheat me and my men, and you will pay!"
"I have no reason to cheat you," Riyad said with a smile. "The most valuable stuff is in the center hold, while the containers I'm interested are above deck. Once we are done, you will see that I am right."
Yabaal's face contorted in thought, then broke out into a big grin. "I believe you!" he said in a booming voice. He held up two meaty hands in a giving gesture. "We are allies, are we not? If we can't trust each other, who else can we?"
Riyad smiled, showing even white teeth. "I assure you my friend, you and your men will find everything you are looking for once we are done."
"Of course. You will keep me informed?"
"I assure you that we will."
"Good. I am going ashore to inspect my men."
"I have to go ashore too," Riyad said. "I am needed elsewhere for a couple of days. Captain Narsai will let you know when our part of the operation is done."
"Of course!" Yabaal said agreeably. "Any idea on how long that will be?"
"If everything goes right, this evening," Narsai said.
The Somali warlord's grin widened even more, showing khat-stained teeth. "That is more excellent news! I must tell my followers at once!"
"If I may have a few moments with my man," Riyad said, "I will join you on your trip to Eyl."
"I will be waiting!" Yabaal said. He turned and left the bridge, closing the door behind him.
Narsai went over to the window and watched the general and his men descend the stair case to the deck. "The man's a muti," he snarled.
"True, but he makes an excellent shield to hide behind while we work in the shadows. Besides, we still need what we don't have — manpower."
"I do not trust him."
"He can be controlled, as long as you give him scraps and tell him it's the finest steak."
"Do you think the Iranians will try to assault the ship?"
Riyad pursed his lips. "Not until they have more information. The last thing they need is an international incident."
"What about Aswegen? If the Iranians question him—"
"Yasir and a small team will handle that. I'm dispatching him to Capetown."
"Yes sir."
"Now, I want the missiles and the launchers unloaded and assembly started before I get back. Any word on the Pharaoh's Pride?"
"The latest still has her on course and speed."
Riyad smiled. "Good. And one last thing. Make sure you keep those warheads and Masood's team under tight guard at all times. I don't want to give 'General' Yabaal any ideas."
"Understood, sir."

CHAPTER THREE

Capetown, South Africa
Kamal Hassan and his bodyguards stood in front of the hangar as he watched the Cessna Citation S/II Business jet roll toward them. This part of the Capetown International Airport catered to the business jets that frequented the city.
Hassan was a short, plump man, dressed in an expensive suit with manicured fingernails and an expensive haircut. Despite the early morning, he seemed comfortable and cheerful, looking like a wealthy businessman waiting for his guests to deplane.
But although he was wealthy, most of his fortune came from smuggling contraband, drugs and weapons in and out of the country. He also was an information broker, with sources all across the continent. Deep at his core, however, Hassan was committed to the goal of the Islamic Caliphate and did everything he could to further their cause.
Hassan's chief bodyguard and enforcer stood behind and to his right, towering over his employer by more than half a foot. Wahid Tamrez had the look of a half-awake man, but few people could best the former Syrian Republican Guardsman in a fight. Despite his half-closed eyes, Tamrez was alert and ready, as was the rest of the bodyguard team.
Tamrez leaned forward and said to Hassan, "I don't like this, sir."
"Neither do I," Hassan replied. "But Colonel Riyad's orders were clear, and we must follow them."
The Citation, a twin-engine jet large enough to carry up to ten passengers, rolled to a stop near Hassan and his team. As the engines began shutting down, the Citation's door, located behind the cockpit, slowly opened out and down, deploying the stairs as it did so. As the engine noise died away, a pair of men in suits climbed out of the plane and took positions on either side of the door. Yasir Ilshu was the next man to emerge from the plane, dressed in a tailored suit. Behind him, three more men came out, also in suits. Hassan noticed that all of them were clean-shaven, in good physical shape, and looked all around, even up into the air.
Hassan held his arms out. "Kassem!" he said loudly in Arabic, using Ilshu's cover name. Ilshu smiled walked over to Hassan.
"It is good to see you again, my friend."
The two embraced like old friends. After breaking the hug, Hassan said in a normal conversation, "How was your trip?"
"Fair," Ilshu said, falling into the role of a businessman. There was no telling if the South Africans were watching them, so they played this charade.
"We should get going," Hassan said. "You can ride with me, and our associates can ride together. My servants should have lunch ready by the time we arrive, so I hope you brought an appetite!"
They walked to the four waiting vehicles, and Hassan, Ilshu and Tamrez got into the nicest of them, a luxury car with tinted windows, while the rest scattered to the other three. They rolled away from the business terminal at a fast clip.
Hassan waited until the convoy was on the road before he said, "What is wrong, my friend? Is the plan still on track?"
"It is," Ilshu said. "But the Colonel has sent me to tie up loose ends here."
A chill went through Hassan and he noticed Tamrez's shoulders tense. "What loose ends?"
"Horst Aswegen. The Colonel believes the Iranians will be direct with their questions."
Hassan relaxed. "I see."
"I'll need everything you have on the man, and plans for his house and offices."
"Aswegen is holed up in his office, along with the senior SeaStar staff, trying to ransom back the ship and its cargo. I doubt he's going to leave until that is done, short of the building catching on fire."
Ilshu nodded. "Good. I'll need the floor plans for the office."
"If you're going to eliminate loose ends, may I suggest that you destroy the company's cargo manifests database? Those records are the first thing authorities will seek when they try to unravel the disaster."
Ilshu looked at Hassan suspiciously. "Can't you do that?"
Hassan shook his head. "The SeaStar network is internal only, with no connection to any outside networks. The entire network will have to be destroyed, both at the office and the main warehouse."
Ilshu frowned. "I don't like the idea of splitting up my team."
"May I make a suggestion?" Hassan asked mildly.
"What?"
"Part of my job has been to cultivate new recruits to the cause. I have two dozen who I believe are ready to take their first steps on the road to holy war."
Ilshu frowned for a moment, then said, "Very well. If nothing else, they will make good cannon fodder."
Hassan sighed. "I hope it doesn't come down to that.”
"What reaction can we expect from the police?"
"Slow, but overwhelming. Mostly, the police here are corrupt or incompetent, but there are a few who are neither. It's the private security forces you have to worry about. SeaStar has a contract with one of the better security companies, but they also have contact within the white power fringe groups. My contacts say that Aswegen uses the white power gangs to watch his warehouses. However, if you can give me until this evening, I can arrange it so that both the police and the security companies are distracted."
Ilshu shot him a suspicious look. "Distracted? How?"
"Leave that to me, my friend."

CHAPTER FOUR

Capetown, South Africa
Night had fallen in Capetown, and the darkness fought with the city lights. It was beginning to cool down, but the humidity remained high. The OUTCAST team had set up in the Cape Africa Hotel, waiting until dark before leaving. During the planning, the team had discussed when to make their approaches to both the SeaStar offices and the main warehouse. It had been decided to make both approaches at night. Aswegen maintained a small apartment in the office building, and with the ongoing crisis, he wasn't going anywhere. The warehouses were closed, as the company currently had no ships in port.
Tanner and Liam reconnoitered both locations in the afternoon, noting the security and surroundings. SeaStar's headquarters was located in a small office complex, next to Nelson Mandela Boulevard, on the edge of the Woodstock district. A mile and a half to the northeast was SeaStar's main warehouse, a large structure less than a mile from the Capetown docks. Once the two were sure of their approach, they returned to the hotel and briefed the rest of the team.
They also decided that Black Team — Liam, Danielle, and Stephen — would first enter the warehouse and begin accessing SeaStar's internal network. Once that was underway, White Team — Tanner, Naomi, and Dante — would entered SeaStar's offices and question Aswegen, using false INTERPOL credentials. Once the network had been accessed, its contents downloaded, and Aswegen questioned, the team would assess the information and plan their next move.
White Team sat in a car in a small parking lot three hundred feet from the business complex. The facility consisted of seven buildings clustered closely together, varying in height from four stories to six. The buildings were mostly glass, a mix of blues and gray concrete, with silver accents. The team could see two guards manning a security station at the main entrance. A steel pole barred vehicle entry into the complex. A two-lane street ran in front of the office park entrance, intersecting with the road where the team's car was parked.
"SeaStar has the entire top floor of building three," Tanner said. He sat behind the steering wheel of the car, a Mitsubishi Pajero Sport 4x4. He stared at the office building through a pair of binoculars. "You can just see the lights from here. There's also a helo pad on the roof, and Aswegen uses a helicopter frequently."
"I see the lights," Naomi said. She was in the front passenger seat, dressed in a dark pants suit and flat heels. "They must be burning the midnight oil."
"They're on the hook for three quarters of a billion dollars’ worth of cargo," Dante said from the back seat. "Not to mention facing the wrath of an irate Iranian government. If I was them, I'd be doing the exact same thing."
"Aswegen may lawyer up on us," Naomi said. "He knows INTERPOL can't do anything to him."
"That's why I want him off-balance from the start," Tanner replied. "I want Naomi to take the lead as soon as we enter the offices. Aswegen doesn't like aggressive women and likes African blacks even less. You're going to be his worst nightmare."
Naomi smiled. "I like that plan."
"Dante and I will back you up and watch out for anyone trying to blindside us. His bodyguards have a tendency to curb-stomp anyone their boss tells them to. Don't draw your pistols unless you see a gun. We're supposed to be INTERPOL — which means we have no power to arrest and no jurisdiction."
"Which is why you want Nay in full 'Black Bitch' mode," Dante said.
"Yeah. At worse, it'll keep everyone's attention on us. At best, we might rattle something out of Aswegen we can use."
There were several clicks in the ear-piece worn by Tanner. "Black to White," Liam said. "We're parking now. No sign of activity."
"Copy, Black," Tanner replied. "Let us know when you're inside. One out."
Dante put his hands behind his head and stretched. "The waiting is the hardest part.”
* * *
SeaStar’s main warehouse was a large structure, just off Marine Drive. Across a side street, behind a steel girder of a building under construction, Liam scanned the warehouse through night-vision goggles. To the right of the warehouse, near the highway, stacks of empty cargo containers sat like giant building blocks. To the warehouse's left, a dirt-cover lot sat ready for construction. The lower part of the warehouse was brick, while the rest was steel, with the SeaStar logo affixed to the side of the building. Liam could see a pair of red steel doors facing his team. There were a couple of outside lights on, but most of the warehouse was in shadow.
They had parked their car two streets over, near a small tavern. Wearing Dragonskin armor, weapons and other equipment under long dark coats, they’d snuck into the deserted construction site and settled in to observe. Separated from the street by a thin wire fence with an opening to Liam's left, the construction area was mostly in darkness.
Danielle's background check on SeaStar's CEO had turned up enough to convince Tanner and Liam not to take chances. Aswegen was an ardent apartheid supporter, though he had muted that opinion publicly since the fall of the old system. But he did have strong ties to local white supremacists gangs, which he used as extra security or when he wanted someone opposing him removed. South African Police Force records, dug out of their system by Danielle, indicated that members of one such group, The National Federation of Free Afrikaans (NFFA) were either listed as security guards or workers in this warehouse. Which is why in addition to their pistols, each team member carried FN P-90 submachine guns and two extra 50-round magazines slung under their coats.
"One to Two," Tanner whispered, relying on the throat microphone to carry his words to Stephen, who was twenty feet away, to Liam's right.
"Go for Two," Stephen said.
"See any activity near those cargo containers?"
"Negative."
"Three, you ready?"
"Yes," Danielle replied. She was five feet behind Liam, in the shadow of a construction generator. "Can we get a move on?"
"Patience," Liam muttered as he raised his NVGs from his eyes. He and Tanner hadn't see any security cameras when they had looked at the warehouse that afternoon, and saw nothing now to indicate electronic security was in place.
"All right, we move in ten seconds. Three on my left, Two on my right. The red doors are the target."
In his head, Liam counted down. When he whispered, "Go," the three headed for the opening in the fence and raced across the street, through a narrow parking lot, and over a low wall. Danielle went left, Stephen went right, both covering their flanks with their P-90s.
Liam knelt next to the door and looked at it. If this was a combat mission, he would have used a dab of C-4 and blown the lock, but it was a "Sneak and Peek" mission — get in, take a look, and get back out without being noticed — so he had to utilize other methods.
From a pouch at his waist, he removed a lock pick gun, sometimes called a snap gun. He inserted a thin steel rod into the squarest device's "muzzle," then fed the rod into the lock until it wouldn’t go any further.
"Ready," he whispered.
Stephen backed up, moving past Liam until he was next to Danielle, his weapon still pointed to Liam's right.
"Set," Stephen whispered.
Liam gripped the door handle with one hand and squeezed the lock pick's trigger with the other, twisting the gun to the left, and pulling on the door handle. The door opened and Stephen stepped up, inserted his foot between the opened door and the jamb. Liam removed the lock pick gun, dropped it back into its pouch, pulled out his own P-90, and pointed it in the direction Stephen had been covering. He duck-walked back until he was between his teammates.
"We go on three," he whispered. “One… Two… Three!"
Stephen used his foot to open the door and stepped inside. Liam followed, staying low. Once inside the building, he swung to the left while Stephen covered the right. A couple of seconds later, Danielle moved between the two, ready to help either teammate.
Silence and near-darkness greeted them. There was a wall of shelves in front of them, running from left to right. Boxes of all shapes and sizes occupied those shelves, which reached nearly to the ceiling. Only a couple of overhead lights were on, leaving the buildings mostly in shadow.
Stephen slid his foot over the door jamb, and the door closed silently. Liam held up his NVG. The three pulled down the night-vision goggles each wore, and their vision improved dramatically. The shades of green revealed they were alone.
"We go right," Liam whispered. "I’m on point, Dani next, Stephen, rear guard. Let's move."
They moved silently down the row until they reached an intersection of shelves. Liam checked to make sure it was clear, then moved quickly and silently across to the row on the other side. The others followed one at a time.
They crossed two more intersections without incident. As they approached the third, a round of raucous laughter stopped them. All three knelt and listened.
" — and the kaffir's looking at me like I have two heads, blood pouring down the side of his face. So, I hit him again on the other side of the head!" More laughter followed, indicating more than two or three people were listening to the speaker.
Liam dropped prone and slowly leaned out until he could see the source of the conversation. Four rows of shelving down, he could see several folding tables that had been set up in the warehouse's center, which was open enough for the tables to be set up in a "U", the base of the U facing Liam's direction. Seven men, all white Afrikaans dressed in blue shirts and dark pants, sat around the tables. Beer bottles were plentiful, some clustered in groups of six or seven, while others were either by themselves or in smaller groups. Food stacked on plates also occupied the tables, as did empty dishes. Liam's eyes zeroed in on several South African-made Vektor R4 assault rifles leaning against the tables, all within easy reach.
"Hey, Sledge!" one of the men called out to someone Liam couldn't see. "How much longer are we going to be sitting here? I haven't seen my girl in two days!"
"Tough," a voice said. A tall, muscular man walked into view. He was dressed like the others, only he had a shaved head and a profile like a rock face. "Die Baas said we stay here until he tells us otherwise. Is that clear?"
"But Sledge—"
"Berg," Sledge growled. "Shut up and make a security sweep. Take Carel with you."
The speaker rose, grabbed his rifle and motioned to another man sitting at the table. "You heard Sledge," he said sharply. "Let's go." The second man got up, grabbed his rifle and followed Berg. The two turned right at the next shelf row and disappeared.
Liam slowly pulled his head back and looked at the other two members of his team. "Problems."
Outside SeaStar's offices
Tanner listed to Liam's description of the extra security at the warehouse. "Can you continue the mission?" he asked.
"We can get into the offices," Liam replied, "but getting out is going to be a bitch."
"Okay, so get in," Tanner said. "And after we're done here, we'll move to your location and see if we can arrange a distraction for you to get out."
"Don't be too long," Liam said. "These guys may be Neanderthals, but they're well-armed Neanderthals and used to violence."
"Copy that, Black. We'll be there shortly. White out."
"Maybe we should we abort this mission?" Naomi asked, looking concerned. “That sounded kind of sketchy.”
Tanner frowned, but before he could answer, there was an explosion in the distance, to the southwest. A few seconds later, another distant explosion occurred, this one to the southeast. As that sound faded, a third boom, from the east and somewhat closer than the others.
"What the hell?" Naomi looked around, head on a swivel.
"Thunder?" Dante asked, also glancing about.
Naomi’s expression now belied true concern. "No, those explosions weren't natural. I think someone just set off some bombs."
Across the street, both guards left their posts at the gatehouse, surveying their surroundings in an attempt to locate the source of the explosions. A delivery truck appeared on the street from the right, slowing as if it was going to turn into the office park. One of the security guards, one hand on his holster, the other hand up in the universal signal to stop, stepped into the truck's path.
The vehicle slowed to a stop. The cab doors opened and two men dressed in black leapt out. As the guards tried to draw their pistols, the newcomers raised their own pistols and fired several times, the attached sound suppressors making the shots almost inaudible to the three in the car. The two guards crumpled to the ground at almost the same time.
Dante’s hand reflexively unsnapped the catch on his pistol’s holster. "Something's going down."
As one of the intruders dragged the guards' bodies out of the way, the driver ran back to the truck and climbed in. The truck rolled forward to the guardhouse, where the second man entered the gatehouse. The pole barrier was raised and the truck rolled through into the business park.
"A robbery?" Naomi asked.
Tanner stared through the binoculars as the truck came to a stop in front of the building housing SeaStar’s offices. The truck's rear door rolled up and half-a-dozen figures in black, each carrying an AK-47 assault rifle, leapt out. A guard stepped out of the building and was cut down by a sustained burst of gunfire.
Tanner dropped the binoculars and started the SUV. "It isn't a robbery," he said, putting the car into drive.
"It's a hit!"

CHAPTER FIVE

SeaStar Warehouse
Berg Van Gelder and Carel Hoek had been NFFA members for several years. Both were uneducated, and prone to violence against non-whites or whites who didn't believe in white superiority. Both had served time in prison, though only for a fraction of the crimes they had actually committed.
Van Gelder was the taller of the two, forty pounds overweight, with a buzz-cut and a face that was best characterized as "piggish" (though no one would say so within his earshot.) Hoek was thin, with close-cut blond hair, and slightly less ugly than Van Gelder.
They were more than halfway through their "security sweep," which entailed nothing more than walking around the warehouse's interior perimeter, and checking to make sure all the exit doors were locked. Flashlights lit their way, because Die Baas — Aswegen — was a cheap bastard, preferring to save on his electrical bill by not lighting the warehouse unless there was cargo coming in or out.
"I wonder what has Die Baas so worried," Hoek muttered. "Does he think those kaffir Somalis are going to come down here and take this warehouse?"
"I don't know," Van Gelder growled. "But he's paying us to make sure no one breaks in here and steals anything."
"I don't like this, Berg.”
"You don't have to like it. You just have to do it."
For a couple of minutes, the only sounds were their footsteps. They reached the northeast corner, but as they turned, they heard a small ringing, like a coin falling onto the concrete floor ahead of them. "What the hell?" Hoek muttered.
They moved forward slowly, flashlights probing the ground ahead. After a few seconds, the beams picked up something glittering on the floor. They stepped close and Van Gelder bent down and picked it up. He stared at it in the beam of light.
"It's a Krugerrand!" he said, flipping the gold coin over.
"How in the hell did it get here?" Hoek asked.
"I don't know. I—"
Neither man saw their killers come out of the darkness. A figure in black came up from behind each man, placed a hand across their mouths, jerked their heads straight up to expose the neck, and cut each man's throat with a knife before driving the blade into each man's kidney. The dying men struggled, blood gushing from their deep wounds. Their killers dropped them to the floor and watched them die without saying a word.
Yasir Ilshu stepped out of the darkness and nodded to his men. He reached down, picked up the Krugerrand, and put it into his pocket.
Without a word, the ICA group moved past the dead guards, their blood glistening in the flashlight's illumination.
SeaStar Offices
The 4X4 was already traveling at thirty miles an hour by the time it hit the intersection. By the time it shot past the guardhouse, it was doing forty. Both Dante and Naomi had their pistols, H&K SOCOMs, out and ready. Tanner jammed the shifter into second gear as he turned the wheel. The vehicle began skidding, the rear of the car whipping around in a bootlegger's turn. The vehicle came to a stop ten feet away from the truck.
"White to Black," Tanner said into his radio. "We have a Condition Omega here!"
"Do we withdraw?" Liam asked.
"No, find a way to get to that computer! We can handle it here!"
All three came out of the Pajero with pistols raised. Two figures in black came charging out of the building, their AK-47s raised to fire, but the OUTCAST operators were quicker, firing several times before either assailant could shoot. Both thugs went down as several .45 slugs slammed into them.
"Expect trouble, Black," Tanner continued. "I don't think this is a random attack."
"Copy," Liam returned. "We'll figure out a way."
Dante quickly checked the truck's cab, while Tanner scoped out the back of the truck and found nothing. Naomi knelt next to the downed guard and checked for a pulse. After several seconds, she shook her head. "He's gone."
A sudden barrage of multiple sustained bursts of gunfire sent them running into the building. They stopped only long enough to make sure both gunmen were dead, kicking their rifles away from the bodies. Tanner hissed, "Stairs," motioning to a staircase in one corner of the lobby.
The trio ran for the stairs and started up.
* * *
Nadim Mahdi watched the SUV shoot across the road and speed into the office park. He scowled, then tapped his driver on the shoulder. "Get closer, but don't let them see you."
There were three men in the car, a BMW 328i that had been stolen that afternoon. All three were ICA veterans, sent by Ilshu to observe the attack and follow up if the new recruits failed. It looked like there was a new player involved.
The dark blue car rolled up the driveway just as three figures ran into the building. The car that had just driven in was facing them, its headlights still on. Mahdi thought for a few seconds, then said, "Go in."
The BMW rolled to a stop near the front of the building. All three exited the car. "Follow them in, or wait here?" Faisal, Mahdi's driver, asked.
The sound of an engine starting up somewhere above them interrupted Madhi's thoughts. He frowned for a second, then smiled.
"We go to the roof. Tell the fighters to kill the newcomers."

CHAPTER SIX

SeaStar Warehouse
When Liam Reilly had been a SEAL, he had done a number of 'ghost' missions — sneak in, complete the objectives and sneak out without raising the alarm, or even leaving evidence that he or his team had been there. But now, he was frustrated by a ten foot gap that was brightly illuminated and at least half a dozen armed racist assholes only thirty feet away and in full view. Had he been alone, he might have tried it, but not with Stephen and Danielle in tow. He thought through several plans, but rejected each one as impracticable. And there was no telling where those two roaming guards were.
What was really frustrating was that the other half of the team had run into something dangerous — a "Condition Omega" — and his team was stuck unable to complete their mission without having their own Condition Omega.
From his position in the shadow of the stacked shelves, he could see the NFFA members with only the darkness to protect him. He was about to tell the others to retreat when Sledge shouted, "Where are those two Poephols?"
"Don't know," one of the men sitting around the table replied.
"You don't know much of anything, do you, Wit?"
Wit shrugged. "I know enough to break heads, drink beer and find a kut when I need it."
"Why, your hoer's flea collar go bad?" Sledge picked up a radio and snarled into it, "Berg, Carel, where the hell are you two? Answer me!"
"Probably spending some cuddle time together," Wit said maliciously.
"Carel! Berg!" Sledge snarled into the radio, then when there was no answer after ten seconds, tossed it down onto one of the tables.
"Wit, you and Jilt go find those two."
"Why should I?" Wit asked.
"Because if you don't, I'll break both your arms and your jaw."
Wit rose out of his chair. He wasn't quite as large as Sledge, but he looked more muscular. Listen—" he began, when gunfire ripped out of the darkness.
Several NFFA members, including Wit, were struck and went down in bloody heaps. Tables and chairs went flying as the survivors grabbed their R4s and scrambled for cover.
"Let's go!" Liam whispered. He rose to his feet and charged across the ten-foot exposure, Danielle and Stephen behind him. They didn't stop, but continued racing down the aisle until they reached the corner, where they turned right. Ahead, steel stairs led up to a second floor and the target offices. The stairs were against the warehouse's outside wall, the two sets separated by a small landing.
By now, gunfire was hot and heavy from where the NFFA people had been. Liam recognized some of the gunfire as coming from AKs, while the rest was probably the guards' R4s.
He motioned to the stairs. "Stephen: point. Danielle: next. I've got rear."
Someone shouted over the din of fire. Stephen stopped, his head cocked. "Arabic," he said quickly, "ordering someone to advance."
"Analyze later!" Liam said, slapping Stephen on the back. Move!"
Stephen ran up the stairs, followed by Danielle. Liam waited until they were halfway up before following, keeping his P-90 pointed in the general direction of the gun battle.
A trio of steel railings offered no protection from either visibility or bullets, so the team moved as far away from the edge and as close to the wall as possible, staying low as they raced up the stairs and reached the upper floor. Liam used the lock pick gun to open the nearest office door and motioned the others inside.
The office was plain, with a desk, a computer, several photos of ships at sea, a couple of chairs, three filing cabinets, and three white boards with shipping and loading notes written in erasable marker. A window was set into the far wall, and there was a second door to the left of the door they'd used. Two large windows were on each side of the door they had just come through, shielded from outside by closed blinds. The closed door to Liam’s left was the only other exit.
Liam stayed by the door and eyed Danielle. "How long to download?"
"Ten minutes.” She removed her backpack and took several items from it. She placed them on the desk and sat in front of the computer.
"Be quick," Liam said. He could hear more AKs than R4s now, a sign the guards were losing.
"Stephen, check what's through that door. We're going to need another exit out of here."
"Right."
Liam adjusted his radio's frequency. "Black to White. We have our own Omega Condition here."

CHAPTER SEVEN

SeaStar Offices
The OUTCAST team raced up the stairs two at a time, one covering the other two to the next landing, then leapfrogging past them. By the time they reached the fourth floor, their legs were burning and they were slightly out of breath. Dante glanced through the fire door's small window and nodded. Naomi opened the door and the other two stepped out, Tanner going left, Dante right. Naomi followed, ready to help either one.
They could all smell the acrid stench of gun smoke in the hallway. To the left was the outside wall, consisting mostly of windows overlooking the driveway below. Gunfire, from ahead and to the right, told Tanner that the hitmen were still there.
They moved quickly down the hall to the first set of glass doors, which had been shattered, fragments littering the carpet both in the hall and inside. Tanner stopped just short of the doors, Naomi and Dante stacking up behind him. Tanner glanced through the glass into a small reception area.
"Black to White," Liam's tone was low but forceful. "We have our own Omega Condition here. We're in the office, but there's a gun battle going on below us. Black Three's working the computer, but we're definitely going to have to shoot our way out. Black Two says whoever they are, they're speaking Arabic."
Tanner’s eyes scanned the room. "Do what you have to. If it comes down to any of you or the data, leave the data. One out."
Seeing no one, Tanner stepped through the door frame. Naomi and Dante, pistols up and ready, followed.
The reception area consisted of a desk, a few chairs, a pair of side tables, and several large photos of the company's ships on the sea-blue walls. Two sets of translucent glass doors, one set directly across the lobby from the main doors, the other to the left, behind the receptionist's desk, led deeper into the offices. Bursts of gunfire, overlapping and of various lengths, echoed throughout the offices.
Tanner motioned to Naomi and Dante toward the doors ahead, while he moved to the doors on the left. Looking at the other two, he nodded and they moved through both set of doors.
* * *
Dante went through the door low and to the right, while Naomi went left and high. A wall forced them to turn to the right, and they found themselves five feet away from an armed thug. He was dressed from head to toe in black, facing away from them, firing an AK-47 full-auto into an office door and window, shredding the thin wooden door, shattering glass, and wrecking the office inside. Empty casings flew out of the Russian assault rifle, bouncing on the floor in a jingly brass rain.
Naomi stroked her pistol's trigger twice, and the enemy shooter’s head exploded as both .45 slugs slammed into it. As the gunman fell, both Naomi and Dante heard someone shout, "Abdel!"
Both OUTCAST members moved forward at a fast walk. Before they reached the body, a second armed combatant appeared from around the corner, his AK-47 rising to butcher whoever had killed his comrade.
Naomi and Dante were faster.
They both fired twice, and at point-blank range, the heavy slugs ripped into the masked man's head and torso, knocking him off his feet and onto the ground. Both OUTCASTs moved forward, pistols still at the ready. The hallway to the left opened up into a small common area, while to the right it ended in a short hall. There were two bodies in the common area, a man and woman dressed in business attire, butchered by gunfire. A water cooler had been savaged and a table hacked up by the same rounds.
"Three to One," Naomi said softly into her radio. "Two Tangos down, two Civs KIA."
"Three Civs KIA here," Tanner came back. "I also have one WIA Civ. No Tangos yet."
Naomi led the way across the common area, carefully stepping over the bodies. She and Dante could see four offices around the outside of the common area, each one shot up, and another hallway leading deeper into the office. They moved to the corner where the common room and the second hall met. Before they could lean out, the corner dissolved and splintered under a hail of bullets. The pair pulled back and rode out the swarm.
"At least two," Dante said loud enough to be heard over the radio.
There were a pair of loud clicks and the bullets stopped coming. Naomi and Dante leaned out, Naomi on one knee, Dante above her. Both saw their targets — two more black-clad assailants — franticly trying to reload their AKs. Both OUTCASTs fired and the foes went down in bloody heaps.
The OUTCASTs continued forward.
* * *
In the other hallway, Tanner crept forward. The gunfire had stopped. "Two more Tangos down," Naomi said softly in his earpiece.
"Copy, Three," Tanner said. "We're two Tangos short. Be alert."
He had already passed three bodies, and a fourth who was wounded, but still alive. He hadn't said a word to her, wary of being ambushed while distracted. The smell of cordite was strong, and he noticed plenty of empty shells scattered around the floor. Rank amateurs, he thought. Stupid, but unpredictable.
He moved past a couple of empty offices on his left and a conference room to his right. A break area was to his front and right, while a closed door, presumably leading into another office, lay to his left. Ahead, the wall curved, with a door that stood half-open. A brass plate was mounted next to the door, but from fifteen feet away, Tanner couldn't read it.
The OUTCAST leader’s experience and training gave him a split-second advantage in what happened next. Even as his mind registered the black figure rising up from behind the break area's counter, he turned, crouched and fired three times in rapid succession. All three slugs struck the attacker center mass, ripping through his chest and out the back, spraying the wall behind him with blood. The AK tumbled from his grip, bounced on the counter, and clattered to the floor. The body dropped out of sight.
A flash of movement from his left made Tanner spin in the direction. The last black-clad adversary stepped out of the office, AK braced against his arm and hip. For an instant, Tanner saw the fanatical gleam in the man's eye before he pulled the trigger three more times.
The AK fired into the ceiling, but its wielder was already dead, ripped open from head to upper chest. He dropped to one knee before falling face first onto the carpet.
"Two Tangos down," Tanner intoned, quickly changing magazines for his pistol. "That's all of them, but stay alert. There might be a few bodyguards still active."
Tanner moved forward a little quicker, toward the corner door. Once he got closer, he moved to the left side of the doorway. The plate next to the door said, "Horst Aswegen, CEO."
Before he could push the half-open door fully open, Dante said into his earpiece, "Two to One. We're coming up on your right."
Tanner glanced in that direction and saw his teammates walking towards him, pistols held low, but ready. He motioned for them to stack up on the other side of the door. With a few gestures, he indicated their plan of attack. Once both of his colleagues nodded, Tanner raised his left foot and kicked the door open.
He counted to five, then went in low and to the right. Naomi came in high and to the left, while Dante went low and left.
What had been a nice office was now a mess of broken glass, bullet-marked wood and shattered objects. Across the room, a half open door led out into the outside corridor. The smell of cordite and blood was strong in the room, and the low thrum of an engine could be heard from somewhere above.
A pair of men dressed in suits laid on the floor in pools of blood, pistols still in their hands. Tanner glanced at them, checking for identification. "Neither one's Aswegen," he said.
"Must have gone out the door," Dante said.
"Helo pad," Naomi said.
"Let's move," Tanner said.
They darted across the room to the door, then eased out into the corridor. They could hear the helicopter, a low rumble from above. As the OUTCAST squad emerged into the empty hallway, gunfire erupted from the roof, pistol shots mixing with long bursts of automatic fire that overrode the helicopter's high pitched hum.
"Move!" Tanner commanded, taking the lead. The staircase for this end of the building was only ten feet from the door, and the team climbed it quickly, pistols up and ready to fire.
On the first landing the gunfire from above ceased and as the team reached the top of the stairs, the pitch of the helicopter engine changed. By the time they stepped into the open, a blue and white helicopter was already twenty feet in the air and rising quickly. They were too far away to see the helicopter's occupants, and there was no acknowledgment of their presence as the chopper continued to rise into the sky.
"Tanner!" Dante pointed. "Bodies!"
Tanner looked away from the helicopter, now disappearing into the night sky, and in the direction Dante was pointing. Four bodies were sprawled near the helipad, hidden in the shadows. The team went over and checked them. Two were bodyguards, the third a pilot, and… When the lighting on the roof showed Horst Aswegen's pale face and lifeless eyes, Tanner knew they had failed. All four had been shot multiple times; there was not a pulse among them.
"We'd better get back down there and see if there's anyone left alive to question," Tanner said. "Let's move."
The three ran for the stairs. As they started down, Tanner transmitted on the radio, "White to Black, what is your status?"

CHAPTER EIGHT

SeaStar Warehouse
"White to Black, what is your status?"
Liam glanced back at Danielle, who worked at the computer, fingers flying across the keyboard.
"Downloading the data, but the fight on the floor is winding down. We don't know who the new people are, but I doubt they'll be happy to see us."
"We need a line on these people," Tanner said. "We're making a quick sweep here, then we're coming after you. You have an escape route?"
"Black Two's looking right now." The gunfire outside the office stopped. He heard shouts in Arabic from the floor below. "Two, what are they saying?"
"The leader is sending some of his men up here to check the offices, and to kill anyone they find."
"Shit," Liam muttered. "White, we're about to have visitors."
"Copy, Black. We're moving. White out."
Stephen appeared in the doorway connecting the office to the room next door. "Another office here, break room on the end. Each room has a window, and there's a connecting door out to the landing. Staircase at the other end of the landing."
"Watch the other staircase," Liam said. Stephen disappeared back through the door. "Dani, how long?"
"Seven minutes." Danielle had attached a couple of portable hard drives, each about the size of a pack of cards, to the computer with a pair of cords. She stuck a thumb drive into one of the computers and typed out something on the keyboard.
Liam heard footsteps pounding on the steel stairs. Whoever it was, they weren't disguising their approach. He moved the blinds and pulled them back just enough to see the top of the stairwell. Three figures in black appeared, each carrying an AK-47, but from their body language, Liam could see they weren't expecting any problems. He glanced back at Danielle and motioned for her to get down. She slid lower in her chair, but kept typing.
Liam eased the blinds back into place and moved his free hand to the door knob, the other holding the P-90 at the ready. The footsteps got closer, and just as he felt the door handle move under his hand, Liam twisted the knob and yanked the door open.
The armed fighter standing in the doorway stared at him. He wore a ski mask, so all Liam could see of the man's face were eyes widening in shock. His rifle started coming up, but Liam stroked the trigger on his P-90, sending half a dozen 5.7mm rounds into his opponent from less than two feet away. The rounds traveled through the criminal’s body, several pining off the steel rail behind him. Blood pouring from multiple wounds, the dying combatant staggered back, AK slipping from his hands. With a moan, he toppled, striking the steel floor with a loud thud.
But Liam had already moved onto his next target, who had been about to open the door to the adjacent office. The opposition spun toward the sound of gunfire, his rifle swinging around first. Liam stitched him in mid-spin with a prolonged burst. The hoodlum continued through his spin and fell over with another loud impact.
A third burst of fire shifted Liam's attention to ruffian number three, but that man was already down, struck by a staccato burst from Stephen's weapon at the far end.
Liam motioned Stephen back inside as shouts came from below. Then someone with a commanding voice yelled one of the few Arabic words Liam knew.
"Fire!"
* * *
Yasir Ilshu clamped down hard on his anger as his men fired at the offices above them. He stood in the shadow of a shelf, watching as the new recruits set out to avenge their fallen comrades. Apparently, some of the guards were still alive, having killed three of his men. Granted, all three had been untrained, but they had been his men, and he didn't like losing men. Not to these infidels.
The offices lay over another, larger office, a pair of bathrooms, and a janitor's closet. His men had cleared those, so the only place left for the enemy to be was in the offices. There was at least two of the enemy, from the glimpse he'd gotten. Dark clothes like Ilshu and his men. A compact machine gun…
He snarled to himself in anger, letting it rise until it showed on his face. Those weren't guards up there, but someone else. Someone who probably wanted the computer data, which meant someone knew or at least suspected something was wrong with the Northstar Venture's cargo. He took out his radio and spoke into it.
"Hamid, find the warehouse's electrical box and destroy it. Saffa, how many incendiaries do you have left?"
"Four." Saffa’s reply was immediate.
"I want you to plant them in the rooms underneath the enemy. We'll burn them out."
"Yes sir!"
Ilshu then called his man outside the warehouse. "Ahmad, can you see the office windows?"
"Not clearly."
"Move until you do. I don't want our enemy using the windows to escape."
“And if they do try the windows?"
"Kill them, of course."
* * *
Liam rose from the floor where he had flattened himself. The gunfire had stopped, but the swarm of bullets had shattered all the windows overlooking the warehouse floor, showering him with a large amount of glass. He stayed low, moved to the side and peeked around the edge of the destroyed window. The blinds had been torn apart and what was left didn't hide much. He saw movement below, but saw no one on the stairs.
"Dani?" he asked softly, not turning his head.
"I'm fine," Danielle replied from behind the desk.
"How much longer? You’re not playing Solitaire or checking your stock quotes on that thing, right?"
"Five minutes. The data's encrypted, so I'm downloading everything I can to take a crack at it later."
"Stephen, how are you?"
"Fine. Took a few cuts from the glass, but I'm all right."
"Be alert, they may send someone to take a look-see."
"We're going to need a way out."
"Working on it." Liam pulled back, checking his P-90. He still had a three-quarters full clip and two more, if needed. But he had chosen them for the initial probe operation as they were concealable, just in case they'd run into a couple of NFFA thugs, not for an engagement with unknown enemy carrying AKs.
He looked out. The steel-grate balcony had stairs at both ends and about a thirty-foot span. The staircase on Stephen’s end made a right-hand turn at the top and hugged the outside wall of the office area. Liam couldn't see much from where he was.
"Stephen, can you see what's on that side of the building?"
"Not much," Stephen returned. "There’s a truck, but I can't tell what type."
Liam thought things through for a few seconds. Neither he nor the enemy wanted this to drag out — there was no telling if the firefight had been heard by someone outside and the police were already on their way. So this would have to end quickly, with an assault.
If the enemy assaulted the second floor, especially if they used both staircases at the same time, they would lose people, but OUTCAST would be overwhelmed. None of the team had grenades or explosives of any kind, as it was supposed to be a "sneak-in, sneak-out" mission. These walls wouldn't protect much, as they were just sheet rock and—
Liam stopped and looked at the wall where the bullets had gone through. Sheet rock attached to a wooden frame. Against the AK's heavy rounds, they wouldn't be any protection—
He stopped. "Stephen," he said. "I want to take a look at something in the break room."
"All right."
"Danielle, can you leave the downloading alone for a couple of minutes? I need you to watch the stairs at this end while I look at something that might get us out of this."
"Right," she said, her eyes never leaving the screen, her fingers never slackening on the keyboard. After several seconds, she rose and moved over to where Liam stood, her P-90 in her hands. Staying low, Liam started through the connecting doorway through the second office. Stephen met him at the doorway.
"Stay alert, “Liam said.
The break room had several tables, three times as many chairs, a counter, sink and refrigerator against the shared wall with the office next door. A couple of vending machines were lined up against the opposite wall, the one Liam was interested in. He low-crawled across the room to the vending machines. There was a two-foot gap between the machines, now occupied by a large garbage can. Liam picked up the can and moved it to the side, then knelt to examine the wall.
Stephen was standing to one side of the shattered windows overlooking the warehouse. "What are you doing?" he whispered.
“Making our own exit,” Liam replied. He pulled his K-Bar from its belt sheath and placed the point against the sheet rock. He pushed with it. The blade slowly sank into the wall. Liam kept pushing until the knife's guard touched the wall. Slowly, he sawed the knife in and out, moving the blade down until he'd cut a six-inch gash in the wall. He slowly pulled the knife out, twisted the blade and pushed it into the wall at the bottom of the gash. He made more cuts at right angles to the first, until he'd cut a six-inch square. He pulled the cut piece out of the wall and looked inside.
The K-bar had gone through two panels of sheetrock, giving Liam a view of the warehouse they couldn’t see from the offices. He could see the stair rail and the steps leading down. Parked near the bottom was a white pickup truck, known locally as a bakkie, with the SeaStar Logo on the door. A lean to his left gave Liam enough of a view in front of the truck to see an overhead door currently closed. He leaned to the right and saw two figures in black crouched behind some forklifts. Liam took note of the propane tanks that powered the forklifts.
He pulled back and stood. "Okay, team," he whispered into his radio. “I have a plan to get out of this—"
They heard and felt a small explosion somewhere near the base of the stairs. The few lights on the warehouse’s floor flickered and died.
"Damn it," Liam said without rancor. "Three, they've cut the power. Clean up your stuff and get ready to move. I'm on my way back."
He looked at Stephen. "They may be using this to mount an attack. Fall back to the middle office and watch the stairs until I get Dani."
"What's the plan?"
Liam inhaled, then his nose twitched as it registered the pungent smell of something burning. He looked around and in his NVGs he caught wisps of what might be smoke.
"You smell something burning?"
Stephen sniffed the air. "Yeah."
"Check out there and see if you see anything burning. I'm going to get Dani."
Liam moved back through the middle office to the one on the end. Danielle had just finished putting everything into her satchel. "Not sure if I got all the data."
Liam stood near the windows and looked out. "How much of the database did you get?"
"Sixty percent, maybe." She sniffed the air and looked around. "Something’s burning."
Liam knelt and felt the floor. "Floor's warm. Go join Stephen."
"What's happening?"
"I think they've started fires in the rooms below us." Liam stood. "We're literally in the frying pan."

CHAPTER NINE

SeaStar Offices
Tanner Wilson wasn't someone to leave his friends and teammates hanging when they were in danger. At the same time, he didn't want to drop clues behind while he and his half of the team went to help the other half the team. Someone had thrown their hat into the ring— assassinated Aswegen — and now had his people under siege.
"One minutes to search the attacker's bodies," he said to Dante and Naomi as they reentered the SeaStar offices. "Just frisk and grab." They nodded and hurried out into the hallway. Tanner followed.
"Hey!" someone shouted.
Tanner turned to his left and saw a young man in the doorway of an office. His clothes were in disarray and he was pale and drawn, but he looked unharmed. Tanner reached in and pulled out his credentials case. "Are you all right?"
"I'll survive." The man was in his early twenties and definitely shaken up, but overall Tanner agreed with is assessment. "Who are you?"
Tanner flipped open his credentials case, showing the young man the forged INTERPOL ID. "Inspector Jackson Thomas. And you are?"
"Duncan Cook. Bookkeeper."
"Any ideas who could have done this?" Tanner looked around at the scene of devastation and death.
Duncan shook his head. "No. We were working late because of the situation with one of our ships, and…." He looked around. "Where is everyone?"
"We don't know, But I suggest you go around and get everybody who can still move out of here. Did you call the police?"
"I didn't, I should, though.” He began fumbling in his pockets for a cell-phone.
"Don’t worry about it. I'll call them. In the meantime, don't touch anything and get everyone you can out of here as fast as you possibly can.”
Duncan nodded hurriedly. "Yes, yes, of course. My God."
Tanner reached out and put a hand on Duncan's shoulder. "Concentrate," he said gently. "You can fall apart later, but right now, there are people who need you to lead."
Duncan inhaled. "Of course. Yes, thank you." He turned and went to the next office and knocked on the door. "Karen? Are you all right?"
Tanner turned back and saw the body of the attacker he'd killed earlier in the office doorway. He went over and knelt next to the fallen assailant. He pulled the ski mask off and saw that the attacker was no older than Duncan. His eyes were open and unseeing. Tanner closed them and swiftly searched the body. There were a few items, marijuana joints, some coins and a few bills. Tanner left them next to the corpse. The wallet had a few cards; an ID that identified the deceased as Rafi Najib, a few business cards, a few scraps of paper, and several photos, probably family. In addition, there was a cell phone, which Tanner pocketed along with the business cards and papers. He rose and moved to the other attacker he'd killed, the one over in the break area.
When he came around the counter, he found the attacker still breathing, though from the amount of blood coming from the nose and mouth, he wasn't going to be much longer. Tanner crouched down, careful to avoid the blood. He pulled the ski mask up to reveal the face. The man was a little older that the other attacker, the beginning of a beard around the jawline. His eyes were distant and blinking slowly.
"Who sent you?" Tanner demanded.
The man muttered, mixing Arabic, English and Afrikaner in a jumble of disconnected words. "Allah… inshAllah … Die Handelaar ….lied to us … ana 'atshaan …. ahtaju tabeeban …."
"Who sent you?" Tanner repeated, but the dying man either didn't hear him or didn't understand.
"Die Handelaar ….Ek is verlore….Ek het 'n dokter nodig— " He closed his eyes, shuddered and died.
Tanner bit off a curse and searched the body, finding the same things that he'd found on the first corpse, including a cell phone. Once he was done, he stood and spoke into his radio. "Two and Three: Are you done?"
"Yes, we're done," Naomi responded. "I also checked the computer room. The network servers are shot all to hell."
"All right," Tanner said, fighting disappointment. "Let's get out of here."
SeaStar Warehouse
The smoke was becoming noticeable as Danielle and Liam entered the break room. "How are we going to do this?" Stephen asked.
Liam pointed outside the room. "Start a fire fight. I'm going to run from here to the end office, shooting at anything I can. You two stay low until I give you the word. When I do, cut a hole through the sheet rock and get down the stairs. There's a pickup truck there. You can hot wire it, right?"
Stephen nodded. "What about you?"
"As soon as you're at the truck, I'll break off and join you."
"Assuming the floor lasts that long," Danielle said. "I can feel the heat through the soles of my shoes."
"Use your judgment," Liam said. "If it gets too hot, make your break."
"Be careful."
Liam ran back to the office at the other end at a low crouch. He could feel the heat coming up through the floor. He looked out through the shattered windows, his eyes scanning for movement. The smoke was getting thicker, beginning to obscure his vision. The acrid taste got worse with every breath, and his eyes began to water.
He spotted motion below him as someone shifted from one foot to the other behind a shelving unit. He raised his P-90, aimed and stroked the trigger. Half a dozen bullets left the Belgium-made submachine gun and struck both flesh and steel. The wounded man screamed and a couple of AKs opened fire before someone shouted something in Arabic that silenced them.
Liam moved to the other side of the office. He pulled his T-shirt up to cover his nose and mouth, in an attempt to filter out some of the smoke. The heat under his feet was now very uncomfortable, but he stared out into the warehouse, looking for more targets. He caught movement below and to his left. He fired a longer burst that sent sparks scattering everywhere. He heard a grunt of pain and a couple of shouts, but he was already moving. Shoot ‘N’ scoot
He reached the middle office and fired a long burst through the shattered windows. He then ran back to the first office and fired another long burst. This time, the enemy opened fire and what was left of the window and doors of the offices were ripped into smaller pieces. Out of the corner of his eye, Liam could see fire begin to work its way through the floor and start up the wall to his right.
"Now, Two!" he shouted into the radio. He turned and ran for the break room.
As he reached the doorway between the break room and the middle office, he heard a long burst from Stephen's P-90 followed by Danielle saying, "Hole made!"
Liam charged through the middle office and break room. The smoke was thicker, the air hot, but Liam could see a three foot diameter hole in the sheet rock, courtesy of Stephen's P-90, and Stephen was already going through it. Danielle was standing nearby, covering Stephen.
After several seconds, Stephen said, "It's a three-foot drop to the stairs, but we have to move. Wall's beginning to catch fire, and the steel's hot as hell."
"Go!" Liam barked, firing what was left of his magazine through the break room's shattered front windows. When he looked back at the hole, Danielle was gone. He ran to the opening, changing magazines as he did so. He stuck his head through the wall, saw the steps below, and listened. There was still gunfire striking the front of the second floor rooms, but it was beginning to die down. The smoke was thick now, burning his throat and eyes, limiting his vision to ten feet.
"Two," he whispered. "Your location?"
"At the truck," Stephen whispered back. He sounded hoarse. "Three's with me."
"On my way." Liam leapt down, flexing his knees to keep his balance, then jumped down the stairs. The truck was to his left and he ran to it. The truck door closest to Liam was open, and he could see Stephen under the truck's dashboard, pulling and twisting wires. Danielle was standing next to the bakkie, P-90 pointed into the warehouse. She glanced at him as he moved toward her. He motioned her to get in the truck, then took her place as she went around the vehicle and got in.
"Two, give me your P-90 when you start that engine,” Liam said, climbing into the truck bed. Just as he steadied himself, the truck engine roared to life. He glanced back long enough to take Stephen’s offered weapon. As he heard shouts, he yelled, "Punch it!"
He spun, raised both P-90s and sent a withering fire stream into the garage door, the high-velocity bullets ripping through the thin metal, weakening the door. Stephen hit the accelerator and the bakkie shot forward. Liam dropped to the truck bed as it smashed through the garage door. As the truck cleared the door and burst into the night air, Liam rose to a sitting position and sent a long burst back through the newly created opening with Stephen's gun, in the direction of the forklifts. An explosion lit up the darkness inside the warehouse and Liam caught sight of a fireball through the smoke.
The truck made a sudden turn to the right, sending Liam sliding into the truck bed's left wall, making him drop Stephen’s P-90. As he steadied himself, he saw a couple of armed men charge out of the collection of empty cargo containers to the truck's right rear. They opened fire, sending sparks skittering across the truck, while a smattering of 7.62mm rounds punched their way through the truck's thin sheet metal, narrowly missing Liam and the others in the cab. Liam raised his own P-90 and sent a long burst in their direction, sending one of the men spinning into a cargo container while the other one dropped to the ground.
The truck made a hard left turn onto the side street, and Liam slid to the right, just as two more figures emerged from the containers, firing at the truck as they ran toward it. Liam fired a short bust from his P-90 before it ran dry. He dropped the compact machine gun, pulled his H&K SOCOM pistol, aimed it at the two figures and pulled the trigger as fast as he could. One of the lowlifes doubled over, but before Liam could target the other man, the truck made a hard right turn, sending Liam tumbling across the bed, striking his head on the steel bed and stunning him. By the time he cleared his head, the bakkie was flying down the highway.
"White to Black," Tanner said on the radio. "Status?"
"Black here," Liam said, sitting up and rubbing his head. There was almost no traffic behind them, and what little there was far back. "We're clear of the target, but we left a mess."
"Head for Rally Point Able," Tanner said. "We'll meet you there."
* * *
Ilshu scowled at the message Ahmad radioed in. The enemy had escaped cleanly, with whatever data they had managed to glean from the warehouse's computer system. He had lost ten men, all the recruits Hassan had drafted. The warehouse was filling with smoke and the entire office area was fully engulfed in flame.
"Do we pursue?" Ahmad asked.
Ilshu was tempted to say yes, but instead replied, "No. Everyone, retrieve all wounded and dead. We are done here."
"But Bahar and Habib's bodies were caught in the fireball!" one of the new recruits reported.
"Then don't bother," Ilshu said coldly. "Leave as little evidence as you can and get out."
He shut off the radio, turned and started running. He knew his team would follow him without question, and if the new recruits didn't, well, they were useless anyway. He needed to talk to Hassan.
A new player had joined the game.

CHAPTER TEN

Capetown, South Africa
The Cape Africa Hotel was in Capetown's Green Point section. Seven stories tall, the establishment catered to businessmen and tourists, and was within view of the harbor. With one hundred and seven rooms, it wasn't the largest hotel in the city, but it had a respectable reputation.
The OUTCAST team had three rooms on the sixth floor, at the southeast end, near the fire escape. It was after ten in the morning when they met in Tanner and Liam's room. The largest of the three rooms, the small suite had a couch and a couple of chairs arranged around a coffee table. Dante and Naomi sat on the couch, while Liam and Stephen occupied the chairs. Danielle stood at the counter separating the kitchenette from the rest of the suite, a laptop on the counter and a tablet next to it. A large pot of coffee brewed in the kitchenette, and all six had coffee cups either in their hands or on the table in front of them.
Tanner stood by the window, looking out across the city. In the distance, he could see the Castle of Good Hope, a 17th century fort that still served as a military headquarters. To Tanner's left, the glittering water of the Atlantic Ocean and the Victoria and Albert Waterfront beckoned, while to his right, the massive Table Mountain towered above the city. The architecture, a mix of Old Dutch, English, Muslim, French, and modern skyscrapers, lay between mountain and sea.
Tanner took a sip of his coffee and turned back into the room. The team looked as tired as he felt, but they were awake. After both sides reached the rally point, a parking lot off of Albert Road, they abandoned the bakkie and returned to the hotel in the Pajero Sport. Tanner had ordered them all to get some sleep, and five hours a shower later, they were ready to debrief the overnight operations and move forward.
After both teams relayed a detailed account of their experience to the other, Tanner addressed them all.
"All right, so what do we know about the enemy from last night?"
"They spoke Arabic." This from Liam.
Tanner looked at Stephen. "Any idea what dialect?"
"I didn't hear enough to get an idea."
Tanner took a sip of coffee. "The dying attacker I questioned spoke a mix of English, Afrikaner, and Arabic. He was young, maybe early twenties."
"They were also not well-trained," Liam said. "The ones in the warehouse had no fire discipline."
"But someone took out Aswegen and his bodyguards quickly and cleanly, then escaped in the helicopter," Naomi said.
Stephen nodded. "And someone was smart enough to disable the warehouse's power so we couldn't finish downloading the data."
Tanner looked at Danielle, who was absorbed in her laptop. "Any luck decrypting it?”
"Some.” She didn’t look up from the laptop. Her tablet beeped and she stared at it.
"Tanner, turn on the TV, news channel."
"What's wrong?"
"The explosions from last night."
Liam reached for the remote on the coffee table and the wall-mounted TV came to life. The TV was already on a news station, and the scene was one of devastation. What had once been a hotel was now a war zone. The entire edifice of the first four floors had been demolished, shattered glass and broken concrete scattered everywhere, and a number of cars had been turned into horrific twisted pieces of modern art.
"Where is this?" Dante asked.
"Century City, six miles east of us." Danielle’s eyes scanned the tablet. "Car bomb last night, just as we were getting ready to go in. And it wasn't the only one. There were car bombs in Rondebosch District, at the University of Capetown, and at a bar in De Waterkant, all within a few minutes of each other. Casualties are in the low hundreds right now, and there have been thirty-five confirmed deaths."
"Those must have been the explosions we heard before everything went to hell last night," Naomi said
Liam turned the TV off. "Four car bombs the same night the SeaStar offices and warehouse are attacked? I don't think that's a coincidence."
"Agreed," Tanner said. "Those bombs were set off to distract the police from SeaStar."
Naomi said, "They wanted to shut down any line of questioning into SeaStar itself, and it's clear that it has something to do with the Northstar Venture. We just don't know who or why."
"I have a contact here in Capetown," Stephen said. "He's retired British Intelligence, and he knows Africa better than most of the people on the continent."
"I also know someone in the SAPS from my FBI days," Tanner said. "I'll see if there's anything he can tell me. I'll take Liam with me. Naomi, you go with Stephen and look up his contact. Danielle will stay here and work on decrypting the data. After Dante drops Liam and me off to pick up our car near the warehouse, he'll come back here and act as a reserve."
"We're going out armed?" Dante asked.
"Under the circumstances, yes. Sidearms only."
Tanner's cell phone trilled. He took it out of his pocket, glanced at the number and answered. "Tanner."
"What's going on down there?" John Casey asked. He didn't sound angry, but with Casey, it was hard to tell sometimes.
"That's what we're trying to figure out right now," Tanner replied. He outlined the events of the last twelve hours, finishing with, "Someone's dealt themselves into this game, and we don't know who. We've got some contacts we’re going to check with and see if they can point us in the right direction."
"Don't get caught up with chasing these people around," Casey warned. "The ship and its cargo is the important part here.”
"Agreed, but Somalis are not going to fly down here and take out the CEO and wreck the company they're trying to get a ransom out of. Someone else has to be involved."
"The Iranians?"
"Doubtful. They'd want to talk to Aswegen first, but whoever did this didn't bother with talking. And whoever the attackers were, they spoke Arabic, not Farsi. I don't like going into a situation where I don't know who the players are. Any update on the ship?"
"Only that it's sitting off the Somali Coast, near the town of Eyl. We're prodding the local government to do something, but I'm not holding my breath."
"I want to know who's trying to clear away the back trail."
Casey sighed. "All right, you have twenty-four hours. You don't dig up anything new on these people, head for Somalia."
"Why the rush?"
"The President's on his way to Tanzania. He's meeting with several East African leaders about combating the spread of radical Islam in the region. After that, he’s going to the United Arab Emirates to meet with Middle East leaders about the same thing."
Tanner exhaled slowly. "Does he know about the possible threat?"
"He does, but he’s not going to back away from a vague threat."
"We're moving out now. We’ll talk to a few of our contacts and a couple of the ones you supplied. We'll keep you in the loop."
"Understood. Good-bye."
Tanner put his phone away and filled the others in on the conversation. "Time’s ticking, people. Let's not waste any more time."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Dubai, United Arab Emirates
Bakir Riyad watched two western women swim in the pool a dozen feet from where he reclined on a deck lounger. Both wore modest one-piece swim suits, but were young, attractive, and blonde. For a few seconds, he felt himself stir, but just as quickly, he clamped down on the feeling. Not here, not now.
The Jebel Ali Beach Hotel was close to the Palm Jebel Ali, one of Dubai's two artificial archipelagos that extended into the Persian Gulf. It was adjacent to both the Jebel Ali Freezone and the Port of Jebel Ali, the largest man-made harbor in the world and the largest harbor in the Middle East. The hotel catered to tourists and businessmen alike, with a spectacular view of the gulf and no shortage of amenities.
If any of his men on the Northstar Venture or Saad el Melik could see Riyad now, they would be stunned. He was bare-chested, wearing sunglasses and a pair of swimming trunks, looking nothing like the hardened soldier his men knew him as. He had checked into the hotel earlier in the morning, using the identity of Jalal Al-Hamdani, a successful Saudi businessman. The clerk had welcomed him back and wished him a pleasant stay.
This wasn't the first time Riyad been in Dubai, where, as Al-Hamdani, he was known as the owner of an import/export company. He already had an office in the freezone, staffed by fellow ICA followers who not only ran it at a profit, but funneled weapons, supplies, and intelligence to the ICA though the network of shipments they managed. He'd used his time in the city to carefully put his pieces into place. And he was nearly ready.
The plan he had conceived had been in the works for several years, but when word about the warheads being transported reached Riyad, he had immediately jumped on the chance to seize them. The basic plan was still the same, but the warheads would enhance the damage against the target.
He glanced at his watch, a Rolex, in keeping with his cover as a rich businessman. He still had time before the zhur, the noon call to prayer, to see of couple of customers, then after prayer, to check with a couple of suppliers. After dark, he would meet Tarik, the head of the ICA cell in the city and make sure there were no problems on this end. Tomorrow, he would appear at the office and get an update on how it was doing, then back to Somalia the day after that.
The time for Allah's followers to claim the world in his name was now. Today, Israel. Tomorrow, Europe, Russia and Asia. Then South America and finally, North America. Only then would the world would know peace and justice.
But first it would see fire and death, starting here in ten days.
* * *
The maqha, or coffee house, was located near the Dubai Internet City, the Dubai Media City, and ironically enough, the American University in Dubai. Tarik had reserved a back room for the meeting, and after both had settled in, sipping the Saudi coffee from small handless cups called fenjan. In the background, the strains of a song in the Khaliji style, heavy on the strings of the oud and the beat of the tabi drum, acted as a layer of white noise. On the low table between them, a couple of dishes of candied fruit and dates waited, along with the dallah, the specially made coffee pot. In addition, Tarik had set up a pair of white noise generators in opposite corners of the windowless room, and dismissed the waiter. Since the coffee house was a natural place to meet and discuss business in a relaxed atmosphere, and both men were regular customers, they were left alone.
Riyad let the smoky bitter smell of the coffee fill his nostrils as he sipped the fenjan's contents. "Excellent as always," he said.
"Of course," Tarik replied. He was a gaunt man with a narrow face, high forehead and an exposed Adam's apple. Like Riyad, he wore a business suit, though his was less expensive than his superior's. With his wire-rimmed glasses and general demeanor, he looked like a nervous accountant. The reality was while Tarik was an accountant and ran the business for Riyad, he was also an experienced fighter, bomb maker, and cold-blooded killer. Outside of Ilshu and Narsai, Tarik Al-Kali was Riyad's most trusted subordinate.
Tarik took a sip of his own coffee. "Did you secure the shipment?"
Riyad smiled. "Yes, just as advertised. And on your end?"
Tarik's smile was cold. "The Americans will be here the day after tomorrow," he said. "They'll be staying at their usual place."
"How long?"
"My sources say ten days."
"That is good. My Pakistani team believes they'll have the shipment ready to deliver before the Americans leave."
"I'm glad. I’d hate to be late with the delivery.”
“Is Dwight still heading up the American team?"
Tarik shook his head. "He was reassigned. Harry's heading up the team now."
"Ah. I hope he's as agreeable as Dwight was."
“There’s one other thing of interest I discovered.”
Riyad raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
“It seems The Americans will be visited by the president of their company while the team is here. Harry’s hosting a meeting between his boss and several local companies.”
“Really? That is indeed most interesting. Can you find out when?”
“I should be able to find out.”
“Good.” Riyad finished the small amount of coffee in his fenjan and held it out for a refill.
"Why don't you fill me in on the office gossip?"
* * *
After the meeting, Riyad walked back to his rental and drove back to the hotel. As he did so, he thought about the information Tarik had given him. The American aircraft carrier Harry S. Truman and its escorts would be docking at port the day after tomorrow and staying for ten days.
In port, the carrier would be a perfect target.
The original plan, codename DESERT WIND, had been to use the Saad el Melik as a firing platform for a conventional cruise missile attack on the docked aircraft carrier. The ICA had two Babur cruise missiles, the newest weapons system in the Pakistan Army. The two missiles were built "off the books." There was no way for the Americans or anyone else to know about their existence. The ICA had smuggled both the missiles and Masood's team out of Pakistan a month earlier.
But two missiles, even against an immobile target like a docked aircraft carrier, wouldn't do enough damage to cripple the ship unless Allah smiled upon them.
And he had.
Riyad smiled. Even though both nuclear warheads were, at best, thirty kiloton yields, it would be more than enough to cripple or destroy the Truman, kill hundreds, and damage American prestige in the area. If the Truman's own nuclear weapons or reactors were breached, such an event would cripple port operations and cost the Emirates millions in lost revenue.
And if the timing was right….
The President of the United States’ death, along with the deaths of other leaders, would cause chaos on a level undreamed of. If the attack could be coordinated with the meeting, it would do more damage than a thousand strikes to cripple Islam’s enemies.
And who would receive the blame for all this? Riyad chuckled aloud. That was the best part! With a little manipulation, the Iranians would become the number one suspect. The bodies on the Northstar were being stored in an empty freezer onboard. Before the attack, they would be brought out and posed as if in battle. After the attack, the Northstar would be set on fire, leaving just enough evidence to point the blame at the Iranians. The enraged Americans would focus on them, giving ISIL that much more time to consolidate their battlefield gains.
As he pulled into the hotel's parking lot, Riyad calculated how long it would take the Northstar to make the trip from Eyl to the UAE coastline. Four and a half days at twenty knots to cover the eighteen hundred miles…Another day and a half for him to complete his business here, and a day to make his way back to the Northstar.
Yes, he thought…a week from today, the Americans would understand the ICA's real strength.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Capetown, South Africa
The South African Police Service's (SAPS) West Cape Regional Headquarters was located in Capetown's Green Point District, not too far from OUTCAST’s hotel. It took up almost an entire block, a brick and glass structure across Alfred Street from a primary school.
Tanner and Liam parked the car half a block from the headquarters building and exited. There was no trouble retrieving the car left behind at the warehouse, as it wasn't within the area blocked off by the fire and police departments. They caught a glimpse of the warehouse, or what little was left of it. Of the massive structure that had stood there just twelve hours before, only the far wall was still standing. The rest was twisted metal, charred objects and things burned beyond recognition. "You got out just in time," was Tanner's only comment.
"Are these really necessary?" Liam asked, motioning to their clothes. Both men wore suits, dress shoes, and designer sunglasses. They left their pistols in the car, as they weren't licensed to carry in the country.
"First impressions," Tanner said. "We want to make good ones."
"Who's this contact of yours?" Liam asked as they began walking toward the police building.
"He's the head of the West Cape Criminal Intelligence Unit," Tanner replied. "He's Afrikaner, but he's honest and good at being a cop. I met him when he was a team leader in the SAPS Special Task Force; they’re sort of a cross between SWAT and commandos."
"Think he'll talk to us?"
"We're about to find out.”
They reached the front door and went in.
Neither operator saw the figure standing in the shade of a sixth-floor balcony near the police building, watching the front entrance. When Tanner and Liam entered the building, the man quick-dialed a number on his cell phone and made a report.
* * *
Brigadier Jayden Keyster was a large in his mid-fifties with ash-blond hair cut close to the scalp, and a craggy face with a lantern jaw. He stood when Tanner and Liam entered his office on the sixth floor, and both men noticed he was leaning on a cane.
"Tanner!" he said in English. "It's been what, six years?"
Tanner smiled and removed his sunglasses "Six and a half.” He motioned to the cane. "What's with that?"
"This?" Keyster replied, holding up the cane. "Last STF operation I was on, about four years ago. We had to go in, but one of the Dagga-smoking Tsotsi caught me with a shotgun blast. Five months in the hospital and another year in physical therapy."
"Sorry to hear that," Tanner said. He looked around the small but neat office. "Nice place."
Keyster shrugged. "Other than the leg, I’m doing well. You still with the FBI?"
"I'm freelancing now," Tanner said. "I have my own company, mostly security, with side jobs for a few select clients."
"Ah. I've been approached by several private security companies myself, and what they're offering…." He sighed. "It's tempting. I may think about it next year."
He motioned to a pair of chairs in front of his desk. "But sit! Would you like some coffee or tea?"
Tanner took a seat. "We're fine. We won't be here long." He motioned to Liam. "Liam Reilly."
Keyster nodded to Reilly and sat, easing his leg out to one side and smiling at Tanner. "So, what can this old boere do for you two larneys? I have a few minutes before my next meeting."
"Larneys?" Liam asked.
"The suits," Tanner said. "Jayden, we have a situation that we need your help with. You heard about the SeaStar attacks?"
Keyster's smile turned to a scowl. "I'm aware," he growled. "The SeaStar offices look like a Skop, Skiet en Donner movie set, Aswegen is on a morgue slab, and the warehouse is a total loss. You didn't have anything to do—"
"We didn't attack the offices or warehouse, but we did save the survivors at the office."
Keyster leaned forward, his expression dark and angry. "What's going on?"
"The Northstar Venture," Tanner began.
"What about it?"
Tanner leaned back in his chair. "It’s been seized by pirates, and the ship is suspected of carrying banned equipment to Iran. My team has been given the job of finding out whether or not that's true."
"And your client shall remain nameless?" Keyster said in a mocking tone.
"No, the client is Uncle Sam, and we were here just to talk to Aswegen."
Keyster stared at Tanner for a few seconds, then leaned back in his own chair. "All right, tell me what happened at the offices and warehouse."
Tanner recounted for Keyster the basic facts about the attack on the office, keeping the events as basic as he could. He then told the brigadier how Liam's team had been investigating the warehouse when an unknown group attacked, killing all the guards and burning down the warehouse.
When Tanner was done, Keyster glared at the pair of them. "Kak," he growled. "I ought to klap the both of you and throw you and your team in jail!"
"We saved lives," Tanner said evenly.
“And we hope to save a lot more,” Liam added.
"You went outside the law!" Keyster snarled.
"Not by choice." Tanner leaned forward. "Those car bombs were a distraction for the attacks on SeaStar. You have a major threat here in Capetown, one that doesn't give a damn about innocents. Somebody doesn't want you or anyone else investigating SeaStar Ventures."
"Tanner, I'm an officer of the law. I can't—"
"Jayden, the dying man I spoke to last night spoke Arabic, English and Afrikaner. You have home-grown terrorists on your soil. Those thugs at the warehouse were untrained, but how long is that going to last? Have you picked up anything about Jihadist cells here in Capetown?"
"No," he growled. "That's Internal Stability Division's responsibility, not mine."
"But who are they going to blame?"
Keyster shook his head. "Eish!" he said. "You're putting me into an extremely tough position!"
"That's not my intention," Tanner said sympathetically. "But we're going to need your help. I think there maybe something more on that ship than missile parts, and someone's trying to eliminate the paper trail. Here’s something you probably weren’t aware of: the cargo was coming from North Korea."
Keyster's eyebrows rose. "North Korea?"
"No lie. That's why Uncle Sam sent us out here. We have no proof of anything nuclear, but I think last night proves they’re willing to go to great lengths to protect their interests regarding the Northstar Venture."
The policeman nodded. "You realize this could cost me my job and send me to prison?"
"If what we think is on that ship turns out to be true, prison is going to see like a minor problem."
"All right, I'll help, but no cowboy stuff, all right?"
"No promises, but I think we can keep the innocents out of any crossfire."
Keyster sighed. "I'm trusting you. What do you want?"
"All the data on the attackers at the offices last night. You've identified them?"
"Most of them. But it's going to take a couple of hours to compile it."
Tanner pulled out a business card and wrote something on the back. He placed it on the desk. "When it's been compiled, go out, find a telephone and call that number. Give the person who answers the file name, nothing else. We'll call you when and if we have new information to pass along or if we need new information."
Keyster placed his hand on the card and slid it toward him. "Try not to make a big mess."
"That's up to the bad guys."
Tanner stood, and he and Liam started for the exit. Near the doorway, Tanner stopped and looked back at Keyster. "What does Die Handelaar mean?"
The brigadier's face screwed up in puzzlement. "It means 'The Merchant.' Why do you ask?"
"Something one of the attackers said last night. Whoever this Merchant was, it sounds like he or she hired them."
Keyster's eyes narrowed. "That changes things." He took a sheet of paper and wrote on it for fifteen seconds, the pen moving quickly over the paper. He folded the sheet and pushed it across the desk toward Tanner.
"You are in dangerous waters, my friend. Shark-infested waters."
Tanner moved back to the desk, picked up the paper and put it into his jacket pocket. "I hear shark diving’s a big thing down here in South Africa. We’ll put on our chainmail suits and get into a cage before we expose ourselves."
"You do that."
* * *
The paper remained in Tanner's pocket until he and Liam reached their car and climbed in. Tanner started the car, took out the paper and opened it while Liam retrieved their pistols.
"What did he write?"
Tanner handed him the paper and pulled out his cell phone. Liam took the paper and read it. "The Merchant is Kamal Hassan, a well-known businessman and suspected crime lord," he read aloud. "He has several high-ranking police and government figures in his pocket. He is ruthless and has an extensive network of contacts. Be careful, my friend."
He looked at Tanner. "Why didn't he just tell us?"
"So he can say truthfully that he didn't say a word to us about Hassan." Tanner hit speed-dial. "I think Jayden suspects that his own superiors are on Hassan's payroll."
"Can we trust him?"
"We can trust him enough to pass the name onto Danielle and see what she can find out."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Camps Bay, Capetown
Capetown's Atlantic seaboard boasted some of the most expensive real estate in the city, and Camps Bay was a prime example. Sandwiched between Table Mountain and the ocean, the area was characterized by large houses on small, mostly walled plots of land on narrow streets.
Naomi frowned as she stared out the window. "I guess I was expecting something a little more… "
"More what?" Stephen asked from behind the wheel, driving slowly.
"More like home. Large estates with mansions."
"Well, it’s all about location, location, location." Stephen motioned to a grayish, two-story house that was all angles, concrete and glass that took up the entire lot. "We're here."
They parked in the driveway and got out.
"Nice place," Naomi said.
"Well, Nigel's always had a taste for nice things," Stephen said. "He grew up in an affluent family, went to all the best schools."
They walked to the front entrance and knocked. After a minute, the door opened and a tall, muscular African in a white shirt and pants stood there.
"Yes?" he asked in a deep voice.
"We're here to see Mr. Ashcroft," Stephen said. "Is he here?"
"Who is calling?" At second glance, the man had flecks of gray in his hair as well as faint crow's feet in the corner of his eyes, but he still looked a man not to get into a fight with.
"Who is that, Mandlenkosi?" a clipped voice with a British accent called out from behind the African.
"Visitors, sir," Mandlenkosi replied.
"And what are they selling?"
"Nigel!" Stephen called out. "We need your help!"
"The voice sounds familiar but— Wait, Stephen, Stephen Shah?"
"Yes, and I need to talk to you!"
"Mandlenkosi, let them in. Let them in!" Ashcroft's voice brimmed with excitement. "Go ask Busisiwe for tea and those some of those freshly-baked biscuits."
The African smiled at Stephen and Naomi and stepped back, motioning them to come in. They stepped into a foyer that was white with a few African accents, such as dark wooden statues on tall narrow tables, and a Zulu cowhide shield with a pair of short, stabbing spears on one wall. Stairs to the right ran up to a balcony overlooking the foyer.
A slim, neat man with gray head of closely cropped hair and a short Van Dyke strode toward them, a wide smile revealing even, white teeth. He was dressed like Mandlenkosi in white, accentuating his deep tan.
"Stephen, my boy!" he began excitedly. "It's good to see you! It's been what, four years? We haven't seen each other since that little incident with those Stinger missiles and that Russian arms merchant in Morocco!" He took Stephen's hand and pumped it vigorously.
Naomi noticed that the servant had closed the front door, disappearing from the foyer.
"Good to see you, Nigel," Stephen returned pleasantly.
Ashcroft looked at Naomi and his smiled widened. "And who is this enchanting Nubian Princess?"
Naomi cocked an eyebrow, then smiled. "Naomi Washington. You must be Nigel Ashcroft."
Ashcroft took Naomi's hand and kissed the back of it. "Guilty as charged," he said cheerfully.
"Nigel used to be with the British Secret Service until he retired."
Ashcroft shrugged. "Well, semi-retired. I still keep my hand in the game, much to London's displeasure. That and the novels I write."
"You write novels?" Naomi asked.
"Ever hear of Julian Steelwight, International Secret Agent?"
"You write those?"
The Englishman shrugged. "Of course, they're all rubbish, unrealistic, and have absolutely no relationship to real espionage, but I make five times as much off of them then I do from my government pension." He motioned toward the back of the house.
"Come, let's adjoin to the living room. I have a spectacular ocean view."
He led then to a wide, oval-shaped room, with the outside wall composed of tinted glass, revealing the promised view that was only slightly marred by the busy highway just a few feet from the windows. Ashcroft waved Naomi and Stephen to a couch and took an overstuffed chair for himself. He leaned back, still smiling.
"Now, what can I do for the Tea and Biscuit Company?"
Naomi blinked at him. "Excuse me?"
"He means the CIA." Stephen shook his head. "I'm not with them anymore. I'm working for a private contractor these days."
"Oh?" Ashcroft's eyes narrowed. "And what sort of private contractor needs someone of your skills and abilities?"
"One that needs to operate outside normal channels. And we're doing red, white and blue work."
"I see." Ashcroft steepled his fingers. "So what does your Uncle need from this magnificent land?"
"It involves SeaStar Ventures and one of their ships that's been captured by Somali pirates."
Stephen gave his host a brief outline of the last twelve hours. Ashcroft listened, not moving or saying anything. After Stephen was done, Ashcroft nodded, just as Mandlenkosi entered, carrying a try with tea and biscuits. He placed it on a table next to his employer, bowed and left.
Naomi watched him leave, then looked at Ashcroft. "Can your staff be trusted?"
Ashcroft smiled. "Mandlenkosi was the first agent I recruited when I arrived here in South Africa. I ran him for nearly twenty years. I introduced him to the woman who became his wife, Busisiwe. I'm the godfather to all three of their children, and made sure all three graduated from college. One's a medical doctor, one's a lawyer, and the third is a member of the National Assembly. When London decided they didn't need him anymore, I took him and his wife on. They're more my friends than staff."
He picked up the teapot and poured the steaming contents into three teacups. "We have sugar and cream, and the biscuits will melt in your mouth."
Once they were settled back in their seats, Ashcroft sipped his beverage and said, "You mentioned that one of the office attackers spoke English, Afrikaner, and Arabic?"
"Yes," Stephen answered. "We also found cards for a mosque and an Islamic center on several of the bodies." He took a clear plastic baggie from his pocket and handed it to Ashcroft.
The retired agent studied them for a few moments. "I thought so," he muttered, handing them back to Stephen.
"What?" Naomi asked.
"A strong suspicion. Do you have anything else?"
"Just the words 'Die Handelaar'" Stephen replied.
Ashcroft grinned. "'The merchant'? Yes, I know who fits that description. Mandlenkosi!"
The African appeared again, so quickly that he could not have been far away. "Yes, sir?"
"Go up to my office, access the black files, and pull the folder for Kamal Hassan."
"Yes sir." The African left the room once again.
"Kamal Hassan?" Naomi asked.
The retired spy nodded. "The files have all the details, but Kamal Hassan is a businessman with connections across Africa. He was born in Syria, got out one step ahead of Assad's blood-work team, and made it to South Africa and became a naturalized citizen about ten years ago. Officially, he dabbles in a little bit of everything, a friend to everyone, has established himself in the Muslim community, and is considered a success story."
"Unofficially?"
"Unofficially, Kamal Hassan is probably the biggest criminal in the Western Cape. Drugs, weapons, prostitution, and lord knows what else. Those business cards you showed me are fronts for several of Hassan's 'legal' businesses. He has eyes and ears everywhere."
"Has anyone built a case against him?" Stephen asked.
Ashcroft shook his head. "He has enough senior officials in his pockets at any given time that no investigation ever gets started." He took a sip of tea, then continued. "In addition to being a crime lord, Hassan also has ties to different Islamic terrorist groups, including ISIS and the ICA."
"ICA?" Stephen asked.
"Islamic Caliphate Army. It acts as a special force of sorts for ISIS, mostly staffed by people with military backgrounds or experience. Ruthless, competent, and a nasty bunch of arseholes."
"You think Hassan might be involved with the ship's hijacking?"
"It's possible. Hassan has a profitable smuggling business with all sorts of unsavory clients, including Iran, North Korea, Burma, and Pakistan. He doesn't have any ships of his own, so it stands to reason that he has connections with shipping companies."
Naomi stood and put her teacup down. "I'm going to call this in to Dani. She can start tracking down all she can on Hassan."
"You're not liable to find much," Ashcroft warned. "Hassan is a bit paranoid when it comes to computers, so I doubt he has an electronic bread crumb tail for you to follow."
"Won't know until we try," Naomi countered. "Be right back."
When she returned several minutes later, she found Ashcroft telling Stephen about an assignment involving a French pole dancer, three million dollars’ worth of diamonds, and several murderous Egyptians who wanted the stones. The story got wilder with each passing second, climaxing in a race across the roofs of Cairo with the Egyptians in hot pursuit. Finally, with the pole dancer saved, the diamonds retrieved and the Egyptians dead or in prison, Ashcroft explained how he had to fit all that into the report using bureaucratic double-speak. All three of them were left chuckling.
"I talked to Dani," Naomi said, settling down again. "Hassan's name was mentioned by another of our contacts, so it might be a good lead."
Just them Mandlenkosi returned, carrying a file folder and looking concerned. Ashcroft's smile faded. "What's wrong?" he asked.
"Someone has the front of the house under surveillance.”
Ashcroft rose. "Where?"
"Across the street, two houses up, on Sedgmore. Blue 2005 BMW X3, two occupants. Hood's up and they're faking car trouble."
"Let's go take a look, if you'll follow me?"
Lead by Ashcroft, all four took the stairs to the second floor and made a right into a large office. The room was mostly dark, with only a small amount of light penetrating through the slats of the floor-to-ceiling Plantation shutters that occupied a quarter of the wall space.
"Stay by the door," Ashcroft directed, then went over to his desk, opened a drawer and took out a pair of binoculars. He moved toward the half-opened shutters, but stopped a couple of feet away and stared out. After a few seconds, he said, "Yes, looks like someone is interested in our happy little home. Stephen, Miss Washington — please come over here and take a look."
They both came over and looked through the binoculars, Naomi going first. The car was right where Mandlenkosi said it was, on a side street just across from Ashcroft's house, with the hood up and one person twiddling with the engine. However, he kept glancing toward the Ashcroft house, too many times for it to be natural.
"Definitely surveillance," Stephen said, handing the binoculars back to Ashcroft. "But on who, us or Nigel?"
"They were not there earlier," Mandlenkosi confirmed.
"I made sure we weren't followed," Stephen said.
Ashcroft raised the binoculars and stared at the car. "They're probably watching me," he said. "I've been used more than once by the South African government on counter-terrorist matters. I think you might be an accident."
"We can't afford to be followed," Stephen said.
"Mandlenkosi," Ashcroft said slowly. "Do you happen to know if the Watt boys are home? I think school's out of session right now."
"Not off the top of my head, but I can find out."
"Please do so." Mandlenkosi nodded and left the office once more.
"Who are the Watt Brothers?" Naomi asked.
"A couple of nice boys. If their home, they'll help us."
"Help us with what?"
"A diversion, my dear. The Watt boys and their friends are very good at creating mayhem."
* * *
Jamil Al-Farooq looked up from the BMW's engine and glanced at the house of the target and the unknown car in the driveway. He had already radioed in the car's license plate, and found out it was a rental. He didn't know where Hassan had gotten the information from, and he didn't care. He wasn't paid to think, but he was making good money and he was encouraged to indulge in his penchant for violence. Right now, his orders were to watch the house and follow whoever got into the rental car.
Jamil straightened up to look at his partner, Ishack Adeel, who was sitting in the passenger seat, reading a newspaper. Jamil couldn't hide the expression of anger. Ishack was pretty much useless and Jamil had no idea why Tamrez had put the two of them together. He reached over and tapped on the passenger's side window. Ishack looked up and rolled down the window.
"What?"
Jamil's hand twitched, fighting the urge to pull his pistol from its shoulder holster and shoot Ishack in the face. "I could use some help!" he growled.
Ishack shrugged. "It's only one house. Shouldn’t take both of us."
A group of young teenage boys came straggling down the street. They stopped and looked at the BMW.
"Kif!" one of them said. "You have a problem with your jammie, mister?"
"Just a small one," Jamil said, trying to sound pleasant.
Suddenly, the other boys clustered around Jamil and started asking questions.
"Is that a BMW?"
"What sort of gas mileage does it get?"
"Was it expensive to buy?"
"Why did you get a blue one?"
"Can we see the engine?"
The boys moved toward the front of the car. Jamil rapped hard on Ishack's window and motioned for him to get out. Ishack shot an ugly glare at Jamil, opened the door and exited. They moved to the front of the car, using their bodies to force the boys away. The boys moved slowly, still peppering the two men with questions about the car, their clothes, and even Jamil's shoes.
They were so intent on shooing the boys away from the car that they didn't see another boy crouched behind the BMW. He held a long tube attached to a can and was spraying the can's contents up the car's tailpipe as fast as possible. After thirty seconds, he finished the can and dropped it into a bag he had slung over one shoulder. He rose and ran to join the others, slapping one of his friends in the back.
"Tag!" he yelled. He continued running down the road, turning left at the intersection. With a shout, the rest of the boys ran after him, any interest in the car suddenly forgotten.
Jamil watched them disappear around the corner, then turned to snarl at Ishack. "You watch the house!"
He got back into the car. Ishack glared at him, but went around the front and began looking at the engine. Jamil glanced at his watch and decided to wait another ten minutes before he and Ishack moved to a different observation location.
A few minutes later, Ishack closed the hood and walked to the passenger-side door. Jamil could see two people, a white man and a black woman, getting into the rental car. Jamil started the engine as Ishack climbed into the passenger seat. The engine caught, idled for a few second, then died. Surprised, Jamil tried starting the car again, but this time, it wouldn't even start. The rental car was making a U-turn in the wide driveway when Jamil tried a third time, then a fourth.
The rental car turned left onto the street and drove out of sight. Several more attempts by Jamil failed to start the car. After fifteen minutes, he admitted defeat and produced his cell phone to report his failure.
Hassan's Estate
The study was Hassan's favorite room in the house. It was where he did most of his business, both legal and illegal. The room’s furnishings were a testament to Hassan's wealth, from the antique desk to the 16th century grandfather's clock, to the finely crafted Iranian rugs. Here, Hassan usually felt powerful and secure.
But the presence of Yasir Ilshu in this sanctuary was robbing Hassan of those feelings. Even Tamrez's normally comforting presence was not easing Hassan's worry. The ICA assassin was sitting in one of the chairs in front of Hassan's desk, looking relaxed almost to the point of boredom, although Hassan knew that was an illusion. Ilshu thought he was as corrupt as the rest of the infidels, and if Ilshu was ordered to kill Hassan, he would do so without hesitation.
At the moment, Hassan was listening to Jamil's terse excuses for failing to follow a rental car that had left a home he was watching. The excuse involved something about a pack of boys and expanding foam being squirted into the tailpipe.
After listening for a bit, Hassan shouted into the phone in Arabic, "I am not interested in your excuses, you stupid camel jockey! Car repair costs are coming out of yours and Ishack's wages, and I will make sure that Tamrez gives you and that sand flea Ishack the worse jobs in the organization for the next six months! Is that understood? Now get the car towed and get back here in less than three hours, or don't bother coming back at all!"
He slammed down the retro-looking phone's handset back into its cradle and leaned back.
"Is there a problem?" Ilshu asked.
"Nothing I cannot take care of," Hassan replied calmly. "When do you leave?"
"Plane leaves in four hours."
"You do as you must, but I definitely do not like not knowing who this new player is."
"It doesn't matter," Ilshu said, dismissing the idea with a wave of his hand. "Aswegen is dead, the records are destroyed. They can't do much of anything."
"Much of anything? They killed nearly a dozen of my best recruits!" Hassan retorted. "It will take me months to recruit enough new blood to replace them!"
Ilshu appraised Hassan coolly. "Perhaps you should focus more on quality instead of quantity. Your men were not sufficiently trained. Most of them shot off full clips with one pull of the trigger. They also had no tactical sense, no idea how to work together. Against unarmed sheep, they did fine, but against wolves like those from last night? It was they who were the sheep and they were slaughtered. Very disappointing."
Hassan felt his face become flush. "This group could become a threat!"
"A threat to you, maybe," Ilshu said. He let his eyes drift around the room. "You have plenty to lose."
Hassan's jaw tightened in anticipation of an acerbic response, but before he could speak, the phone rang. He snatched it up.
"Yes?" He listened for a minute, then said, "Keep a watch on the place. I'm sending help. Good job."
He hung up and looked at Tamrez. "They're staying at the Cape Africa Hotel, rooms 418, 419, and 420. Take some men and eliminate the problem. Take a couple alive if possible, but dead is just as good. Search their rooms and bring back any data that might shed light on who these people are."
Tamrez nodded. "Do you want to use any of the recruits?"
"No. Our men only. We're dealing with professionals and we will treat them as such from this point forward." He looked over at Ilshu as he said the last part of the sentence, then back to Tamrez.
"No mistakes and no mercy."
"Yes sir."
After Tamrez left, Hassan leaned back in his chair and stared at Ilshu. "That should take care of the problem."
Ilshu returned the stare with cold eyes of his own.
"I hope so, but don't be so sure.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Cape Africa Hotel
Dante Alvarez was uneasy.
The others had checked in with him and Danielle, relaying the name of Kamal Hassan for Danielle to research as well as that of another possible connection to SeaStar Ventures. Dante knew Danielle well enough to know she was in full data-mining mode, not in the mood to talk.
Something nagged at Dante's mind as he stared out the window at the city. His cumulative experience with the Secret Service was telling him that something was wrong, but there was nothing he could put his finger on. He looked back at Danielle, who sat hunched over her laptop, while the tablet next to her ran a different program.
"I'm going to take a look around," he said, moving away from the window.
Danielle looked up. "Something wrong?"
"My subconscious is telling me yes, but I don't see anything to confirm it. I'm going to go down to the lobby and maybe walk around the building. When I come back, I'll use three knocks, pause for a count of two, then two more knocks."
Danielle pulled out her H&K SOCOM, and placed it next to her. "Don't forget to knock.”
Dante nodded, then checked his own pistol. While combat was not Danielle's primary job, she had been rigorously trained by both Tanner and Liam so that she wasn't a liability if she did get involved in a firefight.
He left the suite and headed to the elevators. The hallway was typical of hotels everywhere, a thick, multi-colored carpet, textured wallpaper in shades of browns and grays, the room doors white with golden room numbers, and overhead recessed lighting. The hallway was almost quiet except for the faint sounds of a TV from a room he passed on his left, and a shower from a room on his right.
He smiled and nodded to a young couple who looked to be tourists emerging from a room ahead of him. He was tall, athletic looking, and blond, while she was shorter, short reddish hair, and on thin side. "Good morning," the man said pleasantly in English with a strong Dutch accent.
"Good morning," Dante replied. "Going out to see the sights?"
"Yes," the man answered. "Do you happen to know any interesting places close by? It’s our first day here, and we want to start nearby."
They walked to the elevators, Dante recalling what knowledge he'd gleaned from a Capetown tourist magazine he'd read on the plane. The couple, on their honeymoon from the Netherlands, were friendly and polite, a change from most of the people Dante dealt with when in the field as a member of OUTCAST. The man, Gilpin, did all the talking, while Anke, his bride, stayed silent, content to let her new husband lead the conversation.
When they emerged from the elevator, Gilpin asked, "Richard, are you here on business or vacation?"
"Business," Dante said, unflinching at the mention of his cover name. "A few of my colleges are out running down industry leads, so I’m holding down the fort here until they get back."
Gilpin nodded. "What sort of business are you in?"
They walked into the lobby and Dante's senses screamed trouble. The lobby wasn't huge, but still large enough to have a gift shop, a restaurant, a couple of sitting areas, and the front desk. A couple dozen people milled about the lobby, some entering, some leaving.
"Information security," he said, eyes scanning the room, picking out three men who didn't seem to belong.
"Indeed?" Gilpin said, not noticing that he had lost Dante's full interest. "Do you do any work in the Netherlands?"
"No." Dante turned his head so that he could see the three men out of the corner of his eye. The trio, all Middle Eastern, with dark hair and sun-soaked skin, was sitting in the lobby near each other. One dressed in a suit was reading a newspaper, while a second, wearing an oversized rugby jersey and jeans, was sprawled in a chair, apparently asleep. The third, also in a suit, stood near the front doors, perusing a rack of brochures.
"I hope to see you again."
Dante was mentally startled, but managed to hide it behind a smile. "You too, Gilpin, Anke. Have a good day."
Dante changed directions toward the front desk as the couple walked across the lobby, toward the front doors. As they did so, all three men, even the one that had been faking sleep, watched the couple walk out. The two sitting looked at the third man by the door, who gave a subtle shake of his head.
As the fake sleeper readjusted himself in the chair, for an instant Dante could see the outline of a pistol in the man's belt, under the jersey. A jolt of electricity spiked down Dante's spine. He glanced at the other two, looking for the tell-tale bulge of weapons. Now that he was focused, Dante noticed that the other two were also armed.
Senses now fully awakened, Dante surreptitiously scanned the lobby again, looking for anyone else that was suspicious. He hadn't spotted anyone else by the time he reached the front desk, but his instincts told him something was going to happen, and soon.
He exchanged pleasantries with the desk clerk, picked up a copy of a newspaper from the rack, folded it under his right arm and walked back toward the elevator. As he did so, four more Middle Eastern men walked in, and immediately the gunman by the door stepped away from the brochures and started talking to the largest of the four newcomers. Dante continued walking, appearing to ignore the discussion by the front door. He palmed his cell phone and pushed the preset for Danielle. She answered on the second ring.
"Yes?"
"We may have a problem."
"What is it?"
Dante walked up to the nearest of the two elevators and pushed the button. “There are seven men in the lobby, all Middle Eastern, three of them armed."
"Let me check the hotel security camera."
Dante heard her tapping on the keyboard. One of the first things she had done when the team had taken the rooms was to hack into the hotel's security system.
"Okay… Where are you now?"
The elevator's signal dinged and the doors opened to Dante's right. He waited until the half a dozen people got out of the car before he stepped in and pushed the "6" button, the phone still held to his ear.
"On the elevator," he said. The door closed and the car started rising.
"I have you and I have our guys," Danielle reported. "A couple of them just went into the restaurant and two more into the gift shop. One's heading for the bathroom and the other two are sitting in the lobby, far apart from each other."
"Setting a trap?"
"I have no idea, but I'm calling the others right now."
* * *
From his location at a table just inside the hotel restaurant’s entrance, Wahid Tamrez could see most of the lobby and the two men he'd left sitting there. He was seated with Dahab, one of his most trusted men. They'd both ordered coffee, and to satisfy his sweet tooth, Dahab also ordered biscuits. Neither man said much to the other as they waited for their prey.
One of Hassan's secrets of success was that he had contacts everywhere in South Africa and beyond, and at all levels of society. Hotels were one of the best places to pick up valuable information and to scope out targets to either rob or kidnap for either ransom or the underground slavery market. It hadn't taken too long once word got out that Hassan was looking for six individuals when a clerk from the Cape Africa Hotel called.
The employee described the six people as “definitely Americans”—four men and two women, one of the women being black — and how all six had come in early that morning after what one of them described as, "One hell of a night on the town." He had also said that four of them had since left, and he didn't know when they would be back.
Tamrez had wanted to kill the two who were already up in the rooms, then take out the others as they arrived, but Hassan vetoed the idea when Tamrez called to report his progress.
"I don't want to take the chance any of them will get away," Hassan said. "Wait until they they're all in their rooms at once, then get them. If we kill two of them first, the others may get suspicious if they call their associates and receive no reply. Don’t do anything to spook them. And remember, make sure one of them is still alive for questioning, especially if they are American.”
The possibility that Americans were involved worried Tamrez. He knew the Northstar Venture had a valuable cargo, but for once, Hassan had not told him what that cargo was. If the Americans were interested in SeaStar Ventures, which almost certainly meant they were interested in the unknown cargo, then that could lead them to Hassan's connections with the ICA.
As he sipped his coffee, Tamrez considered the clerk behind the front desk. The man had run up a gambling debt of over fifty thousand rand in one of Hassan's establishments, and was eager to do something about it. In return for clearing his debt, the clerk had agreed to signal Tamrez when the other Americans arrived.
Under the circumstances, Tamrez had decided to let the targets go up to their rooms, then go up and kill them there, out of sight of the public. He would lead a team to hit all three rooms at once, killing them before they could react. Then they would escape down the fire stairs and drive away before the police showed up.
To steer the authorities away from investigating the coming massacre, Tamrez decided to use a trick he'd learned in the past. One of his men was carrying a briefcase with half a kilo of heroin, twenty thousand U.S. dollars, a testing kit, syringes, and a few pairs of latex gloves. Once the targets were dead, they would disperse the briefcase's contents and the room to make it look like a drug deal gone bad. With a little pressure from Hassan's agents inside the SAPS, the matter would be dropped and the case listed as “gang violence."
Tamrez waited with the patience of a long-time predator. His men were spread out all over the place outside. The net was cast. If things went right, it would all be over with in less than five minutes.
Now, all he needed was for the Americans to show up…

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Using the conference call app on their smart phones, the four OUTCAST members in the field listened to both Danielle and Dante's descriptions of the hotel situation.
"Any chance we're being paranoid?" Liam asked.
"Not from where I'm sitting," Naomi replied. "According to Ashcroft, Hassan has eyes everywhere, and we know for a fact he had people watching Ashcroft’s house."
"And they're armed," Dante added. "Just pistols as far as I can tell, but they might have heavier firepower hidden nearby. A couple of them were carrying briefcases."
"Dani," Tanner said, "are there any other guests who might have something these guys would be interested in? Or is it only us?”
Danielle’s reply was immediate. "I've checked. Mostly tourists and businesspeople that are in fields not usually associated with criminal activity. There's ten or twelve Arabs loitering around the hotel, which is a hell of a lot for a robbery or kidnapping."
"Then it’s us," Tanner said. "We have to assume that. Let’s talk strategy."
Stephen chimed in for the first time. "They could try hitting us in the lobby.”
“I don’t think so," Liam said. "They'd want to get all six of us at once. If they try and hit us in the lobby, it would alert Dante and Dani and give them a chance to get away, right?”
"We can't be sure of that," Stephen said. "They could easily stage it as a terrorist attack. A lobby full of people would handicap us more than it would them. They don’t care about mitigating collateral damage."
"Assuming they just want to kill us," Liam continued, "they want to do it fast. The police are already on high alert after last night, so a prolonged gun battle is out. They might think we'll be easier to surprise in our rooms than in the lobby."
"I think they'll wait until we’re in our rooms and hit all three rooms at once," Tanner said. "They want answers to who we are and how much we know. They may want prisoners, but they also want our technology, especially any computers we have."
"It would be quicker and easier to grab it all at once," Liam said.
"Here's what we're going to do." Tanner outlined the plan quickly, finishing with, "Dani, Dante, make sure you sanitize the rooms, then call us when you're ready. Any questions?"
There were none, and the conference ended. Danielle packed up her computer equipment while Dante moved through the suites, wiping down all surfaces and objects with cleaning solution and cloth. They gathered everyone’s belongings and consolidated them into duffel bags.
Then they carried the bags back to Tanner and Liam's suite, and while Danielle watched the security cameras on her laptop, Dante went out, down the hall, past the elevator lobby, to a small vending area. At the back of the alcove was a door leading to a housekeeping room where linens, bath towels and other housekeeping supplies were stored. The room was locked, but Dante picked it in less than fifteen seconds, wedging a bottle of cleaner between door and jamb.
He returned to the suite and grabbed all the bags and carried them down to the linen room, putting them inside. Danielle followed a few seconds later, toting the still-open laptop. They entered the linen room, and while Danielle placed the laptop on a shelf, Dante closed and locked the door behind them. While Dante took his phone out and dialed Tanner, Danielle pulled out her H&K pistol and threaded on a sound suppressor.
Tanner answered and Dante told him they were ready.
* * *
Tamrez watched the two men enter the lobby. Both were dressed in suits and ties, but they didn't move like normal business men. Instead of the ambling of men who spent most of their time sitting and talking, these men moved with purpose. Both wore sunglasses, but Tamrez got the impression they were aware of their surroundings. Tamrez shifted his gaze to the clerk, who gave him a nod.
The pair stopped near one of the chairs and began a quiet conversation, standing close and keeping a hand over their mouth to make it impossible for anyone to lip-read. Tamrez wondered what they were discussing.
After a couple of minutes, another pair, this one consisting of a man and a woman, walked into the lobby. They were dressed less formally than the first two, but walked right over to them and joined the conversation. Another glance at the clerk confirmed that these were the other two Americans they'd been waiting for.
Tamrez found his gaze lingering on the only woman of the four. The African woman had an attractive figure and was easy on the eyes. He decided then that she would be one of the ones they took alive, for further "interrogation."
As a group, the foursome headed for the elevators, still talking amongst themselves. Tamrez waited until they had walked out of sight before he said to Dahab, "Tell the others we move in ten minutes." His man nodded and left the table.
The ten minutes passed slowly, and Tamrez, who considered himself a patient man, found it hard not to fidget. After glancing at his watch yet again, he decided it was time and stood.
Followed by Dahab, he walked out of the restaurant and into the lobby. As he made his way to the elevators, the rest of his men began to walk toward him. By the time he reached the elevator bank, he was surrounded by the rest of his team.
Tamrez directed four of his men to take one elevator, while he and the rest took the other. Once the doors closed, he and the others checked their firearms. Tamrez and two of his men had pistols, while the fourth carried a VZ-61 Skorpion machine pistol. After he had put his Browning Hi-power away, he closed his eyes and mentally prepared himself for the imminent battle.
* * *
"Six to all: Tangos in the elevator."
Danielle's voice was steady in Stephen and Liam's earpieces as they fast-walked in opposite directions from the elevators on the fourth floor. Both operators were headed for the emergency stairs at each end of the building. They reached the doors at about the same time and stopped.
"Numbers, Six," Tanner said.
"Eight in the elevators, two in each staircase," Danielle came back over the radios. "The two on the northeast staircase have just reached the second floor, while the ones in the southwest are half a floor behind them. I'm seeing only pistols and machine guns."
"Any civilians in sight?"
"Not at the moment."
"Start scrambling the security footage … Now!"
"Security footage scrambled. Hotel security is now looking at snow. We still have eyes on the Tangos."
"Copy," Liam said, reaching the northeast stairwell door. He looked back at Stephen while he screwed on his sound suppressor. "Ready?"
"Yeah.”
"The northeast pair of Tangos are on the third floor now, guns in hand," Danielle interjected.
Liam put his ear to the door and listed. When he heard echoing footsteps growing louder, he shoved hard against the door and moved into the staircase, pistol pointing down into it.
The two men charging up the stairs were caught by surprise. The first man was a third of the way up, and before he could raise his own pistol, Liam fired at him twice, the .45 rounds echoing despite the suppressor. Both rounds struck the gunman in the chest, ripping through clothing and flesh and knocking him off his feet. As the would-be killer fell, Liam shifted targets and shot the second man on the landing below. One round punched into his face while the second took him in the throat. The force slammed him into the landing wall, leaving a bloody smear on the off-white wall.
Liam tracked back to the first target, but the blood-soaked shirt told him that he was down for good. Pistol ready, he descended the stairs and checked both bodies, careful to avoid the blood.
"Two to Prime: Both Tangos down and out. Northeast stairwell secure," he transmitted, putting both men's pistols into his pockets, then rifling through the men's clothing for ID and any other useful information. He found a couple of cheap wallets and pocketed them.
Looking over the rail, Liam saw that the stairs went down more than four flights, all the way into the basement. He hauled the first body up and tossed it over the rail. It fell silently, except for the wet smack when it hit the floor. It’s not the fall that kills you…it’s getting shot before you hit the ground. The ex-SEAL chuckled grimly to himself as he hoisted the second body and disposed of it as with the first.
Danielle’s voice crackled over the comm channels. "Six to all: Tangos exiting the elevator.”
"This is Two. I'm on my way up," said Liam. He started up the stairs three at a time.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Standing in the linen closet, Danielle and Dante watched the eight men walk out of the elevators and into the hallway. One of them, a big man with a thick mustache, directed the others. He indicated for one to stay in the lobby-hallway and then pointed the rest toward the team's rooms.
Danielle’s eyes were glued to the laptop screen "Six to Prime: One Tango's in the hall, near the elevators. The others are moving toward yours and Three's location. Hallway is still clear of civilians, over."
"Copy Six," Tanner came back. "Get ready to hit them in five….four ….three … "
"I'll take the rear guard,” Dante said, one hand on the door handle, the other gripping his suppressed pistol.
Danielle nodded, both of her hands gripped around the butt of her SOCOM.
"…two…. one!"
Dante opened the door and Danielle went through, her pistol up and aimed into the vending alcove. Dante was right behind her, his own pistol also at the ready. Danielle stepped aside, letting Dante take the lead as he moved to the edge of the alcove. He stepped out, his pistol already acquiring the first target, the rear guard.
The man's jaw dropped as the sight of Dante and he dropped his briefcase. He frantically reached for the automatic stuck in his belt. Dante fired twice, both shots striking the man in the chest and throwing him back against the wall.
Dante acquired new targets, lining up on the back of one of the attackers at the rear of the group. He felt more than saw Danielle step out beside him and open fire.
The four shots sounded like small firecrackers, but the two men at the rear of the pack of killers both stumbled forward when the shots struck them in the back, sending them into the two in front of them. Those two were pushed off balance by the sudden impact of dead weight. Before they could shove their dying comrades away, Dante and Danielle fired again.
The second double tap struck home and those two men fell.
The remaining three shooters quickly spun to face the threat behind them, weapons rising to fill the hallway full of lead. They never saw the hotel room doors open behind them, never saw Tanner and Naomi step out and fire their own silenced pistols into their backs from a distance of ten feet.
Wahid Tamrez and his two men never saw the bullets that killed them.
* * *
As the last killer fell, the OUTCAST team was already moving. Danielle ducked back into the linen closet to retrieve her laptop. Dante moved forward, sweeping the elevator lobby, then moving to assist Tanner and Naomi, who swept in to kick away weapons and search the dead would-be assassins.
Several doors along the hall opened as guests poked their heads out, wanting to find out what was going on. Dante shouted, "Get back into your rooms and stay there!"
The resulting doors closing sounded almost like gunshots.
Dante searched the briefcase of the first man he had killed. He spun it around to show Tanner the contents — drug paraphernalia, a bundle of money, and a block of something that had to be drugs, either heroin or cocaine.
"Leave it," Tanner advised. Dante nodded and closed the case.
"Four to Prime," Stephen said on the radio. "Southwest stairwell clear, two tangos down."
"Copy, Four," Tanner said. "Execute Fuzzy Dragon in twenty. We're on our way out."
The stairwell door opened and Liam stepped out. Tanner told him, "Help Six!"
Liam nimbly hopped over the bodies and ran toward the linen closet. He found Danielle coming out of the room carrying their duffel bags. Liam holstered his pistol and grabbed some of the bags from her. He dropped three of them in the hall and carried the other three over to Tanner and the others. By now, five of the bodies had been searched, and the rest were currently being checked. Liam handed a duffel bag each to Tanner, Dante and Naomi, who added the assorted wallets, cell phones and other pocket litter to the bags.
Tanner motioned to the stairwell Liam had just used. "We'll take this one. You and Six join Four."
Liam nodded and ran back to where he had left the bags. Danielle tossed him a towel. He used it to take the pistols he'd taken from the killers in the stairwell out of his pockets and wipe them down before tossing them into the hallway. Picking up all three bags, he and Danielle ran for the other end of the hall and the stairs. They were three quarters of the way there when the piercing shriek of a fire alarm started, prompting them to race down the stairs.
By the time they reached the fourth floor, there were people in the stairwell. Liam saw Stephen waiting for them. He handed the former CIA agent two of the bags and quickly buttoned his coat. At the second floor, there was a steady stream of guests chattering and wondering what was going on.
The three OUTCASTs went with the flow, doing nothing to attract attention. Liam glanced over the rail and saw the bodies of the two men Stephen had killed, but the people were more concerned with escaping the building than seeing what was at the bottom.
They reached the ground floor, the concrete block giving way to glass and a large EXIT sign over the doors. The three OUTCAST operatives spilled out into the parking lot along with the flood of hotel guests and employees.
They continued walking toward the Pajero Sport 4x4. Stephen unlocked the car and after throwing everything into back, he tossed the keys to Liam.
"You're driving. I have a phone call to make."
"Two to Prime," Liam said into his throat microphone as he climbed into the driver's seat. "We're clear of the building."
"Copy, Two," Tanner said. "We're reaching the vehicle now."
"Meet you at the Fort," Liam said, referring to the Castle of Good Hope, which was a short distance away.
"Copy. See you in a few."
Liam started the Pajero and left the parking lot. As he turned onto Hans Strijdom Avenue, he heard Stephen say into his phone.
"Nigel? We need your help."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Somali Coast
Saleh Narsai sipped his coffee and stared out over the ocean. The last day and a half had been exhausting for him and the crew of both his ship and the Saad el Melik. There was no telling when an enemy might move to take the ship, and so he had only slept for thirty minutes in the last day. There was so much to do.
The first step had been the transfer of the necessary materials from the Saad el Melik to the Northstar. Timing the transfers between satellite passes and hiding the goods between the container stacks had been time-consuming. They had done most of the transfer at night with only just enough light to see by.
The second step had been the most nerve-racking, the removal of the warheads from the container. Despite Dr. Masood's assurances that the warhead was safe to move, it had taken several hours of back-breaking work to take both warheads out of the container, using a jury-rigged hoist to lower both to the deck, where they were covered by more tarps.
But still there was more to do. A construction crew from the Saad el Melik had begun the construction of launchers between two container stacks, while a second crew pulled tarps across the spaces to conceal the activity from overhead observation. Masood's team attended to the warheads and the missiles under another set of tarps in another space. The work was hot and brutal, the temperature under the tarps rising as high as a hundred and fifteen degrees during the day, even higher when the crew used wielding torches and other power tools. The work was continuous, stopping only long enough for a quick meal and a shift change after six hours.
On top of all that, Yabaal and his pirate hoodlums were nosing around like cats in a new house, trying to discover what was going on around the ship. They were promised weapons in return for their help, and Narsai would see to it they got their share of automatic rifles, but they sure as hell didn’t need to find out about the nuclear capabilities. While they were fine cover to hide the ICA's involvement in the plot to utilize weapons of mass destruction — let the world think this was just another run-of-the-mill East African pirate attack — Narsai found the Somali warlord to be greedy, arrogant, and bullying. It had taken all of Narsai's limited diplomatic skills to keep Yabaal and his men from going through the containers the moment Riyad had left.
Realizing that he had to placate the warlord, Narsai had allowed "limited plundering" of the center hold containers, where the most valuable cargo was stored. Watching a bunch of semi-savages run around in high-end fashions from Paris, trying to figure out how to use MP3 players and carry 60” TVs to their boats had left Narsai with the belief that their Somali allies were almost useless for anything but stopping bullets.
After that, Yabaal and his men were warned to stay off the Northstar for a couple of days. So far, the pirates had stayed away, but Narsai didn't know how much longer that would last. He'd assigned by a dozen ICA soldiers to guard duty with clear orders to shoot any non-ICA member approaching the ship.
"Captain!" Musa called out.
Narsai turned. "What?"
The helmsman gestured to the satellite phone, and Narsai realized it was ringing. He strode over and snatched it up. "Yes?"
"Is everything all right?" the voice of Yasir Ilshu asked. "It was a long time before you answered."
A flash of anger coursed through Narsai, but it died nearly as quick as it came. "I've been under a bit of stress lately.”
"Contractors giving you trouble?"
Contractors. What a lovely euphemism. It was a given that the Great Satan could listen in on any and all conversations, searching for keywords to track the people involved in the triggering exchange, to obliterate them with a drone strike. In the face of this unpleasant reality, Colonel Riyad had always stressed the need to keep any electronic communications as brief and as cryptic as possible.
Narsai said, "They've been trouble from the start since the boss went away. The chief contractor has been very demanding."
"As expected. Did you give them a bonus?"
"Yes, for all the good it did."
"The product?"
"The samples are still being prepared. We've kept the contractors away from them."
"Good. I'm calling to report that the task the boss sent me on has been completed. The negotiations with the other party were short but complete. Their head man was very receptive."
"Good," Narsai said. With SeaStar crippled and its CEO dead, it would make it harder to trace the cargo.
"However, it appears we've attracted the attention of a third party."
Narsai felt his stomach drop. "Who?"
"I'm not sure yet, but it might be our American competitors. Whoever it is, they tried to cut themselves into our business."
"That isn't good news."
"It isn't," Ilshu replied. "Our local affiliate will handle future discussions with them."
"Are you still in South Africa?"
"No. We're on our way back. The boss must be alerted to the developments in South Africa."
"I will try and contact him at once," Narsai said.
"Please do. I am not confident the affiliate can handle the negations with the Americans. Their hiring practices have not impressed me."
Narsai pulled the satellite phone from his ear and stared at it for a couple of seconds in surprise before putting it back to his ear. "But he has been a loy—"
"The boss expects results in addition to loyalty. If he can pull off these negotiations, then I will say no more."
"I understand.”
"That is all."
Narsai heard a click and the phone went silent.
"What is wrong?" Musa asked.
Narsai turned to bark at him, but stopped with a sigh. "That was Ilshu. He said the operation in South Africa was successful, but someone, maybe the Americans, are now involved."
Musa spat. "The devil incarnate! I wish I could kill all of them!"
"We will get our chance later," Narsai said. "But first we must complete this task. I need to call the colonel. He will not like the news."
"Better you than me."
Narsai walked away and dialed Riyad's number from memory.
Camps Bay, Capetown
The safehouse was tucked away at the base of Tabletop Mountain, with a spectacular view of the ocean from the front balcony. It also featured a two-car garage, and was isolated at the end of a road. Ashcroft was waiting for them when the two cars carrying the OUTCAST team arrived at the address he had supplied to Stephen over the phone. He unlocked the door and ushered them inside.
"Welcome to Her Majesty’s safehouse codename, SANDSTONE.”
The interior was stark white, with minimal furniture. "It hasn't been used in the last five or six years," Ashcroft said. "Cutbacks back in London and focusing on the War on Terror has dried up the need for safehouses in places like this. But I hang onto it, just in case."
"You own this place?" Stephen asked.
"Technically, Mandlenkosi's family owns it, but I fronted the money, and when I pass on, it'll be theirs free and clear. You can stay here as long as you need to."
"That won't be very long," Tanner said. "We need a table."
Ashcroft pointed to a doorway. "Dining room's over there."
Tanner led the team into the dining room. "Everything we took from the bodies, on the table."
A couple of minutes later, the wallets, keys, cell phones and other items were in a pile on the table.
"We’re looking for something that will give us a lead on whoever sent the hit team."
"Can I help?" Ashcroft asked.
"If you want," Tanner said. "But we don't want to impose any more on you then we have to."
"It's no bother at all, dear boy. I'm retired. Besides, I need a break from my writing and a couple of hours helping you won't hurt."
The front door opened and Mandlenkosi walked in. "I have the food!”
"Put it in the kitchen and come help us," Ashcroft told him.
"All right," Tanner said. "Danielle, get your laptop ready to input ID info. The rest of you pick up a wallet and find an ID. Read the name off it for Danielle to run through the computer." He picked up a wallet, opened it and found a driver's license. "Habib Hakim."
"Djmal Ali," Naomi read out.
"Fadoul Yahya," Stephen read.
"Wahid Tamrez," Liam said.
Ashcroft's eyes widened. "Let me see that!" he said, reaching across the table and snatching the driver's license out of the former SEAL's hands. He stared at the card. "Oh my word!”
"What is it?" Tanner demanded.
"Wahid Tamrez," Ashcroft said, holding up the card. "He’s Kamal Hassan's right-hand man and chief enforcer. You just killed one of the biggest murderers in Capetown."
"So this Hassan was behind the attempted hit?" Tanner asked.
"Undoubtedly," Ashcroft replied. "And while losing Tamrez will hurt him, he has plenty of other men to call on, and his contacts inside the SAPS will expand his reach even more. I suggest that you lay low here a couple of days, then sneak out of South Africa."
"We can't," Tanner said. "We need to find out what Hassan knows, and do it quickly."
"But he's going to be looking for you."
"And we're going to be looking for him. Where does he live?"
Ashcroft pursed his lips. "He has an estate down the coast, on the southeast side of Hout Bay, right on the Atlantic Ocean, about twenty miles from here. I remember there was a big row about it with the environmentalists a couple of years back, because he wanted to build it on Table Mountain National Park land, but Hassan knew which wheels to grease and got the permits he needed to buy the land and built his estate. It has a dock and a ten foot wall around it."
"Doesn't sound like a smart thing for a criminal to do, raising all that publicity," Liam said.
"It does if it allows you to bring drugs directly from a ship to the beach," Dante said.
Tanner got out his phone. "I’ll call Casey, bring him up to date, and see if we can get any satellite shots of the estate."
Tanner dialed Casey's number. After a brief call, Tanner told them all that Casey came through and was emailing Danielle satellite images with map overlays of Hassan’s estate. Tanner asked Ashcroft if he had a color printer, and a few minutes later they were poring over the satellite imagery. For the next couple of hours, they planned the raid and made arrangements for equipment. After a time, Liam and Stephen left to get equipment from the Gulfstream and track down their pilot, Andy DeCasta.
"What exactly are you going to do?" Ashcroft asked. Up to this point he’d seemed relatively unconcerned, even amused at times. At the mention of equipment, however, the lines in his forehead creased with worry.
Tanner said matter-of-factly, "We're going to grab Hassan. Tonight."

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Hassan's Estate
Kamal Hassan stared out into the dark beyond the lights of his estate, out to the Atlantic Ocean and whatever secrets it held. The darkness fit his current mood, black and complete.
He turned and walked back to his desk, lit by a single bulb, leaving most of his study in gloom and shadow. He sat in his chair, leaned back and stared at the ceiling.
The loss of Tamrez had hurt Hassan deeply. When he'd heard the news of the massacre at the hotel, he expected a call from Tamrez, telling him what had happened. But the call never came. Instead, one of the men Tamrez had left outside the hotel had called, telling Hassan that there had been an evacuation of the hotel, and that none of the men who had gone in were answering their phones. Hassan had ordered the man to stay put and watch what the police did.
More time had passed, afternoon giving way to evening, when a contact inside SAPS called his handler, who in turn called Hassan with the bad news; twelve bodies in the morgue, all Middle Eastern, and all shot. None of them had wallets or any identification, but it wouldn't take the police long to discover their identity.
And that would lead them back to Hassan.
The loss of a dozen men infuriated Hassan, but until the Americans came out of whatever hole they were hiding in, he had no way to strike back. He had sent word out through his organization, offering five million rand for the Americans' location. But he had little description — four men, two women, one of which was a beautiful African.
He'd sent the lookout to go into the hotel after the police had finished their investigation and get the names the Americans had used to register. Those names were sent to a contact in Customs, with orders to find the passports these people used.
There was a possibility that the Americans had gone to ground, or had fled the city. But Hassan wasn't taking any chances. He ordered his guard force doubled, pulling in men from other operations, and now he had forty men on the estate. Twenty patrolled the grounds right now, while the other twenty were off-duty, guns near at hand. He had given his servants several days off and had ordered the cargo in the storage shed to be moved before dawn. Tomorrow, he would take a "business trip" to Qatar for a few days, and hopefully get an idea of where the police investigation at the hotel was going.
Even so, Hassan couldn't shake the feeling something was wrong.
* * *
"Prime to all teams, check in."
Tanner knelt behind a low bush, thirty yards from the stone wall that surrounded Hassan's estate. Lit tiki torches spaced evenly atop the wall gave the place an exotic flair, but they also told Tanner that someone was definitely home. The half-moon was high in the sky, revealing a little of the ocean to his left. To his right, the rocky slope of Table Mountain rose into the darkness. Naomi knelt beside him, her eyes also sweeping the surroundings.
Each of the team members wore Dragonskin armor over black jumpsuits and balaclavas over their faces. Each carried a sound-suppressed HK MP5, their SOCOM pistols, night vision goggles, and two each of fragmentation, smoke, and tear gas grenades. In addition, Naomi and Dante carried a block of C-4, divided into quarters, while Liam had an H&K G3SG/1 sniper rifle.
"Sea Team ready," Liam announced. He and Danielle currently piloted a boat a couple of miles out to sea. In addition to securing the dock, the boat would be the team's getaway vehicle.
"Sky Team ready," Dante reported. He and Stephen were north of the estate, near the wall.
"Fire Team ready," the rich voice of Mandlenkosi intoned. He and a few of his friends lurked atop the cliffs overlooking the estate, ready to kick things off with a distraction.
“Copy.” Tanner glanced at his watch, waited for a few seconds to tick off, then gave the command.
"Fire Team: start the dragon."
* * *
Mandlenkosi looked out over the hundreds of rockets that had been stuck into the rocky dirt thirty feet from the cliff edge, out of direct sight of the estate, angled toward the ocean. Scattered among them were other types of fireworks, all designed to make as much bright light and noise as possible. Long fuses ran from each firework and twisted together with other fuses into bundles thick as a man's arm spaced six feet apart. A dirt path running north and south was a natural borderline, leaving all the fireworks on the path's west side, with everything else on the east.
He turned back to the dozen men standing around a lit fire barrel. Each man held a stick with a gas-soaked rag on the end as they looked at Mandlenkosi expectantly.
He grinned at them. They were all his old friends, several he had recruited for Ashcroft, while others had been with him for years, trying to make their country better.
"Light them up."
The torches were stuck into the fire barrel until they caught. Mandlenkosi picked up a spare one and lit it, then picked up a bucket sitting next to the barrel and poured the contents onto the fire. Smoke poured out from the barrel, lost in the darkness.
The men spread out and walked toward the fireworks, torches held low to keep them from being seen down at the Estate. Each man stood in front of a fuse bundle and looked at their leader and friend. "On three," Mandlenkosi said in a normal tone. "One… Two … Three!"
As one, the men dropped the torches onto the bundled fuses, turned on their flashlights, and ran from the fireworks along the path, half going north, the other half south. Despite their age, all of them were still fit, so they were thirty feet away when the first fireworks exploded. They continued running along the path as the cliff exploded with multi-colored flashes of light and loud cracks that sounded like gunshots and other weapons of war.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Multiple explosions lit up the clifftop. Rockets flew into the night sky toward the ocean, filling the air with high-pitched screeches and trails of fire. A large number of the fireworks landed inside the estate and exploded, sparking everywhere and enshrouding the property with thick, acrid smoke. The other firecrackers' sharp pops and snaps, sounding like multiple automatic weapons, added another level of confusion for the defenders inside.
"Sea Team," Tanner said, "begin your approach."
"Copy, Prime." More explosions lit up the night sky.
"Sky Team, begin your approach." Tanner rose and started forward, with Naomi to his left and rear. They threaded their way through the bushes toward the compound wall. When they reached it, Tanner dropped to one knee and covered Naomi while she moved forward to press a quarter-block of C-4 against the wall.
She set the timer for fifteen seconds, then she and Tanner quickly moved away. They flattened themselves on the ground and covered their ears. The explosion tore the wall apart, leaving a large hole in its place.
Tanner and Naomi got up and ran toward the opening. With Naomi covering him, Tanner stepped through the hole, his MP5 up and ready for a target. Once he was clear, he stopped and crouched, covering Naomi as she stepped through the ragged opening. They moved off at an angle from the wall, their target a small out building near the main house.
Around them, the estate was in chaos. A thick haze filled the air, and the fireworks continued to go off, blanketing the surroundings with intense light and sound.
Despite the maelstrom around them, both operatives moved with purpose. They stayed low and close to cover as possible, stopping every few seconds to check their surroundings. Ten yards from the building, a pair of rockets landed near the structure and exploded with eye-searing brightness, briefly illuminating the surroundings.
The explosions revealed three men in suits within the building's shadow, armed with assault rifles. Partially blinded and stunned by the rockets' impact, they saw the OUTCAST pair too late. Tanner and Naomi fired four-round bursts, dropping two of the thugs. The third man died seconds later, struck by both OUTCASTs' second bursts. He went down in a bloody heap.
Tanner and Naomi sprinted to the building, a squat, bunker-like affair with a steel door and no windows. They crouched against the stone structure and took their bearings. The main house was sixty yards away, a modern sprawling design with a lot of glass and an indoor/outdoor swimming pool.
Around it, Hassan's men ran back and forth, trying to find the unseen enemy in the smoke and explosions.
Using hand signals, Tanner indicated a door on the side of the garage and instructed Naomi to throw one of her smoke canisters between their location and the main house. She nodded, and seconds later, her smoke-spewing bomb landed on target. Tanner threw one of his, and both grenades quickly thickened the air, cutting the poor visibility down even more.
Tanner and Naomi sprinted into the smoke.
* * *
The dark blue GEMINI Waverider rigid inflatable boat traveled toward the dock at a sedate pace. Courtesy of Ashcroft's friend at a local boat rental business, its twin 200 horsepower engines emitted a low rumble like a pair of large cats. Danielle, who had done some boat handling when she was younger, piloted the craft, which was rated for eight persons but now carried only two.
Liam stood near the bow, the sniper rifle’s stock pressed firmly to his shoulder. Through the mounted nightscope, he could see two men on the dock and a third near the boathouse. All three were more interested in what was happening on the estate above them than watching the sea. Liam aimed for the man near the boathouse, who was the farthest away from him.
He waited until the boat was three hundred yards from the dock before he tightened his finger around the trigger. He rode the recoil, watching as the 7.62mm round struck his target in the back, knocking him down and sending his rifle flying. Liam quickly found his second target and repeated the process, taking the second guard down before he could turn.
The third man spun toward him and started running to the end of the dock. Liam calmly aimed and fired when the boat was two hundred yards from the dock. The man's head exploded like a melon under a sledgehammer, the now-lifeless body collapsing.
"Bring her in," he said to Danielle.
The computer whiz increased the throttle, sending the boat surging until it was up on a plane. Before long they neared the dock and she throttled down the engines, letting the Waverider's momentum carry it forward to the dock as it settled lower in the water.
Liam switched weapons to his MP5 and leapt out of the boat onto the end of the dock, landing near the head-shot thug. He dropped to one knee and covered Danielle as she tied the speedboat to the dock. That done, they moved down the pier toward the stairs.
"Sea Team to Prime," Liam said into his throat mike. "We are feet dry, repeat, feet dry."
* * *
Sky Team's entry was similar to Land Team’s — A C-4-created hole in the north wall. But unlike Tanner and Naomi, Dante and Stephen were barely through the hole when a pair of gunmen charged from around a storage shed, stopped and opened fire with AK-47s.
Dante and Stephen dropped to the ground, the dozen Russian-made rounds hissing over their heads with waspy hums. Before the gunmen could adjust their aim, the OUTCAST operators fired back. Dante's five-round burst stitched one guard from navel to throat, while Stephen's volley struck his target in the head and throat. The duo was up and running before the thugs finished dying.
Dante and Stephen heard the cracks and pops of gunfire all around them, but none of it seemed to be aimed at them. Firework rockets were still landing inside the estate or exploding overhead. They could barely hear the guards shouting as they tried to make sense of what was going on. The smoke hid most of the surroundings and the strong bitter smell of burnt black powder lingered everywhere.
After moving through the estate's garden, they finally saw a building, apparently a guest house. Beyond that lay the main house.
Machine gun fire ripped through the night air as they reached a low stone wall near the guest house. Both men dropped into the shadow of the three-foot high wall. The top was raked with a swarm of bullets that shattered the stone along the top.
Stephen raised his MP5 over the edge and fired a quick burst in the direction of the house before pulling it down and rolling to his left.
Dante rolled to his right, and crawled several feet to reach a stone pillar that stood at the end of the wall. Peering around the corner, he saw a set of shallow stairs leading down to the house, and on a second floor balcony, three guards manned a belt-fed machine gun, raking the wall Sky Team hid behind.
Dante turned and looked back at Stephen. The former CIA agent was facing Dante, the goggles hiding his eyes. Dante unhooked one of the smoke canisters from his harness and tossed it toward Stephen, who caught it and nodded. He plucked a smoke canister from his own harness, pulled the pin and tossed it over the wall, then did the same with Dante’s canister.
The machine gun fire picked up, raking the wall with more heavy rounds.
Stephen low-crawled along the wall until he reached Dante. They leaned out just enough to see the machinegun crew, and both men fired at the same time.
One of the crew spun away as he fell, while the gunner dropped to one knee, swayed, and keeled over the machine gun, sending the muzzle into the air. The third man tried to push his dead associate to the side, but more bursts from Dante and Stephen's MP5s cut him down.
The pair reloaded, got to their feet and raced down the steps. As they ran past the balcony, Dante tossed a fragmentation grenade up and over the rail. By the time it exploded, Dante and Stephen were halfway to the main house.
* * *
Hassan was startled by the first series of explosions, then puzzled. He heard shouting, fireworks, gunfire, large explosions…. He grabbed a radio.
"Ali!" he barked, "What the hell is going on out there?"
"I don't know, sir!" Ali, the head guard shouted back. "We're under attack by rockets, and there are reports of intruders on the grounds!"
Hassan felt his hand tighten around the radio. "I'm coming out to see for myself!"
"Sir! Don't! We don't know what's going on! It could be a diversion to lure you out! Stay there, I'm sending more men to protect the house!"
"No! Get a team together and bring them here. We're going to escape on the boat!"
"But—"
"Do it!" Hassan turned the radio off and stuck it in his pocket. He picked up a BXP machine gun, checked to see the Ruger .357 revolver was still in its shoulder holster, and left the study. He went out into the foyer and looked up to see three of his men on the walkway above that. They were staring out into the darkness. All the lights were off, leaving the house in darkness.
"Hafiz!" Hassan said in a low voice.
All three men turned and looked down, two of them raising their weapons before the third one spoke. "Stop!" He looked down at Hassan. “Yes, sir?"
"How many men do you have here in the house?" Hassan asked.
"Seven," Hafiz replied. "These two and myself, two in the kitchen, and two on the patio."
"Get them ready. In thirty seconds, we're heading for the dock."
"Is that—"
"Those are my orders," Hassan said coldly.
"Yes sir." Hafiz put a radio close to his mouth. Hassan looked out into the haze-filled front entrance, through the large, two-story windows just as two figures in black charged out from behind the guest house and headed right for him.
"The enemy is here!" he screamed, pointing at them.
"Kill them!"

CHAPTER TWENTY

All three OUTCAST pairs reached the main house within thirty seconds of each other. Tanner and Naomi came in from the south, Danielle and Liam from the west, and Stephen and Dante from the north. Their distraction was about played out, the sounds of rockets diminishing.
Tanner and Naomi flanked the side door, a plain steel door on the side of the three-car garage.
“All teams, check in," Tanner said, but before anyone could answer, they heard gunfire and breaking glass from the front of the house.
Someone cursed over the radio, then Dante said, "We're pinned down near the front entrance. Two or three gunners on the second floor!"
"We're at the swimming pool," Liam said.
"Sky Team!" Tanner commanded, "Keep them busy at the front door! Sea Team, move in from the pool. Land Team will move in from the garage!"
Naomi tried the side door but it was locked. She stepped back and put a three-round burst through the lock and door handle, shattering both. She stepped out of the line of fire and yanked the door open. Two heartbeats later, Tanner went through the door low and fast to the right. Naomi followed, crossing behind Tanner and going left.
No one waited for them in the garage, which contained a BMW and a Mercedes. Tanner moved toward another door on the other side of the garage, Naomi behind him and to his right. Three-quarters of the way across, the door opened and a gunman stepped in. Tanner saw the foe’s shock as he tried to raise his AK, but former FBI man’s four-round burst ripped through his chest with lethal results.
As the dead ruffian dropped, a second gunman behind him snapped up his assault rifle, but Naomi was faster, her four 9mm rounds finding the guard's neck and head. As the second dead man fell, his finger tightened around the trigger, sending half a magazine into the ceiling.
Tanner darted forward, stepping over the first dead guard, and into the house. Naomi stayed behind him. To their right was a scullery, with a door leading outside. To the left were shelves packed with cans and dry food, and beyond those, a walk-in freezer.
The second dead gunman lay in the doorway separating the scullery from the kitchen. They stepped over the corpse, avoiding the blood and gore, and moved into the kitchen proper.
Automatic fire along with falling glass and the tinkling of spent cartridges on stone came from somewhere above, beyond the kitchen.
"Sky to Land!" Dante shouted. "We're in a crossfire! Tangos on our flanks and front!"
"On our way," Tanner said.
The kitchen was an open affair, with a breakfast bar and several stools. A gas stove, refrigerator and counter-top appliances were to the left and a sink to the right. Beyond the kitchen was a hallway and the indoor/outdoor pool, large glass panels surrounding the space. A sunken bar, still stacked with bottles and glasses, occupied one corner of the pool.
"Land to Sea," Tanner whispered. "We're in the kitchen."
"Copy," Liam said. "We're in an outside shower stall, between the pool and the patio."
"Go around the building and hit the flankers from behind. We'll get the ones in the house."
"Copy and moving."
Tanner exited the kitchen, turned left, and took a couple of steps forward. A sunken dining room opened to his left. A large space furnished with couches and chairs was on his right, with more glass doors making up the far wall. As he glanced out the doors, Tanner saw Liam and Danielle fast-walk across the patio, staying close to the house.
Beyond the dining room was a staircase leading up to a balcony overlooking the first floor. He saw flashes of gunfire coming from three positions. He signaled Naomi to cover him, let his MP5 dangle from his harness, and took up a stun grenade.
He pulled the pin, then tossed it up and over the balcony rail. The OUTCAST operators ducked back into the kitchen, closed their eyes and put their hands over their ears.
The "crack" of the grenade sounded like a cannon firing, but it was quickly lost in the following noise-and-light riot. Smaller sub-munitions, freed from the canister, exploded in quick succession, each one briefly as bright as the sun with noise like a thunderclap at close range.
Tanner charged out of the kitchen, Naomi behind him. They could see three shadowy figures stumbling around on the balcony. Tanner and Naomi fired, their bursts chewing through the railing and into one of the three defenders. The man stumbled and fell hard against the weakened rail. The rail gave way under the sudden weight, sending the gunman and part of the rail over the side. The man landed sickeningly hard on the floor ten feet in front of Tanner.
A second burst from Tanner’s weapon took another one of the gunmen on the balcony, while a flurry of gunfire from Naomi ripped into the third guard and dropped him.
"Clear," Tanner said.
"Sky Team coming in the front with Sea Team," Dante said.
Tanner moved toward the front glass front doors, now nothing more than frames, as the rest of his team stepped through.
"Liam," he said softly, “take Dani and Stephen and sweep the downstairs. I'll take the others upstairs and do the same. Hassan's the main target, but grab any computers, tablets — any kind of data storage you can find. Go."
That's when a radio near the body that had fallen through the rail came to life, its speaker issuing orders hissed in Arabic.
* * *
Ali looked around, noticing that the fireworks had died away and there were no more explosions or popping of firecrackers. He raised his radio to his mouth.
"All teams report in!"
One by one, the teams reported, but more than a few guards were not answering their radios. Ali scowled and barked into the radio, "Sweep the estate and find the intruders! Rafi, take your team and secure the main house. Mr. Hassan, it looks like the attack is over. What is your condition?"
Silence greeted him. "Mr. Hassan, I'm sending men over to help you. What is your condition?"
Gunfire ripped across the estate and Ali frowned, trying to pinpoint its source. Realization struck him like a thunderbolt.
"Code Red! Converge on the house, repeat, converge on the house!"

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

"Crap!" Stephen listened to the Arabic radio transmission. "Someone's figure out there's a problem here. We're going to have company and plenty of it in thirty seconds!"
“All right, change of plans," Tanner said.
"Dante, Stephen: Go out and bloody their noses. Slow them down. Liam, you and Dani down here. Naomi and I will take the second floor. Same as before, only faster. Move!"
Dante turned to Liam. “We need one smoker each from you and Dani." The transfer was made and Dante and Liam headed outside.
Tanner and Naomi took the stairs at a fast walk, their MP5s up and ready. When they reached the second landing they heard gunfire from one of the rooms on the first floor, quickly followed by a stun grenade going off. They halted.
"What do you have, Two?" Tanner asked.
"Prime!" Liam growled. "We have the prize!"
"Any problems?"
"Nope, just a simple open the door, toss in a stun grenade and pick up the pieces, or in this case, the prize."
There were a couple of explosions from outside, followed by gunfire. Tanner hesitated, not sure if they should continue the sweep.
"Two, are there any computers where the prize is?"
"A desktop, a tablet, and a few disks," Liam returned. "Six said there's a network router down here, too, so there might be more devices around the house.”
"Okay, cuff the prize and stay there!" Tanner and Naomi started up the stairs again. They turned left and found a couple of small bedrooms — servants' quarters judging from the uniforms in the closets — and a lounge.
They returned to the stairs and transited along the balcony until they reached the master bedroom. A quick sweep of the main space along with the walk-in closet and bathroom revealed a laptop, a few thumb drives, and several baggies of crystal meth. The computer gear went into a satchel, while the meth was left where it was.
Gunfire erupted from outside. Tanner and Naomi raced out of the room along the balcony back to the stairs. Thick white smoke drifted in from outside, limiting visibility. They took the stairs two at a time.
"Two!" Tanner coughed. "Take the prize out through the pool! Sky Team, fall back in through the house! We'll cover!"
* * *
Outside, Dante and Stephen took turns firing three-round bursts into the smoke, then fell back toward the house. Around them, the smoke cut their vision down to about a dozen feet, but they could hear the shouts and the movements of the guards as they advanced.
The first thing they did once they were outside was to throw all four smoke canisters, blanketing the house's northern side with irritating fog. Then they hid inside the smoke. They heard the shouts of the guards in the smoke and tossed two of their frag grenades in the direction of the voices, then fired several short bursts before retreating back to the corner of the house. Gunfire came from all along the front, forcing both men to stay low.
Dante fired off bursts from his MP5 into the smoke, which was beginning to dissipate. He transmitted to Tanner, "We've coming through the front door now!"
Stephen switched his machine gun to full auto and fired off the rest of the magazine as Dante raced toward the door. Once they were through, Tanner and Naomi stepped up and opened fire into the acrid fog.
Stephen reloaded his MP5. "Forces incoming.”
"We'll be right behind you," Tanner said.
Stephen and Dante moved past them and raced for the pool.
* * *
"How do we slow them down?" Naomi asked.
"Cover me," Tanner said, then turned and raced down to the kitchen. He pulled the stove away from the wall and grabbed the gas pipe going into the stove. He quickly unscrewed the coupler letting it drop to the floor. The hiss of gas was barely audible with the noise outside, but a sulfur-like smell drove him back to the kitchen doorway. He waited until the gas was making his head swim, then ran out of the room to rejoin Naomi, changing magazines on his MP5 as he did so.
She shot him a glance. "What did you do?"
"Left a little going away present.” He turned and spotted a pair of gunmen at the patio doors. He fired two quick volleys that shattered the glass, taking one guard in the chest, but missing the second fighter, who threw himself into cover.
"Time to leave."
Naomi spit off a few controlled bursts in the direction of the front door, then turned and ran toward Tanner. "Visual on at least a dozen of them."
Bullets ate away at the balcony's supports. The shouting intensified.
"Stun grenade.” Tanner held out an open hand. She tossed him one.
"Head for the beach as fast as you can, I'm right behind you."
Naomi ran while Tanner sprayed a barrage of lead at the front door, eliciting a scream of pain from that direction. He unleashed two more fusillades at the patio doors, then ran after Naomi. By the time he reached the pool she was already outside, running across the lawn. He could see the rest of the team in the near distance by a couple of trees.
Movement to his left made Tanner turn and fire a concentrated series of rounds on the run that struck a guard in the chest and stomach.
Near the end of the pool closest to the exit, Tanner stopped and pulled the pin on a stun grenade. He line-drived it into the kitchen, turned back and sprinted, ignoring the shouts and gunfire behind him. He was five yards outside the pool enclosure when the stun grenade went off, lighting up the kitchen with intense light —
— and igniting the gas.
The natural gas hadn't been on long enough to create a massive explosion, but it was sufficient to destroy the kitchen and send a fireball out into the hallway and pool area, igniting everything in its path, including six of Hassan's men. The fireball also blew out the glass in the pool enclosure, but all Tanner felt was a strong, hot wind on his back.
Naomi turned to look at the house, which had several fires burning and thick, dark smoke billowing from it. "What did you do?"
Tanner’s voice was ragged. "Keep running!"

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The rest of the team was past the trees before Naomi and Tanner caught up with them. While Naomi braced herself against a tree trunk and fired the last rounds in her magazine in the direction of the house and guards, Tanner reloaded. While Naomi changed magazines, Tanner fired at the advancing guards, now silhouetted against the growing house fire. The guards shot back, striking the trees, but they'd lost any momentum they might have had.
Tanner peered into the haze. "Throw a frag," he told Naomi.
Naomi nodded and pulled the grenade from her harness. She pulled the pin, released the spoon and threw as high and as far as she could in the direction of the guards. She turned and started running, covering some ground before the grenade exploded near the ground with a bang. Several screams followed, and their pursuers dropped to the hard ground, either injured or seeking cover.
Tanner let loose a burst from behind a tree, moved to another tree, fired another cluster of rounds, then turned and ran after Naomi. She had nearly caught up with the rest of the team, who were just reaching the shadow of a large rock the size of a bus.
Naomi turned and braced herself against the rock, MP5 pointed in the direction they had come. "Stairs are over there," she said when Tanner reached her, motioning with her head in the direction of the cliff.
"Two," Tanner said into the radio. "Hold up. Four, we need you over here to back up Three."
"Copy, Prime," Liam said.
A few seconds later, Stephen came around the rock.
"How's Hassan?" Tanner asked in a low voice.
"Alive, but he's fighting us every step of the way." Stephen held up a walkie-talkie and Tanner could hear short conversations in Arabic.
"According to the radio, we've killed about half the security force, but they're still coming. They're more scared of whatever Hassan will do to them if they fail than they are of us."
"All right," Tanner said. "You and Naomi hold up here until I talk to Liam. Call out if they try rushing you."
"Right."
Tanner went around the rock to find the rest of the team waiting near the top of the cliffs with the prize. Hassan's face was covered with a black hood, and his hands were tied at the wrists and elbows with riot cuffs. Dante and Liam had him by the arms and were holding him up, despite the crime lord's resistance. Danielle was near the top of the stairs, ten feet away. From here, Tanner could see the boathouse and the boat.
"Guards still pursuing?" Liam asked.
"Yeah."
"Release me!" Hassan spat. "Release me and you might still live! My people will hunt you down, rape your women, cut the throats of—"
Tanner hit him with an overhand right to the jaw that snapped the man's head to the right and made his knees buckle.
"Wish I had thought of that," Liam said.
"Get him down the stairs and onto the boat. You have any smoke cans left?"
"We each have one," Liam replied.
"C-4?"
"Three quarter blocks," Dante said.
"Okay, give me the C-4. When you three get to the dock, make a smoke screen for the dock from anyone up here."
Dante handed Tanner the three small blocks of explosives. "What about you?"
"Covering our retreat. Move!"
Dante and Liam dragged the half-conscious Hassan to the stairs. Danielle had already started down the wooden staircase, and they followed her.
Gunfire erupted from the other end of the rock and made Tanner turn and run back to where he had left Stephen and Naomi. He reached them as both Naomi and Stephen fired in the direction of the house.
"What’s up?" Tanner demanded when he joined them.
"They coming," Naomi said. "And—"
An RPG round streaked out of the shadows and struck the front face of the rock, missing the three by twenty feet. The curvature of the boulder prevented fragments from striking them, but the impact was enough to make their ears ring.
"Just what we fucking needed," Naomi spat.
"Fall back around the rock," Tanner said.
After they had slid around their cover, He handed Naomi the C-4 Dante had given him. "When I say run, you two head for the stairs. Drop one of these on every landing, and set the timer for the first one at forty-five seconds and reduce each timer by fifteen seconds after that. When you reach the beach, head for the boat."
"What about you?" Stephen asked.
"I'll start after you when you two reach the top of the stairs."
"Better be quick," Naomi said, setting the timers on the C-4.
"I will be," Tanner said, stepping to the other corner of the rock. "Two, status?"
"A third of the way down," Liam replied. "There's three sets of stairs and they're narrow — not designed for three people across. Hassan is groggy, but he's still combative."
"I don't care if you have to shoot his kneecaps out and throw his ass down the stairs," Tanner said. "His guards are after us with at least one RPG launcher, maybe more."
"Copy." There was a grunt and Liam said, "I’ll carry the bastard over my shoulder."
"Tell me when you hit the beach." Tanner leaned out just enough to point his MP5 in the direction of the enemy. He saw several guards advancing and he fired. Two fell while the rest dove for cover. Before Tanner could shoot again, another RPG projectile slammed against the rock closer than the first one, staggering the OUTCAST trio.
"They're getting better," Stephen noted.
Tanner shook his head to clear it, then gripped his MP5. "Get ready to run."
Naomi leaned out and squeezed off a well-aimed grouping. A gunman fifty yards away screamed and grabbed his stomach before keeling over.
"Not yet," she said. "We need to give the others more time—"
"There’s no more time," Tanner said.
Naomi's jaw tightened. "No," she said, realizing that he was more than willing to put his life on the line, to wait up here providing cover fire for them until it was too late for himself.
"Not this time. I won't be going down those stairs without you. I lost Chance because he stayed behind. I am not going to lose another friend."
Tanner scowled. Chancellor 'Chance' Zanetti had been Naomi's lover and fiancé before he had died on OUCAST’s first mission, stopping a drone attack on U.S. soil carried out by Muslim fanatics. She hadn't talked about it much, but Tanner knew she still felt his loss.
He sprayed lead in the direction of the enemy. "Get ready to run. I promise I'll be right behind you."
She nodded, then handed Stephen the C-4. "I'll be waiting at the top of the stairs.”
"Go!" Tanner fired off a long burst.
Stephen and Naomi ran. Tanner let his MP5 dangle from its sling and grabbed a frag grenade from his harness. He pulled the pin and threw it as far as he could. He turned and ran for the stairs. He heard the grenade explode but didn't slow down.
As she promised, Naomi was waiting for him. Stephen was already halfway down the first flight of stairs and as Tanner reached the top, he saw a block of C-4 against one of the rail supports.
"Move!"
Naomi gave him a quick smile and raced down the stairs, taking them three at a time. Tanner glanced at the C-4's timer and saw that it was down to thirty seconds. He started jumping down the stairs. There were three flights, with a landing separating each. Ahead of them, Stephen reached the next landing, stopping only long enough to activate the timer and place the charge against a rail support before continuing down.
"Two to Prime," Liam said. "We're at the boat, deploying smoke."
Naomi and Tanner reached the first landing almost at the same time. Tanner's eyes flicked to the timer as he raced past.
Twenty-five seconds.
The pair started down the second flight of stairs. Tanner could hear shouts at the top of the cliff.
"Keep moving!"
Gunfire erupted and he heard bullets strike the wooden stairs behind them. By now, Tanner's legs were screaming at him, his lungs were trying to take in more air than they could. His throat was dry and burning, his face was covered in sweat. He kept moving.
Tanner heard the speedboat's engines start up. He look up and saw smoke forming near the dock, and a figure — probably Liam — standing there, throwing another smoke canister.
In front of them, Stephen reached the last landing and dropped the last C-4 block.
Tanner’s earpiece crackled with Liam’s voice. "Two to Prime! Multiple tangos coming down the stairs!"
"Stay where you are!" Tanner spat. He and Naomi reached the last landing, neither slowing as they dropped down the last flight of stairs. More gunfire chased them from behind, this time close enough to splinter the railing near Tanner's arm. The close call spurred both OUTCAST operatives on.
They were five steps from the beach when an explosion behind them lit up the night sky. Another blast, closer than the first, detonated as they leapt off the last steps. They landed on the beach.
Sand flying, they raced after Stephen, who had a five-yard lead on them. They had only gone a couple of feet before a third explosion, closer than the other two, nearly knocked them off their feet and pelted them with splinters, stones and other debris.
Tanner glanced behind him and saw that the staircase was almost completely destroyed. A few of the steps had avoiding being shredded, but not many, and anyone who had been on the stairs would have been torn apart by the trio of explosions. Black smoke — thick and heavy — hung in the air, along with the co-mingled stench of burnt wood and flesh. He could make out multiple figures on the cliff top, but none of them seemed inclined to continue the pursuit.
He turned around and charged through the smoke, glad for the screen it provided in case there was a sniper on the cliff. After a few strides, Tanner found himself standing on the dock, clear of the main smoke cloud and. Stephen and Naomi were ahead of him, going for the boat.
Liam was waiting for them. "Get onboard, quick. Police are on the way."
"How's Hassan?” Tanner asked.
"Dante's on top of things." Liam flashed a cruel smile.
They ran for the boat and got on. The rest of the team was already aboard, including Dante, but he wasn't sitting in one of the seats. Beneath him, the body of Hassan struggled to get up from the deck. The former Secret Service agent looked annoyed.
Tanner looked at Liam. "I didn't think you meant it literally!”
Liam only grinned as Danielle put the boat into gear and sped away from the dock.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Camps Bay, Capetown
The safehouse included a basement that was cold, damp, and suitable to hold an important prisoner for interrogation. There was even a cell in one corner, but Tanner had decided to leave Hassan in the center of the main basement, hands and legs cuffed to a steel chair. The chair in turn was attached to one of the support columns by several strands of heavy-duty wire.
It was nearly dawn when OUTCAST pulled into the safehouse's garage in a vehicle driven by Madelowski. The garage, built lower than the actual house, featured a passageway connecting it with the basement, each end hidden behind a steel door disguised as shelving. Once the still-hooded Hassan was cuffed to the chair they left him under the watchful eye of one of Mandlenkosi's nephews and went upstairs.
Ashcroft had laid out a meal of breads, meats, cheeses and fruit on the dining room table. The retired spy was sitting at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper while listening to a police scanner. He looked up at the team and smiled.
"A productive evening?"
"Very," Tanner helped himself to an apricot.
"Anyone need medical attention?"
Liam raised his hand. “Shot of tequila, please.”
Tanner looked at his people, all of whom shook their heads, then back at Ashcroft. "We're fine. Anything new on the police front?"
Ashcroft glanced at his scanner. "I’ve heard the first officers on the scene use the words, 'war zone,' 'carnage,' and 'massacre' frequently until a senior officer got on the radio and told them to shut up. There were also calls for the fire department, and medical help. They have no idea what happened yet, but someone did suggest it was an attack by the same group that set off the car bombs."
"Good," Tanner said. "What about Mandlenkosi and his Fire Team?"
"No problems. They all got clear before law enforcement closed in. The police found the boat about ten minutes ago, but my friend reported it stolen yesterday evening."
"Good," Tanner said, stretching with a yawn. "I want to talk to Hassan after he's had some time to stew."
"In that case," Ashcroft said, "I suggest you all get some food, a shower, and some sleep. Mandlenkosi and I will keep an eye on things until then."
* * *
It was near noon by the time the team reassembled in the dining room. Ashcroft was still seated at the kitchen table, now reading a book, with the police scanner still on next to a tea set.
Tanner took a seat on a stool at the counter. "Anything new?"
"A few things," Ashcroft replied, not looking up from his book. "There's fresh coffee in the pot on the counter, sugar and mugs in the cabinet above and creamer in the refrigerator."
Tanner got a mug from the cabinet. "How's our guest of honor?"
"Hassan’s cranky, as can be expected. He’s been alternating between threats of decapitations to promises of eight figures if he's released. He's kept under constant watch by one of Mandlenkosi's nephews, and either Mandlenkosi or I check in on him every twenty minutes. With the exception of escorted trips to the loo, he's been in that chair."
Tanner poured coffee into his mug. "What about the police?"
"Still sifting through the bloodbath you chaps left behind. The confirmed death count is nineteen, but they're still finding body parts near the beach, along with what was left of a staircase to the dock, so I expect the count is higher. The Narcotics branch has been called in, and they're suddenly very cagey on the radio about what they've found. They use a modern digital trunking system but it’s not encrypted, which is why I still have this.” He glanced at the scanner before continuing. “I already have calls out to my contacts, so we'll see how that goes."
"Anything from Hassan's organization?"
"What organization?" Ashcroft asked, looking up at Tanner. "You've killed most of his best enforcers and what's left couldn't take over a children's birthday party, let alone Hassan's criminal operations. Most of his people are either lying low or looking to carve out their own little empire. They're not worried about Hassan."
Tanner sipped his coffee. "I'm going to go down and talk to him."
"Suit yourself." Ashcroft went back to his book.
Danielle appeared in the dining room doorway. "Tanner, before you go, check this out."
He followed her through the dining room and into a small study where she had set up her laptops and the data devices they had taken from the estate. Three laptops, wired together, competed for space on the desktop with a mess of CDs, thumb drives and memory cards.
"What do you have?"
“From the SeaStar database in the warehouse, I was able to crack the encryption and access the records. It appears that Hassan was acting as a middleman between the North Koreans, the Iranians and SeaStar. He was taking cargo from incoming vessels and putting it on SeaStar ships under his own company's manifest. I isolated several dozen cargoes over the last four years with links to the Chinese import/export company suspected to be a North Korean front for items on the embargo list. Seventy percent of the cargoes on the list end up in Iran, and the rest in Syria."
"Any idea about what this cargo was?"
"No, but there are correlations between the arrival of these cargoes and advances in the Iranian nuclear program. The cargo containers on the Northstar Venture were scheduled to be off-loaded in Doha, United Arab Emirates, a few days from now."
"What about the stuff we grabbed from Hassan's estate?"
"Most of it is just regular stuff. Hassan likes big-breasted blondes in his porn, his tax forms are so clean, you could eat off of them, and he has his groceries delivered. However," she pointed at one of the laptops. "That one has a very strong firewall and the entire drive is password protected."
"Can you force it?"
"That's the thing. I've probed the firewall and found that it's set up in such a way that three unsuccessful log-ins in a row will wipe the hard drive — and I mean wipe it, not just delete it. It’s programmed to write the drive full of dummy data, reformat and repeat three times."
"So can you crack it?"
"Given enough time, yes. But it could be days or weeks, with no guarantees I get it right. Would be much simpler if he'd give us the password."
"I'll talk to him about that." Tanner put a hand on Danielle's shoulder. "Good work. Go get something to eat."
* * *
The basement was still chilly when Tanner and Stephen descended the stairs. A single overhead light provided the only illumination in the room. One of Mandlenkosi's nephews was on watch, carrying the short stabbing spear of the Zulu.
Hassan still occupied the chair, his shrouded head flopped against his chest, but he raised it when he heard Tanner and Stephen's footsteps.
"Who's there?" he demanded in accented English. "I demand to be released!"
Tanner motioned to the guard to remove the hood. The African yanked it free before moving to stand in the corner of the basement behind Hassan's chair, the spear's long, leaf-head blade winking in the light.
Hassan blinked in the sudden light. "Do you know who I am?”
"You are a smuggler, a drug pusher, and a criminal," Tanner said, taking a couple of steps toward Hassan.
Both Stephen and Tanner wore balaclavas over their faces, as well as long-sleeve shirts to ward off the basement's chill. In addition, Tanner wore sunglasses to hide his heterochromia. While he didn’t intend to kill Hassan if he didn’t have to, he didn’t need to worry about being identified by him and hunted down later, either.
"Americans," Hassan spat.
"Yes," Tanner said. "We didn't intend on black-bagging you, but after you tried to have us killed at the hotel, we thought it was time to have a talk."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"We're not stupid, Hassan."
"What do you want from me?" Hassan said, twisting in his chair. "Money? Name your price."
"We're interested in something else," Stephen said.
"Hassan became still. "Such as?"
"Information," Tanner said, moving to Hassan's left. "We know you've been acting as a middleman between North Korea and Iran."
Hassan snorted. "So?"
"We know that you've been smuggling cargo into Iran from North Korea," Stephen said, moving to Hassan's right. "We have the data to prove at least two dozen illegal shipments."
"You can't prove anything!"
"But there’s something special about the cargo currently on the Northstar Venture," Tanner said. "Something that caused you to send men to kill SeaStar's CEO and destroy the company database."
Tanner saw a slight uncertainty in Hassan's eyes. "Where's your proof?"
"Proof?" Stephen said. "We don't need proof, Kamal. We're not the police."
"I can pay triple what you're earning right now," Hassan said, a tinge of fear setting in. "I'm just a businessman with connections to some very important people — people who are now looking for me."
"Not interested," Tanner said. "What was on the Northstar Venture?"
"Nothing that concerns you.”
“Does keeping all of your fingers concern you?” Tanner asked matter-of-factly, removing a folding Kershaw knife from his pocket and clicking open the blade.
Stephen continued after letting that sink in for a moment. "What is your connection with the Islamic Caliphate Army?"
"Who?"
"Why did you try and have us killed?" Tanner asked.
"I didn't.”
"Why did you send Wahid Tamrez to kill us?" Stephen said.
"I did no such thing! My associate was there to do some business."
"You sent at least a dozen men to kill us in the hotel," Tanner reminded. "I'd like to know why."
They continued questioning Hassan, who replied with denials, threats and offers of money. They circled him, like sharks around a meal, firing off questions, Stephen asking several of them in Arabic. But Hassan kept his cool.
After fifteen minutes, the sound of a phone made Tanner and Stephen stop. They looked around and saw a phone on the wall near the stairs.
"Upstairs calling," Mandlenkosi's nephew said, pointing his spear at the ceiling.
Tanner went over to the phone and picked up the receiver.
"Sorry to bother you," Ashcroft said. "How's the interrogation going?"
"He still has all of his body parts, and we still have a lot more that we want to know," Tanner summed up, looking back at Hassan, who quickly lost his smug look.
"That well, huh?" the British spy said. "Why don’t you and your partner come up. There's been a few developments you should hear about. Might give you a wedge against our friend, there."
"All right, we're on our way." Tanner hung up and turned to Stephen.
"We need to get upstairs."
He glanced at the Zulu guard. "Put the hood on him. We'll be back in a few minutes."
The African nodded, stepped forward and slipped the hood back over Hassan's head. Hassan started cursing in English, Arabic and Afrikaner.
Tanner and Stephen climbed the stairs into the kitchen, where Ashcroft sat, but instead of his book, he was looking at photos spread out across the table.
"What do you have?" Tanner asked, pulling the balaclava off his head.
"A few things. After my conversation with Stephen and Naomi yesterday, I contacted some of my old sources at the airport and told them to keep an eye out for any suspicious groups flying in."
He flipped around one of the photos and pushed it across the table to Tanner. "These gentlemen arrived this morning by business jet from Turkey."
A sequence of photos depicted a dozen young men in good physical shape walking in small groups toward the camera. Tanner noticed that they didn't look like weary businessmen. Their eyes were alert, each scanning in a different direction, generally looking as if they were on high alert.
"Military-trained," he said.
Ashcroft nodded. "Stephen," he said, handing the former CIA agent a photo. "I think you'll recognize this gentleman leading the group."
Stephen took the photo, looked at it, and nodded. "Colonel Ramin Rezael, senior member of the Iranian Quds Force. Their best field commander."
"Which means we must be dealing with more than the usual cargo."
Ashcroft nodded. "He's here to find out what happened with the Northstar Venture, and he's not going to be very bloody happy when he finds out what happened. I think it might be a good time for your team to…as they say in the American cinema…'get the hell out of Dodge.'"
Tanner shook his head. "Not just yet. What else do you have?"
"The police are looking for Hassan, and not only because he was kidnapped. Seems that one of the few structures you didn't destroy on your little midnight walk contained enough heroin and cocaine to overdose every single man, woman and child within a fifty-kilometer radius. Street value, in American dollars, is between six and seven hundred million dollars. No telling what else they'll find."
"That's not going to endear him to his 'friends,'" Stephen said.
"Oh no, they'll run from him like scalded dogs," said Ashcroft cheerfully. "Assuming he manages to escape your clutches, he's going to be a hunted man, by both the Iranians and the South African Police. He'll have no friends, no money, and no power. Couldn't happen to a more deserving chap!"
Tanner frowned. Stephen looked at him. "What's wrong?"
"I think I know how to make him open up." He pointed to the pictures and eyed Ashcroft.
"Can I borrow these, a TV, the police scanner, and a tape recorder?"
* * *
Tanner and Stephen returned to the basement an hour later, this time along with Liam. Wearing a balaclava like the others, he carried a small table. Stephen had a small TV from an upstairs room, while Tanner brought a manila folder. He looked at the guard and motioned for him to remove Hassan’s hood. The African snatched off the hood before retreating into his corner.
Hassan blinked and smiled at Tanner. "Ready to let me go?"
"Not yet," Tanner replied. He turned to consider the basement, then spoke to Liam and Stephen. "Put the table over there and the TV on top of it.”
"Do I get entertainment?" Hassan asked.
"Actually, you are the entertainment right now," Tanner said. "And I will be making a one-time special offer that you're going to take. But first, an update on what's going on since your unfortunate disappearance. Take a look."
The TV displayed an aerial view of Hassan's estate, with a news crawler running along the bottom and a graphic above the crawler reading, "DRUG WAR."
The uncertainty was back in Hassan's eyes. "What did you do?"
Tanner turned up the volume and stepped aside. The female reporter doing the voice over sounded breathless."…men killed and fifteen wounded. We have been told by several SAPS sources that the drugs were found in a bunker-like building located on the estate grounds, and that it has since been removed and stored in a secured location for further investigation and processing. Police are not providing details on what happened here overnight, only to say that it appears a drug war has started between two rival gangs. The police are asking for any information on Kamal Hassan's whereabouts. Anyone with any information is asked to call—"
Tanner muted the TV and faced Hassan. "You’re a wanted man.”
He took out a digital voice recorder and turned it on. "Here’s what's on the police channels."
The first transmission was an SAPS officer asking for additional crime scene technicians and officers to search the estate and to guard the "massive amount of drugs" that had been located. The second communication was a detailed description of Hassan, wanted for questioning in connection with the attack on his estate, as well as the disturbance at the Cape Africa Hotel. The third highlighted a report that Hassan was seen at the Capetown airport.
Tanner turned the recorder off. "You're public enemy number one."
"You fake that," Hassan said, voice quavering with uncertainty.
"No need to. The police know you're a drug lord."
"You planted that evidence!"
"Bullshit. They found your warehouse, Kamal, with tons of cocaine and heroin. We didn't get a chance to blow it up, so the police found it when they went through the place looking for bodies.”
Hassan began straining against his bonds. "I have powerful friends."
"Who have suddenly forgotten your name," Stephen joined in. "Right now, you are radioactive."
"But the police are not the only ones who want to talk to you," Tanner said. He opened the folder and pulled out a photo. "Does he look familiar?"
Hassan leaned forward, eyeballed the photo and went rigid. "Y-you're bluffing!"
Tanner smiled. He knew full well that Hassan was perfectly capable of keeping his emotions in check. For this photo to elicit such unmasked sentiment from the hardened criminal could only mean one thing.
"Colonel Rezael scares the shit out of you, doesn’t he?”
The room remained silent until Stephen added, “He and a dozen of his men landed in Capetown this morning. They're out there right now, looking for you."
Hassan shook his head, struggling to regain his composure. "I don't believe you."
"Rezael's here to find out what happened to his cargo, and thanks to you, you're the only person alive who can tell him."
"He'll kill me!"
"Probably," Tanner said. "But if you don't tell us what we want to know right now, we're going to drop you off in one of the worse neighborhoods in Capetown, then take bets on who gets to you first after we make calls to the police and Colonel Rezael."
Hassan’s eyes bulged from their sockets. "What happens if I do tell you everything?"
"Then we drop you off in a better neighborhood, wait twelve hours before calling the police and Rezael. What happens to you after that I don't give a damn about. But you’d at least have a chance."
"We could shoot him once in the leg for every answer we don't like before we let him go," Liam suggested.
"Or we could give him a hundred rand for every helpful answer he gives us," Stephen said. "I don't think his normal revenue sources are open to him."
"That sound fair to you, Kamal?" Tanner asked.
"I don't trust you.”
"The feeling is mutual," Tanner said. "But I dare say that's a better deal then you'll get from Rezael or the police."
"It's not that simple," Hassan said. "If I betray these people, they will kill me. Maybe not today, not next week, but they will."
"I agree you don't have too many good choices," Liam said. "You can end up going to the police and spend years in prison, you can suffer ‘enhanced interrogation’ at the hands of Rezael and his fanatics… Your associates will kill you if you talk…As far as I can see, we're the only people giving you any chance to escape."
"Some chance.” At last, Hassan’s voice held a tone of defeat. Tanner seized the moment.
"You're a businessman. Which is the best deal?" A beat, then, "We'll give you a few minutes to think about it. Meanwhile, Rezael’s people are no doubt spreading through the city, turning more and more of your contacts against you, offering them tempting rewards for information…"
Tanner turned toward the stairs, but Hassan's sharp, "Wait!" stopped him.
"Made up your mind?"
"I will take your deal, with a couple of conditions. First, I choose which neighborhood I get dropped off in, and second, I want a quarter of a million American dollars in unmarked, non-sequential bills."
"No problem with the first one. The second may be more difficult, but I’ll see what I can do."
"When I get the money, I will tell you anything you want to know."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Somali Coast
The sound of a low-flying helicopter woke Saleh Narsai from a light sleep. He sat up, his eyelids feeling like someone had put weights on them, his mouth was dry, and his head was pounding. It was only when he swung his feet over the edge of his bunk that the early morning light registered on his weary eyes. Slipping his feet into his shoes, he stood, grabbed his pistol from the bunk and left his cabin.
As he climbed the stairs to the bridge, he glanced at his watch and saw that he'd gotten about four hours of sleep. Rubbing the grit from his eyes, he walked onto the bridge and asked what was going on.
"The colonel's back," said the helmsman on duty. He motioned to the coastline. "He's just landing."
Narsai squinted at the coast in time to see the blocky shape of an MIL MI-2 helicopter landing on the cliffs overlooking the beach. He inhaled deeply.
"I'm going to get something to eat. Notify me when the colonel's boat is approaching the ship."
"Will do, sir."
Narsai went down into the galley and piled some food on a plate. He took a mug of coffee and found a place to sit. While he ate, he mentally reviewed the current state of the operation. The first launcher was nearly ready, while the second was a few hours behind schedule. As for the missiles and the warheads, Dr. Masood had assured him that both would be ready by the time the launchers were completed.
Narsai was finishing his meal when the intercom rattled with the helmsman’s voice. "Captain requested to the deck, boat arriving."
By the time Narsai got topside, Colonel Riyad had climbed onboard with his bodyguard and a couple of Yabaal's men.
Narsai saluted the Colonel. "Welcome back sir.”
"Thank you Saleh. Any problems?"
"No sir, we are ready—"
He cut himself short when Yabaal climbed aboard. The Somali leader glared at Narsai before addressing Rezael. "We shall continue our discussion," he demanded, his tone hostile.
Riyad shot Yabaal a cold look. "The job is not finished.”
"I need those weapons now," Yabaal pressed. "A third of my army lacks sufficient firepower, and there are reports that Abada's men are on the move."
"Abada?" Narsai asked.
"Another warlord," Riyad said. "One that doesn't like the General here. When will Abada's force be here?"
"Two, three days," Yabaal replied.
Riyad studied his ally for a few seconds. "Done. I will talk to Captain Kashgari about unloading the weapons. Bring your men here in a couple of hours."
Yabaal smiled at Riyad, then turned and shouted at his bodyguards. They started back down the down the ladder to their boat. Narsai leaned over the side and watched the Somalis and their leader head for shore.
Once they were away from the ship, Narsai looked at his colonel with a troubled expression.
"Is something wrong?" Riyad asked.
"Sir, is it wise to give those weapons to a man like that?"
"In the long run? No. But after we leave, he'll be someone else's problem. Right now, we still need his men for cover."
Narsai remained unconvinced. "What's going to stop him from trying to take over this ship? You know he's greedy."
"Why would he do that?" Riyad motioned around him. "This ship is no good to him. It’s just a big fat target that he can't use. You allowed him to plunder all the containers in the central hold, correct?"
"Yes sir. He got a king's ransom out of those containers."
"And he'll try to negotiate with whoever is now in charge of SeaStar for those hostages the company thinks they have."
Riyad looked toward shore. "Besides, I'm going to give Yabaal the weapons here, and at the same time, send the ammo ashore. I will keep my end of the bargain." He glanced at his watch. "How close is Dr. Masood to completing his work?"
"The launchers will be finished by this evening. The launch panel is set up in the Second Mate's cabin and is being tested by Masood's team. He assures me that will also be ready this evening. He says once we're underway, he can have both missiles ready for launch in two to three hours."
Riyad smiled. "If everything stays on schedule, I want you underway within thirty-six hours."
"Of course, sir."
Riyad headed for the bridge door. "I need to see Captain Kashgari and have him start unloading the weapons. I'll be back before Yabaal shows up again."
"Sir? What about the Americans Ilshu reported in South Africa?"
Riyad scowled. "They are of no concern to us. Hassan is watching them, assuming he hasn't killed them already."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Over Tanzania
Andy DeCasta leveled the Gulfstream out at cruising altitude. He was alone in the cockpit, and the plane was quiet. The main cabin was darkened, the shades pulled down and the lights turned low. Most of its occupants were asleep in the reclining chairs.
All except for Tanner Wilson.
The OUTCAST leader reclined in his chair, but he wasn't asleep. Instead, he was thinking about the phone call he had made right before the team had left the safehouse for the last time…
* * *
They were still in the safehouse's basement when Tanner called Casey and broke the news.
"Say that one more time,” Casey demanded. “I need to make sure I’m hearing you right. "
"The North Koreans were shipping two complete nuclear warheads to the Iranians, suitable for Iran’s new Meshkat cruise missile."
"Shit. How many got through?"
"None, according to Hassan." Tanner eyed the crime lord, who was still tied to the chair, his hands were freed so he could eat his sandwich. Tanner stood in one corner of the small cell, far enough away so Hassan couldn't hear him.
"These two were the first run. But it gets even worse. It wasn't Somalis who hijacked the ship, it was the ICA."
"ICA?" Tanner could hear Casey's wheels turning. "That's the Islamic Caliphate Army, right?"
"Right. Hassan is ISIL's main man in South Africa, funneling money, weapons and recruits to both the ICA and ISIL. The guy running this operation is a Colonel Bakir Riyad. Hassan says Riyad hasn't told him what he's going to do with the warheads, but I doubt he's going to sell them."
"What's SeaStar's role in all this?"
"Aswegen was being paid a lot of money to smuggle goods to Iran, with Hassan acting as middleman and paymaster. When the ship was seized, Aswegen panicked and wanted out."
"And the ICA killed him."
"That's about it."
"What's your next move?"
"We're going to release Hassan with a quarter of a million dollars while we head for Somalia."
"You're going to release Hassan?" Casey's voice rose half an octave.
"He's a hunted man, by both the police and the Iranians, who have a team in town looking for answers."
"So you want to use him to draw off the heat."
"Seems like the best thing to do. But is Hassan is right, we're going to need some technical help, and depending on how many pirates we're dealing with, a few more trigger pullers."
"I'll contact SecDef and see if I can get some assets to back you up. When are you leaving?"
"This afternoon. We're dropping Hassan off in Capetown, then heading for the airport. I promised Hassan I wouldn't call either the police or the Iranians for twelve hours, but our British contact knows of an agent who's in contact with the Iranian team, so as soon as we're wheels up, he'll make a call."
"Think Hassan will escape?"
"Depends on how good he is. Stephen said the Iranian team leader is one of their best field commanders, so the longer Hassan avoids being caught, the better it is for us."
"All right. If I'm going to get you backup, I'd better start now."
"Make sure anybody you send our way knows that my team is lead on this. There’s no room for head-butting."
"I'll make sure they know. Good work so far."
"Until we have the warheads in hand, this isn't over."
"Good luck, Tanner."
* * *
Tanner stared at the Gulfstream’s ceiling. After the phone call to Casey they had been gifted with a quarter of a million dollars from Ashcroft, who revealed the money was counterfeit, from North Korea, of all places.
"Damn near perfect," the retired spy had told them. "Passes most counterfeit checks and has almost all the right watermarks and security strips. It would take someone with a lot of knowledge and experience in legal tender notes to tell they're not real. And let’s face it, most people want them to be real. You see what you want to see, so they don’t always get checked too carefully."
While they were preparing, Danielle, now equipped with Hassan's password, cracked the laptop's hard drive and discovered a treasure trove of data. She made copies, gave one to Ashcroft to be sent to Britain, packaged one to send to Tanner's contact in the SAPS, and gave a third copy to a representative from the U.S. Consulate in Capetown.
Naomi drove Danielle and Dante to the airport while Tanner, Stephen, and Liam drove a blindfolded Hassan to a neighborhood near the University of Capetown and released him back into the wild with the counterfeit cash. Then they met Mandlenkosi in a parking lot and traded vehicles with him for the drive to the airport.
Tanner had ordered the others to get some sleep, but he couldn't take his own advice. What was Riyad up to? Detonating the warheads inside Israel, a European country, or even inside the US itself? Putting the warheads on a ship and making a suicide run against a port or another ship? Put the warheads on a plane and crash it into a city?
He didn’t know, but he was certain about one thing. Whatever the plan was, innocent people were going to die unless Riyad was stopped, and the only people who might be in a position to stop him was OUTCAST.
Tanner closed his eyes and tried to rest, but he couldn't shake the disturbing images of nuclear clouds blanketing cities all over the world.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Off the coast of Somalia
When Riyad strode onto the Northstar Venture's bridge, Narsai could see that his commander was angry. For a moment, the specter that he had done something wrong rose in his mind, but Riyad's expression wasn't directed at him.
"It appears that the Americans are more troublesome than I thought."
"Sir?" Narsai prompted.
"I received a message from a contact in South Africa. It appears that Kamal Hassan tried to have the Americans killed and failed!" The last word was shouted, startling Narsai and the other two bridge crewmen.
"What happened?"
"Kamal tried to ambush the Americans at their hotel, only it was Hassan's men who were slaughtered. The Americans retaliated by attacking Hassan's estate later that night."
"Hassan is dead?"
"No one knows. They didn't find his body at the estate, but the police did find enough drugs to issue an arrest warrant. Also, the Satan-dammed Iranians are nosing around. If they catch Hassan, or if the Americans question him…." Riyad spat in disgust. "I should have ordered Ilshu to kill Hassan when he had the chance!"
"Hassan doesn't know the plan beyond us hijacking the warheads. He has no idea what they’re for. We're leaving in twenty-eight hours; after that it won’t matter anymore."
Riyad nodded. "Nevertheless, I'm assigning four more guards to the Northstar, and releasing Yabaal of any duties onboard this ship. Between his new toys and the enemy force approaching tomorrow evening, our good general will be distracted."
Narsai’s ears perked up. "Tomorrow evening? How do you know?"
The ICA colonel smiled. "Because I called and told them when to come."
Narsai blinked in confusion. "You called them?"
Riyad grinned. "Yabaal is a thug, but a useful one. But he is easily distracted. One of the easiest ways to do so is to give him a threat to his position, and he will forget everything else. And Yabaal has a lot of enemies."
"Do you think the Americans are going to come after us anyway?"
Riyad's expression darkened. "Only if they have a death wish."
Kebri Dahar, Ethiopia
Kabri Dar Airport was outside of the city proper, and consisted of a single runway running east-west. The first thing Tanner noticed when he climbed out of the Gulfstream was how hot and dry it was.
He looked around. The airport was surrounded by a mix of reddish-brown soil and low, green-leaf trees. The airplane had pulled into a siding at the western end of the runway. Except for the runway and a two-story building near what appeared to be the front gate, there wasn't much to indicate the area was inhabited.
"Fun place," Liam remarked as he stepped down the plane's stairs.
"Isn't it?" Tanner turned to Stephen who was the next to deplane. "Are you sure this is where your contact said to meet us?"
"Positive," Stephen said, checking out the surroundings.
"Can you trust this guy?"
"Yes, don’t worry." Stephen gave Tanner an annoyed look. "He's the Agency's top agent for this entire region."
The din of approaching engines stopped the conversation. Tanner and Liam scanned the skies and saw an object coming in from the northeast. After a few seconds, they could make out that it was a helicopter descending toward them. Its paint job— the same shades of green and red as the surrounding ground — would make it very difficult to discern when viewed from above.
Liam shielded his eyes with his hand while staring at the descending chopper. "Looks like a Mil MI-8 Hip. Soviet model that you can find all over Africa."
"Local military?" Tanner asked.
The Hip landed a hundred feet away from the Gulfstream, kicking up enough dust to make the three men shield their eyes from the swirling haze. The pilot killed the engine and the airport was suddenly silent again. After a few moments to let the blades wind down, the helicopter's side door slid open. Three men jumped out and strode toward the Gulfstream.
Tanner gave the trio a once-over. All were African, dark-skinned and wiry, dressed in civilian clothing.
When they got closer, the individual in the middle, wearing a Sex Pistols T-shirt, yelled in accent-free English, "Hey Infidel! What brings you out here to my neck of the woods?"
Liam and Tanner tensed, but Stephen smiled and walked toward the three. "Business, you khat-chewing slacker," he shouted back.
The native grinned. Stephen met him and the two shook hands and slapped shoulders. "Been a long time, Stephen," he said. "Iska waran?"
"Nabat," Stephen replied. He turned to the others. "Tanner, Liam — this is Axiam Osman. Axiam, these are two of my good friends, Tanner and Liam."
"Good to meet you," Axiam said. He motioned to the two men flanking him. "These are my cousins, Geedi and Madar. Their English isn't so great, but they're good boys." The two cousins looked a lot like Axiam, only younger, Geedi being a little taller and wearing a red T-shirt, while Madar was a little thinner and wore a green one.
The other OUTCAST operators began deplaning, and Axiam eyed the newcomers, his gaze locking on Naomi. "Whoa, hot babe alert!"
Naomi looked him over coolly. "You couldn't keep up with me.”
Axiam laughed. "I doubt I could. Especially after my loving wife, she who is the mother of my five children, castrated me for even thinking about another woman."
"How is Shariifo?" Stephen asked.
"She is well and waiting for us. We'd better get you loaded up. Hope you don't mind sharing the space with a ton and a half of khat."
"Cats?" Danielle asked.
Axiam shook his head, "Khat," he repeated, the word rhyming with cot. "Think of it as the African equivalent of the coco leaf."
"A drug," Tanner said with a frown.
"Easy, Tanner," Stephen said. "Khat is a part of Somali culture and has been for centuries."
"And most of the surrounding countries," Axiam said. "It's less addictive then tobacco and alcohol, but it's banned in most European and North American countries. Around here, it's used the same way the Brits use tea. Business deals and alliances are forged over a session of khat chewing." He shrugged. "Besides, the country's economy is all shot to hell. It was either become a dealer in khat, or a pirate."
"That's why we need him," Stephen said.
"Can you get us into Eyl?" Tanner asked.
Axiam's smile faded. "Yeah. Won't be easy, though. Place has been overrun with Yabaal's goons."
"Who?"
"'General Wardi Yabaal." Axiam used air quotes when speaking the man's title. "He’s your run-of-the-mill low-life with delusions of grandeur. He took Eyl several months back from the Puntland government, and they haven't managed to push him out yet."
"How many men does he have?"
Axiam shrugged. "Two to four hundred. Most of them have the military training of a six-year old, but they can still kill you. That's why when I make the khat run to Eyl, I always bring along extra guns."
He glanced at his digital watch. "We're burning daylight. I want to be home before nightfall."
Tanner made eye contact with the others. "You heard the man. Mount up!"

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The Hip flew toward the town of Garoowe, in the autonomous Puntland region of Somalia, fifty miles from the Ethiopian border. Tanner sat in the cockpit and watched Axiam, who was also the pilot, fly the Russian-made helicopter. The Somali handed the controls deftly, coaxing a smooth flight out of the ten-ton craft.
"Where did you learn to fly?"
"United States Marine Corps," Axiam replied proudly. "Oorah!"
The ice between the two men was broken. Axiam had been sent to the USA by his father right before the civil war, when he had lived with his uncle, an Inman at a Minneapolis mosque. He'd graduated from college, then six years in the Marines, before being tapped by the CIA to become one of their agents. That was seven years ago.
"A khat distributor?" Tanner asked.
"Perfect cover," Axiam replied. "I can go places and see people I wouldn't otherwise have contact with. Besides, it's been the family business for the last five generation."
"What do you know about the ICA, the Islamic Caliphate Army?"
"Heard of them, but haven't seen any evidence they're involved in anything this neck of the woods. Why?"
Tanner gave him enough details to be informative, but omitted anything about Hassan or the nuclear warheads.
Axiam listened, nodding. "So we see if your team can steal a boat to get out to the ship and retake it, and then do it, right?"
"About right."
"Sounds like fun."
Tanner eyed Garoowe as they approached from the northwest. Here, there was more red soil than greenery, and the buildings were mostly one-story affairs inside walled compounds. Roads were mostly hard-packed dirt and Tanner saw only a few vehicles using them. People were out and about, some stopping to look up at them as they passed overhead.
"There she is." Axiam pointed to a walled complex ahead of them. "Home, sweet home."
Tanner's eyes swept the property. The walls were taller and thicker than most they passed over, resembling a European castle's walls. Buildings were arranged in neat rows inside the walls, along with a number of vehicles, giving the place the look of a military compound. An open space in the center of the compound offered a large enough space for the Hip to land.
People stood on the walls, and as the Hip descended, Tanner could see that they were armed with AK-47s. Most of them watched the helicopter land, but no hostile moves were made. The Hip came to a soft landing, kicking up dust. Axiam shut down the engines and removed his headset.
"Welcome to my humble abode."
Tanner got up and went back into the cargo compartment. The rest of the team, along with Geedi and Madar, were sitting on benches on both sides of the space. Occupying the center and rear of the area were bags of khat, strapped down to keep them from shifting.
"Grab your stuff," Tanner said
Madar stood and unlatched the rear, sliding it open. Outside, quite a few men waited for them already. Madar said something in Somali and the men backed up. After speaking to Geedi, he took an AK-47 that hung above the bench and hopped off the helicopter. Geedi frowned, but said nothing.
Axiam exited the cockpit. "We should be in time for dinner.”
"Hold on," Stephen said. "Why does Madar hate Americans?"
Axiam frowned. "What happened?"
"He told Geedi he was going for a walk to get rid of the stench of Americans."
Axiam's frown turned into a scowl. "I'll talk to him."
"Is he going to be a problem?"
"Not after I finish talking to him." He motioned out the door.
"We need to clear the way so that my men can unload the khat and take it to the vehicles. I'll show you to a place where you can freshen up before dinner. After that, a couple hours' nap and then we're on the road after midnight."
"The road?" Liam asked.
Axiam nodded. "Most khat users like it as fresh as they can get it. It's only ninety miles east-southeast from here to Eyl as the crow flies, but in order to get there, we're going to have to travel a hundred and forty miles across what passes for highways around here. So we'll be driving all night to reach Eyl in the morning."
"What’s our cover going to be?"
"Guards. I presume you can all shoot an AK-47?"
* * *
It was near midnight when Tanner stepped outside the small building Axiam put them up in. He carried an AK-47, and his pistol was on his hip. He wore cargo pants and an open-necked shirt, with boots.
Despite the lateness of the evening, it was still warm and dry outside, pleasant compared to the relentless heat of the day. A few lights were on, and the steady thrum of a generator was audible. Across the courtyard, people moved about in and around a large building that looked like a garage. Overhead, the night sky was awash with stars.
Tanner heard Axiam's footsteps before the CIA agent emerged from the shadows.
"Couldn't sleep?" Axiam grinned.
"Not really.”
"Something bothering you?"
"Many things are on my mind."
"Including whether or not you can trust me?"
Tanner looked at Axiam, who returned the stare with one of his own. “Stephen trusts you."
"But you don't."
"I don't know you."
Axiam nodded. "Fair enough." He pointed to a set of stone stairs placed against the wall twenty yards away. "Let me show you something."
The climb wasn't too taxing, and moments later, both were standing on the wall's walkway, behind a chest-high wall. "What do you see, Mr. Wilson?" Axiam motioned out into the darkness.
"I see the town. A few lights. It's quiet."
"This is my home," Axiam said quietly. "A home that's been torn apart by warlords and religious extremists for the last twenty years. Now?" He shrugged. "These days it's clan versus clan, with alliances, betrayals, and innocents getting slaughtered. No one cares."
"Must be tough.”
Axiam laughed derisively. "Tough, yeah. It’s a damn nightmare. I'm only tolerated in some areas because I'm the only source of khat they can get. Clan loyalty is still strong here, stronger than the idea of belonging to a country. Then you add in the pirates and religious hard-liners…I just don't see it getting any better."
He leaned forward until he rested his elbows on the wall in front of him. "Do you know what I miss about America the most?"
"What?"
"Not being pigeonholed as being from this clan or that clan. In America, I was an American.” He paused to shrug before continuing. “Most people didn't care where I came from — the Marines sure as hell didn't. My uncle doesn't worry about the religious police coming in and telling him what to do or say. There, I am free to make my own decisions. Here, I'm trapped between clan obligations and family duty."
Axiam turned and looked down at the garage. "I have ninety men depending on me for their livelihood, so they can put food into their family's bellies, and maybe a new headscarf for their wives. The average Somali makes six hundred dollars per year. Do you know how much I pay my people? Fifty dollars a week. Here, that's an incredible amount of money."
"All from distributing khat?"
"Mostly. I've been expanding into other businesses, trying to give the people here hope. Nearly three hundred people see me as their leader, and depend on me. Without me, they would turn to piracy, flee for a refugee camp, or risk crossing the Gulf of Aden for menial work in Saudi Arabia or Yemen." He motioned toward the garage. "That is why I stay, when it would make more sense to take my family and return to America."
"Sounds like a lot of responsibility." Tanner said. "And outside of your agent responsibilities."
"It is. The CIA sends me a little money and some spare parts now and then, and in return I send them reports detailing the Somali equivalent of a soap opera — which clans are talking alliance, who's backstabbing who, who's up, who's down, who's backing who…" He waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal. "I don't know if anyone actually reads them, and I don't care anymore. I trust Stephen, and he trusts you. That's why I'm helping you."
"It's liable to be dangerous."
Axiam snorted. "Life here in my country is dangerous every single day, Mr. Wilson. Bullets and shells have no morality, and famine is never far away. A quarter of my clients would kill me if there was another way of getting their khat, and about half would steal it if they thought they could get away with it. I've lost a dozen men to would-be hijackers and ambushes, and three times, other gangs have tried forcing their way into my territory. I've had to become the major khat dealer in the area in order to survive and do my job for Uncle Sam. Yabaal is dangerous, but he isn't the first psycho I've had to deal with, and he won't be the last."
Axiam glanced at his watch. "You'd better get your team together. We're leaving within the hour."

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Eyl, Somalia
From the back of an old Soviet GAZ-51 cargo truck, Tanner's first impression of Eyl was that it was similar to Garoowe, just smaller. The town rested in a valley of sorts, surrounded by rocky hills, and was still mostly in darkness. The convoy drove in from the north along a deserted two-lane highway in the pre-dawn hours.
Axiam gave the team a brief overview of Eyl via radio as they neared the settlement. "The bulk of the town is three miles inland,” the CIA agent explained. “Yabaal's headquarters is in the section fronting the beach. For centuries it was a fishing village before piracy raised its ugly head. For a while, it was like a modern-day Port Royal, with pirates swaggering up and down the streets, until the world had enough and cracked down. Then Puntland came along, pushed the pirates out and reestablished law and order. Earlier this year, Yabaal's goons show up, they take over and we're right back to Port Royal again. Not only that, but there's a couple of warlords who want the town as a home base."
"What about Yabaal's goons?" Dante asked.
"Bullies, but they generally leave the town's population alone beyond keeping everyone in line and the occasional beat-down. They tolerate me because I'm the only khat dealer willing to come out here to deal with them."
Tanner looked back at the rest of the five-vehicle convoy, marked only by their headlights. Besides the GAZ-51 he was riding in, there was a pair of Russian-made ZIS-150s, an American M35 two-and a-half ton cargo truck, and an Italian-built Lancia Ro. While all were far older than any of the drivers and guards, they were decently maintained and there had been no mechanical issues along the entire five-hour trip. Each truck carried a ton of khat, along with supplies for the convoy and Axiam's Eyl-based operations.
The team was split up among the trucks, riding in pairs. Stephen was with Tanner, Naomi and Liam were in the bed of the Lancia, and Dante and Danielle were in one of the ZISs. To disguise themselves, all six wore old-style soviet summer field uniforms, with white keffiyeh, the ends of the scarf pulled up over their lower part of their faces. Instead of their MP5s, still in the team's bags, each carried an AK-47. They also wore hands-free radios under their keffiyehs.
In addition to OUTCAST and Axiam, nineteen other men rode with them, all Somalis related to Axiam by either blood or marriage. Two rode in each truck's cabin, while another three stood or sat in each truck bed. Geedi drove the first truck, while both Axiam and Madar rode in the truck's cabin.
Madar had shown up at the pre-departure meeting with a cut lip and a black eye. When Axiam had arrived, Tanner noticed he had bruised knuckles and shot Madar an angry look, which made the younger man look away. When Tanner asked Axiam about it, the Somali simply said, "Family business," and left it at that.
"Checkpoint coming up," Axiam announced over the radio. "Let me do the talking, and whatever happens, don't react unless they fire on you."
Tanner peered into the darkness ahead, using a set of old soviet NVGs. "Six men," he said softly, "two technicals, one on each side of the highway, each mounting a heavy machine gun."
"Sounds about right. If they stick to their SOPs, they should flick their lights on about….now."
Axiam was only a couple of seconds off as two sets of high beams snapped on, fixing the GAZ in their illumination. The trucks rolled to a stop.
Tanner squinted as four Somalis, two from each side of the road, approached their truck. All four were armed with AK-47s, and wore a mishmash of civilian and military clothing. One of the four started shouting something in Somali.
"He's demanding to know why the convoy is here," Stephen whispered.
The GAZ's passenger-side door opened and both Madar and Axiam got out. Madar carried his AK-47 slung over one shoulder, not in the ready position, while Axiam was unarmed, holding up his hands to prove it. He replied to the question in his native language.
Stephen translated the gist of it for Tanner. "He's telling the roadblock commander we’re carrying khat."
Tanner's eyes shifted to the two technicals — pickup trucks with a machine gun mounted in the bed — and tried to make out the gunners behind the weapons. Both guns, Soviet-made DShk-38s, were pointed at the GAZ, and Tanner knew the 12.7mm rounds could shred the truck and everyone in it in seconds. If things went bad, both gunners would have to be the first gunners taken out.
"I've got the machine gunner on the left," Liam said softly. The former SEAL was already thinking ahead. "Five, you take the gunner on the right. Do not fire unless Prime gives the word."
"Copy," Dante acknowledged.
Tanner noted the gunners' location and glanced down to find the checkpoint commander and Axiam in a heated conversation. "Four, what's going on with our guide?"
"Discussing the size of the bribe Axiam has to pay to pass," Stephen replied. "Apparently the other guy fancies himself a shrewd haggler."
The conversation continued for another minute, fast-paced and with a lot of gesturing. Finally, Axiam turned and walked to the back of the truck with the checkpoint commander and another pirate. The khat dealer shouted up to the third guard in the truck bed, who leaned over and helped his boss unlock the tailgate and put it down. Stephen and Tanner stood back from the tailgate, using the technicals' headlights and their keffiyehs to keep their faces shadowed.
The pirate commander climbed onto the truck bed, followed by Axiam. He poked around the bags for a minute, then turned to Axiam and began haggling again. After another minute of rapid-fire conversation, Axiam let out a snort of disgust, and the two shook hands. The grinning guard commander jumped off the truck and began bellowing orders.
Stephen said, "The commander agreed to the equivalent of sixty dollars and two bags of khat to let us through.”
The two bags were taken off the truck and carried away. The commander shouted to his men and the technicals' headlights blinked out. Axiam and Madar got back into the truck and the convoy rolled through the checkpoint into Eyl.
* * *
Axiam had a warehouse, inside a walled compound on the western edge of town. Dawn was beginning to break when the trucks rolled through the open gates and into the compound. The trucks lined up side by side near a squat-looking stone building, when a dozen men were waiting for them. As soon as the trucks were parked, the tailgates were lowered, and the men stated hauling the bags of khat off the trucks and into the building.
Tanner climbed off the GAZ, feeling the aches for standing for five plus hours straight. He looked around, getting a feel for the place. Like his home back in Garoowe, Axiam's base of operations in Eyl resembled more of a fortress than a normal compound, with thick walls and armed guards. From the speed the trucks were being emptied, the trucks would be done in less than half an hour.
"You like?"
Tanner turned to see Axiam standing there. "Looks like you have an efficient system in place," he said.
Axiam grinned. "I minored in business at college, and this is the result."
The rest of the team drifted toward them. "Come," Axiam said. "I'll take you to somewhere you can rest for a couple of hours. After that, I'm going to do some business in this part of town, then I'll take a couple of your people over to the coast and while I do business over there, they can look around."
Tanner nodded. "Stephen, Liam, you go with Axiam when he heads for the coast. Find the ship and dig up any intel you can about the local situation. Once you get back, we can start planning."
Axiam showed them to a small one-story building near the warehouse. The building consisted of three rooms and a primitive bathroom. They found half-a-dozen low beds with thin mattresses in one of the rooms, and a set of low benches around a four-way fireplace in the second room, while the third appeared to be a prayer room. The windows were small, and arched. "Blankets are in there," Axiam said, pointing to a set of steel cabinets in one corner of the sleeping room. "I have to attend salat, but I'll be back in a couple of hours with some food." He left them.
"All right," Tanner said, once the Somali was gone. Liam and Stephen, Dante and Naomi, get some sleep. Danielle and I will stay awake and on guard. I'll wake up Naomi and Dante up in three hours to take watch, and Liam and Stephen can sleep through until they go with Axiam."
"You don't trust Axiam," Stephen said.
"I prefer not to rely on him for all our security needs," Tanner replied. "Keep your weapons close, just in case."

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Eyl, Somalia
To travel the three and a half miles from Axiam's warehouse to the coast, The CIA agent used a WWII-era jeep he had stored in one of the other compound buildings. Axiam rode up front with Madar driving, while both Liam and Stephen sat in the back. The road was nothing more than a dirt track that ran alongside a mostly-dry creek bed, and while the Jeep still ran, both OUTCAST operatives could feel every rut and bump as Madar drove at what seemed to them an unsafe speed.
Despite all that, they reached the coastal area in just a few minutes. This part of the town was about a third of the size of the interior part of Eyl, longer than it was wide, and sandwiched between a steep-sided hill and the ocean. Almost as soon as they drove into town, they saw armed men walking along the side of the road. Like the ones from the roadblock this morning, then men wore a mix of civilian and military garb. They gave the jeep a long look as it dove past them, but when Liam looked back, they were still walking.
In front of them, Liam caught sight of a large ship anchored off shore. Because of the buildings blocking his view, he couldn't see much beyond the top of the superstructure, but it was definitely a cargo ship. A rusting crane arm that rose higher than the first ship's superstructure indicated a second ship.
Madar took a blind left turn and pulled the jeep to a stop in front of a low, wide building with white walls and writing over the arched doorway in a language Liam didn't recognize. Loud music was playing and the smell of food and strong coffee wafted from the windows.
Axiam got out and looked around to make sure they were alone. "Stay here and guard the jeep," he said in a low voice. "Chances are Yabaal already has eyes on us, so stick with the jeep for now. My second stop is closer to the beach, so that's your best chance to get your recon in without arousing much suspicion. Just stand close to the jeep and glare at anyone who gets close. Yabaal knows better than to piss me off without a good reason, but he wouldn't mind taking over the khat business if he gets the chance. We'll be only ten, fifteen minutes."
He motioned to Madar and the two entered the building.
Both Liam and Stephen were dressed the same way they had been earlier, but with the addition of sunscreen and sunglasses. They carried the AK-47s, as the MP5s would have stuck out like sore thumbs. The keffiyeh covered their throats, hiding the throat mikes they each wore.
"Two to Prime," Liam said softly, his eyes scanning the surroundings as he walked to the front of the Jeep. "We're at JACKPOT, possible target, but cannot confirm."
"Why not?" Tanner asked.
"Too many buildings in the way. CAYMAN has said there's a second location with a better view, but he doesn't want to rouse the local tangos."
"Understood. Stay alert for any misdirection."
Liam turned and found Stephen talking to a teenage boy. The youth was thin, his skin darken from the sun until he was almost black. He wore a once-white T-shirt three sizes too large and shorts held in place with a length of rope. The conversation was quiet but animated with gestures. After a bit, Stephen gave the boy something and the kid smiled and ran off. Liam waited until the boy was out of sight before walking over and talking to Stephen.
"What did you find out?"
"There are Arabs on both ships out there. The kid can't read, but he described the Northstar Venture well enough. As for the other ship, they both arrived at the same time and have been anchored out there since then."
"Any prisoners here?"
"No. If there had been any, Yabaal would have made a big deal about parading them around, but he hasn't."
"What about this second ship?"
"Smaller than the Northstar, and the kid says it looks old. Once we have the name, we can have Dani look it up."
"Anything else?'
"Yabaal has been out to the big ship several times, and the boy said he brought back new weapons with him. Apparently, one of other warlords wants this town and a battle is brewing."
"Shit," Liam breathed. "Did the kid have anything else on the Arabs?"
"Only that they stay mostly out on the ships. There were a few who came ashore, but they flew off in a helicopter."
Suddenly Axiam strode out, followed by Madar. From his expression and posture, the khat dealer was angry. He grunted for Liam and Stephen to get back into the jeep. The two OUTCASTs jumped in the back and they drove off.
* * *
They headed along the beach, and after a hundred yards, the buildings on Liam's right gave away to the sand and the pair's first clear view of the two ships anchored offshore. One was the Northstar Venture — green hull, white superstructure, funnel with the SeaStar logo on it. The other ship was smaller and looked like a cargo tramp steamer, all grays and rust, anchored close to the Northstar.
A large number of armed Somalis milled about, again wearing a mix of civilian and military clothes. Some of them worked on the beach, unloading crates from a skiff. Other men and a few woman, wearing brightly colored headscarves, went about their daily business, paying the armed men little or no attention. The jeep attracted a few glances as they passed, but no one seemed to pay serious attention to it.
The drive took only a couple of minutes. Their destination was a two-story, red-roofed building with white walls, set back from the dirt road. Despite the short trip, by the time they got there, Axiam had managed to reign in his temper. Once Madar put the jeep in park, Axiam got out and faced the Americans.
"Looks like Yabaal’s been plundering.”
"Isn't that what pirates do?" Liam asked.
"Not these days. The real money is in ransoms — for the crew and the ships themselves. Cargo is left intact, as it's good for business and it's mostly stuff pirates can't use anyway. What's a poor fisherman going to do with a sixty-inch plasma TV? Or an iPad? They won't buy you food or khat. But the coffee shop back there had three new TVs and a bunch of laptops lying around. That's cargo from the Northstar."
"Any prisoners?"
"None. I've had my people check the local places where sailors are usually held, and they’re empty. Which means that either the crew are still on the ship, or—"
"They're dead," Stephen said.
Axiam's expression darkened. "That’s another no-no in the pirate way of business. Live sailors are worth money, dead ones are not and it's really bad for business. The rest of the world is hesitant to drop the hammer on these bastards because they don’t want to get the hostages caught in the crossfire. But if the sailors are dead, the entire situation could get real ugly."
Liam turned to look at the ships at anchor. "We need to get a closer look."
"Madar can guard the jeep this time," Axiam said. "Mr. Reilly can come with me to my meeting and use the balcony up there for some photos."
"I'm going to walk back the way we came and see if there's anything I can find out," Stephen said.
"Pretend to be Yemini," Axiam told him. "Khat is a national obsession with them, and a few of them come through as guards or buyers. Be careful with any Arabs you run into. According to the coffee shop owner, they are a bit paranoid about people asking questions."
Stephen nodded. "I'll see what intel I can pick up by listening."
* * *
Stephen Shah had been a CIA field agent, specializing in the Middle East, before he'd been fired. Unlike in the movies, most fieldwork is slow and dull, with the chance of being caught. In most civilized countries, capture meant prison, or if they were lucky, expulsion from the country in question. Here, in near-lawless Somalia, getting caught meant almost certain death, after a long and painful interrogation.
Yet Stephen walked down the street with an arrogant swagger, AK-47 slung over his shoulder. The Somalis who noticed him assumed he was with the other Arabs. As he walked along, his senses were alert for anything out of the ordinary.
When he saw no one in sight, he stepped between two building and onto the beach. Dozens of people filled the beach, mostly Somalians who were either preparing to go out fishing or had already returned. But there were two groups that held Stephen's interest. One was a small crowd of Somalian men wearing the same mismatch of clothes as the roadblock soldiers. The second and much smaller group of Arabs, dressed in green fatigues, unloaded crates from a skiff.
Stepping into the shadow of the building next to him, Stephen produced a small digital camera and took pictures of the two groups as they unloaded crates from the skiff. He took the photos as fast as he could, making sure to get as many faces and shots of the crates as possible. Stephen put the camera away and hurried back the way he had come.
He reached the road and began walking again.
Twice more, he slipped between buildings and snapped photographs of the warlord's men, the Arabs, and the ships. The second time, one of the crates was open and AK-47 magazines were being removed and handed out to each Somali thug standing there.
Shah slipped out onto the dirt road and continued walking. A couple of buildings ahead of him, two armed Somalis lounged in front of a building. Neither was alert, so Stephen started to turn into an alley next to the building when a trio of men strode out the door, past the two lax guards and onto the street.
Instantly, Stephen became alert. All three were Arabs, and two of them were escorting the third, an officer. All three wore green fatigues and a white keffiyeh with a black agai— a rope wrapped around the head to keep the keffiyeh in place. Two of them carried AK-47s while the third toted a weapon featuring a "bullpup" design — the magazine being located behind the trigger housing — along with a holstered pistol.
They turned toward Stephen and he saw the officer's eyes narrow in suspicion.
"Who are you and why are you here?"

CHAPTER THIRTY

"Who are you?" Stephen demanded in Yemeni-accented Arabic.
The two soldiers flanking the officer raised their AK-47s and pointed them at Stephen.
"I," the officer said coolly, "asked first."
Stephen eyed the officer, who was thin with a neat dark beard, a narrow face with angular features, and dark, alert eyes. Something told Stephen that he was looking at Riyad, the ICA leader.
"I am Ali Abdullah Jarallah," Stephen said.
"You are Yemeni," the officer said.
"Yes, I was born near Dhamer."
"Why are you here?"
"I work for the khat dealer, Axiam Osman. He is back there, negotiating with a client. I thought I would walk around and see the ocean. Now, who are you?"
"You are arrogant," Riyad said. "Who I am is not your concern."
"Are you here to sell khat?"
Riyad gave Stephen a withering glare. "I do not care for the substance.”
Stephen continued on as if he hadn't heard him. "Because I need some khat of my own," he said, sounding a little whiney. "Osman doesn't like giving his employees any, and I haven't chewed any in two days. I need some."
Riyad's face darkened in anger and disgust. "I am not here to sell drugs!"
"You're not?"
The sound of a car horn cut through the desert afternoon and Madar, sitting behind the jeep's steering wheel, pulled up next to them. He hopped out of the car and stood with his hands on his hips, glaring at Stephen.
"What are you doing here, you idiot?" the Somali yelled in accented Arabic.
"I—" Stephen began to say, only to be slapped by Madar.
"Enough!" the smaller man shouted. "I told my cousin you were an idiot, and this proves it!"
"But—"
Madar slapped him again. "An idiot!" He turned and bowed to Riyad. "Profuse apologies, sir. Did this man bother you?"
Riyad looked down on Madar. "Who are you?"
"I am Madar Osman, Axiam's cousin. My cousin has been forced to hire idiots like this one to protect his business interests. Now I am stuck with keeping these dimwits in line while my cousin brokers a deal with important clients."
He turned back toward Stephen and pointed at the jeep. "Get in! If you are lucky, my cousin will only fire you!"
Stephen got into the jeep's front passenger seat. Madar got behind the steering wheel and looked at Riyad. "Again, profuse apologies, sir. This fool will be lucky he still has a job by the end of the day."
Riyad's expression was hard to read. After a few seconds, he flicked his hand in a dismissive gesture. "Get out of here. If I see him again, I will kill him."
Madar started the jeep's engine, and after making a sloppy three-point turn, headed back the way Stephen and he had come from.
"Don't look back!" Madar yelled as they drove up to the red-roofed building.
"Everything all right?" Liam asked over the radio. Stephen could see him standing on the building's second floor balcony.
"Had a run-in with Riyad," Stephen said.
"I saw. Got some good pictures of him, too. Stick with the jeep, because I think Axiam is just about finished here."
"I should thank you," Stephen said to Madar.
The Somalian snorted. "I no like Americans," he said in heavily accented English. "Both parents dead in Mogadishu during American occupation. But I no like Arabs more."
"Looks like the meeting is over," Liam said. "We're on our way down."
* * *
Three hours later, Tanner looked up from the map and the pictures. "We have a problem."
"Putting it mildly," Liam agreed.
The team met in the barracks, clustered around a heavy wooden table. The tabletop was covered with a satellite map of Eyl and surrounding areas, along with photos printed from a portable printer out of Danielle's equipment bag. The remains of the midday meal — pasta in a thick stew and bananas — lined the edges of the table, its smell lingering in the air.
The team quickly realized any plan that involved infiltrating the beach and stealing a skiff was not going to work. "There are always guards on the beach," Stephen pointed out. "My source says they're mostly Yabaal's men, and at least a dozen patrol the beach, even at night."
"And even if we could get to the beach, undetected," Dante said, “there's still the matter of getting the boat out into the ocean and crossing half a mile of water to reach those ships. We don't know how many pirates they have on those ships."
"There's been no sign of any prisoners taken off those ships," Liam said, "so assuming any crew are still alive, they must still be aboard."
They bounced ideas back and forth, but there were too many unknowns to arrive at a definitive course of action.
Then Axiam entered the room. "How's the planning going?"
"It isn't," Tanner replied. "Too many unknown factors."
"I've got more data to throw into your pot of problems. For one, the Northstar Venture is leaving tonight, after dark."
"Shit," Dante muttered.
"Any idea when?" Tanner asked.
"No, but I'm guessing about midnight. That's when there's a window when there are no observation satellites overhead."
"What else do you have?"
"If it wasn’t for bad news I wouldn’t have any news at all. That other ship anchored out there — it isn't a captured cargo ship being ransomed. It belongs to the Arabs."
"You sure?" Naomi asked.
"More than one of my contacts has seen sailors from that second ship come ashore and go about their business without guards, armed with pistols. There's also no friction between them and the Arab soldiers on-shore."
"Do you have the ship's name?" Tanner asked. He tapped a finger on one of the ship's photos. "They've covered the names with canvas."
Axiam nodded. "The name 'Saad el Melik' has been bandied about for that cargo vessel. Whether or not that's the ship's real name is another matter."
"We'll worry about that ship later," Tanner said.
"I have more bad news." Axiam's expression was bleak. "The Northstar's crew is dead."
"Dead?" Dante asked. "Are you sure?"
The Somali agent nodded. "Talked to a few of my sources. Word has gone around Eyl that the Arabs executed them. They used Yabaal's men to move the bodies into a refrigerated container on the Northstar, and they weren't happy about it. There's no crew to rescue."
"None of that helps with our current problem," Liam said. "We can't get out to Northstar Venture by boat, and unless we can fly we—" He stopped as a grin materialized on his features.
"Wait a minute…Maybe we can fly…"

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Darkness had settled over the Somali coast. Onboard the Northstar Venture, Narsai was on the bridge, going through the checklist before the ship started on it mission.
Riyad entered through the port-side bridge door. In the dim red light, he looked like a devil. "How long before you weigh anchor?" he asked.
"An hour," Narsai replied.
"What is the weather forecast?"
"Rough seas tonight, but after that, it should be fair sailing."
"The missiles ready?"
"Yes, sir. Doctor Masood says it'll take two hours to fuel and make final preparation, but otherwise, they are ready."
"Good," Riyad grunted.
"Is something wrong, sir?" Narsai asked. "You seem, well, distracted."
Riyad made a dismissive gesture. "Just someone I met on the beach this morning. Do you anything about a khat dealer being in town?"
"No sir, but I don't chew khat."
"I think I may be jumping at shadows."
Narsai frowned. "Why?"
"I ran into a Yemeni who claimed he was working for an Axiam Osman, but something was off about him, and I can't put my finger on it."
"What happened to him?"
"One of the Somalis, a relative of this Osman, showed up, started berating him and slapping him. He ordered the Yemeni back into a jeep and they drove off."
"It doesn't sound like a problem to me," Narsai said. "We already have too many things to worry about."
"Maybe you're right," Riyad said. He glanced at his watch. "We will be leaving in two hours. I have one last meeting with Yabaal, and Ilshu should be arriving in that time frame. After that, we will be right behind you." Riyad stepped forward and hugged the younger man. "Good luck, my friend. May Allah give you good weather and good hunting."
"You too, sir."
Eyl
Wardi Yabaal's headquarters was the home of a former pirate chieftain who had run afoul of the international community and was now spending thirty years in a Tanzanian prison. When Yabaal had seized the town, he had kicked the man's family out of the home and taken it for his own. It was guarded by two dozen men of Yabaal's "Praetorian Guard," men who looked and acted no differently from any of the other men in Yabaal's "People's Islamic Army."
It was dusk when Riyad walked through the open gates into the dimly-lit courtyard. His eyes shifted constantly, picking up the weak points in Yabaal's security arrangements. On his right shoulder, Ilshu, his AK-74 casually slung over his shoulder, was doing much of the same. His helicopter had landed twenty minutes earlier, long enough for Riyad to alter his plan to include his subordinate. Ilshu's expression had remained impassive when his superior had laid out the plan, remaining so as they walked into the compound. Three of Ilshu's men, also armed with assault rifles, accompanied them. Another half dozen of Riyad's men stayed behind with the cars. Riyad was unarmed and carried a briefcase.
The two Somalis guarding the front door stared at the approaching group with puzzlement. One of them stepped forward and put his hand up in the universal signal to stop. "The general's busy. He can't see anyone tonight."
Riyad and his men stopped. "He'll see me. I found some more hardware and I think the general could use it. Anti-tank weapons for example."
Riyad saw the guard's eyes widen ever so slightly. It was rumored that Abada's force had a couple of tanks and at least a half-dozen APCs. "I will tell the general. Wait here, Colonel."
After the guard went inside, Riyad addressed his men. "Wait here for five minutes after Yasir and I go inside."
The three nodded and stepped away from the door, spreading out so each man stood a dozen feet from the others. They began looking around, quietly noticing where the guards were. An alert and knowledgeable soldier would have been suspicious of the soldier's actions, but Yabaal's guards were neither.
The guard came out. "You can have five minutes. Follow me."
Riyad and Ilshu trailed the guard into the house. The place looked picked over, what had been good quality furnishings looked dirty, cracked and battered. A few lights were on, but most of the house was dark.
The guard led Riyad to a door flanked by two of his associates. "The general says he will speak only to you, Colonel.”
"Stay here," Riyad said to Ilshu. "Give me a couple of minutes."
Ilshu nodded, leaned up against the wall and folded his arms. The gesture hid his right hand, which now rested on the pummel of the knife on his belt.
Riyad stepped inside what was an office or study. A large desk dominated the left side of the room, with a few chairs, a couch, a couple of end tables, Arabian rugs, and garish paintings. Behind the desk, Riyad could see the interior courtyard that the house was built around.
Yabaal sat at his desk, which was covered with a map, a couple of half-eaten meals on dishes, and a few glasses. He looked up as Riyad entered the room.
"You say you have more weapons? Interesting weapons?" he said, not bothering to hide his eagerness.
Riyad's eyes swept the room. Three other men guarded the space, Yabaal's subordinates. Riyad never learned their names, and in a few minutes, it wouldn't matter.
"Indeed," Riyad said, walking to the desk.
Yabaal looked at the guards, still standing by the door. They were mercenaries, and although they worked for him today, there was no telling who they might work for next week or next month, and so he’d rather not have them know what new armaments he was considering.
"Go," he said, and the guards disappeared, closing the door behind him. The Somali warlord eyed Riyad again.
"Interesting weapons, you say?"
"Anti-armor. RPG-27s. A whole crate of them. We're unloading it right now."
Yabaal smiled. "Excellent. What else?"
Riyad placed the briefcase on the desk and opened it. "We also found a few of these. APB silenced machine pistols."
Yabaal frowned. "A machine pistol?"
"It's like a machine gun, only it's a pistol!" Riyad held one up. "Used by the Russian special forces. It fires a 9 x 18mm round." He held up a magazine. "Twenty rounds in each magazine. With a little training, you can fire two or three shots at a time.”
Riyad slid the magazine into the automatic and pulled the slide back. "Like so."
He reached into the case and pulled out a thick tube twice as long as the pistol itself and began screwing it on the end of the muzzle.
The tension in the room suddenly escalated, the air seeming to thicken.
Yabaal's expression changed from something quizzical to a sort of dark seriousness. "All right, I don't think you need to proceed any further," he said, pushing his chair back.
Riyad reached into the case and removed a wire stock. "They say you need the stock to help control the pistol, but in the hands of an expert, you can shoot it almost as well one-handed."
Beads of sweat formed on Yabaal's forehead as Riyad attached the stock to the gun. While Yabaal’s men had firearms, they were now outside the door. No doubt not very far, but still. The general's hand drifted toward his AK leaning against the desk.
The ICA officer held up the now fully assembled machine pistol in his right hand, muzzle pointed at the ceiling.
"And there you are.”
Yabaal's hand froze, the Somali uncertain of Riyad's next move.
Riyad lowered the weapon until it was pointed at the floor and took a couple of steps back from the desk. "My ship is leaving inside the hour. This is good-bye."
Yabaal's eyes narrowed. "You are cutting it close, Colonel.”
"I felt it was prudent to leave this until the last minute."
Yabaal's hand darted out, grabbing the barrel of his AK-47. But Riyad raised the APB and blasted a three-shot burst into Yabaal's chest. As the warlord rocked back in his chair, Riyad pivoted in time to aim his weapon at the door as it opened. Two of Yabaal’s bodyguards charged into the room, reaching for their sidearms. Behind them, Ilshu grappled with a third. The last two guards were already down, blood spreading across their bodies.
Riyad fired a long salvo in a figure-eight pattern into the first two Somalis into the room, and those two dropped hard.
As the guard behind them broke free from Ilshu’s grasp, he whirled around and tripped over his dead comrades. Ilshu swiped at him with his knife but missed. Then Riyad spun back to the left and thrust the end of the suppressor into the voice box of the fallen Somali, the vulgar sound reminiscent of a can being crushed under foot.
With a quick, practiced motion, Riyad exchanged the machine pistol's magazine for a fresh one. He looked back at Yabaal, whose shirt was stained red with blood. The warlord's eyes were still fixed on Riyad.
"Why?" he rasped.
"You are a loose end." Riyad placed a single shot between Yabaal's eyes.
Ilshu wiped the blade of his knife on the pant leg of a dead guard. Outside, gunfire erupted as the rest of Riyad's team killed the other guards.
"We had better get moving, sir," Ilshu said. "There's no telling when Abada is going to launch his attack."
Riyad glanced at his watch. "Assuming he keeps his word, Abada will attack in twenty-seven minutes. By then, we will be onboard the Saad el Melik and underway."
* * *
The MI-8MT (NATO designation, "Hip") helicopter had been first developed and built in the 1960s for use by the Communist Bloc states. While outdated by modern standards, the Hip, like a lot of Soviet equipment, was basically sound and cheap enough to be bought by client countries. Designed to be a general purpose craft, the Hip was a common sight in Africa.
But not usually at night.
In the cockpit, Axiam flew the bird only a hundred feet of the ground. Normally, this would have been near impossible, as the Hip wasn't usually equipped with night vision gear. But not only had Axiam been a helicopter pilot in the Marines, he had acquired enough equipment over the years to allow him to fly at night, though he had admitted he hadn't done so for several years.
The Somali-born CIA agent hadn't been happy with the idea of using his helicopter to ferry the team out to the ships, but he had been furious when Tanner told him the truth about the nuclear warheads. It took Stephen several minutes to calm Axiam down, pointing out that operational security was the only reason the team hadn't been able to fill him in on the complete story. Finally, Axiam was placated somewhat and he agreed to pilot the helicopter to the ships.
In the co-pilot's seat, Tanner watched Axiam fly. He was wearing his own night-vision goggles, but the ground below them passed by too quickly to see much detail.
"How far to the coast?"
"Ten minutes at most. I'm flying farther north to make sure we stay away from Eyl."
Tanner nodded. They had seen several explosions to the south, artillery trading fire according to Liam. Any aircraft in the vicinity would be targeted by both sides.
Tanner craned his neck to look back in the cargo compartment. Besides the rest of OUTCAST, both Geedi and Madar were there, each cousin manning a door-mounted heavy machine gun. In addition, a rocket pod was mounted on each side of the fuselage, though Tanner did notice that neither pod contained a full load of rockets.
Axiam started humming something under his breath, and Tanner finally recognized it as the Marine Corps Hymn. He looked out through the cockpit glass and saw the coastline ahead of them, looming quickly.
"All right, boys and girls," Axiam said briskly, we are about to go 'feet wet.'"
He said something in Somali, and both cousins acknowledged him with short replies, also in Somali.
The land below them vanished and there was the ocean. The sea rolled and heaved, forcing Tanner to look away.
Axiam banked the Hip to the right. "We should be thirty miles north of Eyl," he said.
"Can they see us on radar?" Tanner wanted to know.
"Probably. We should have eyes on them in about ten minutes."
"Assuming they haven't already gotten underway."
Seven minutes came and went. There were a few more flashes of light to Tanner's right front, getting closer. Axiam shifted the helicopter’s course, taking it farther out into the ocean and away from possible anti-aircraft fire. After another minute, Tanner could make out features along the coast.
"I can see buildings.”
"That's Eyl," Axiam confirmed, “but I don’t see any ships at anchor."
Tanner scoped it out but saw nothing but ocean. "They're off and running."
"We’ll find them. I have enough fuel for another two and a half hours of flight, and this bird is four times faster than either ship. We can use the radar to select our targets."
"Dani," Tanner said, turning around, "What's the max speed of the Northstar Venture?"
"Twenty-five knots, or about twenty-nine miles an hour."
"When did the window for no satellites overhead begin?"
"Forty-seven minutes ago. Last satellite photo I got shows both ships there two hours ago."
"So we can eliminate all ships farther out than eighty miles from the coast," Tanner said.
"In this neck of the woods, not many ships will be within a couple of hundred miles, even at night," Liam pointed out.
Tanner checked the radar screen. "I've got two ships on radar. Both to the northeast. One is fifty miles away, the other one is thirty."
"Can you tell which one is the Northstar?" Liam asked.
"Not at this range…Axiam, steer a course between the two ships. We can get a better idea of who's who once we're close enough."
"Assuming they don't blow us out of the air first.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Aboard the Saad el Melik
The buzz of the radio on Bakir Riyad's belt cut into the Colonel's thoughts. The bridge of the freighter, a rusting and tired old ship acquired from a Bangladesh ship-breaking yard, was cramped and reeked from years of body odor, food, and the sea. He unclipped the radio from his belt and spoke into it. "Riyad here."
"Narsai, sir. Are you picking up a contact on your radar? We’re getting something, but it's intermittent."
Riyad turned toward the Saad el Melik's captain. "Check the radar.”
Kashgari studied the radar screen. At length, he nodded. "Radar contact. Aircraft, probably a helicopter. It's coming from the northwest."
Riyad frowned. "What is its course?"
"Roughly between us and the Northstar Venture."
"Where are the enemy warships?"
"Three are two hundred kilometers to the southeast, one a hundred kilometers to the north, and five three hundred and fifty kilometers to the east. They're— Wait!"
Kashgari's tone became more strident. "The three warships to the southeast have changed course, moving onto an intercept heading with the Northstar Venture! The helicopter has also altered direction toward the ship."
"Nationality?"
"American."
The colonel's frown became a scowl as he spoke into the transmitter. "Narsai, go to full alert and prepare to repel borders. We are increasing speed to come to your aid. Tell Dr. Masood to prepare the missiles for launch."
"That will take hours."
"Tell him to do it faster," Riyad growled. "The enemy is converging on you. Those missiles cannot be allowed to fall into enemy hands. Do you understand?"
"Yes sir," Narsai acquiesced. "Do you think it's the Iranians?"
Riyad thought back to the Yemeni guard in Eyl. "No. Just hold them off, Saleh. Do not surrender and do not let those missiles be taken."
Riyad broke the connection and opened his eyes wide at Kashgari. The air inside the bridge was heavy with tension. "We cannot catch up with them. Maintain course. How long to prepare the Termits for launch?"
In the role as Northstar's escort, the Saad el Melik carried a missile launcher and four P-15 Termits missiles. Designated by NATO as SS-N-2 Styx, the Termits were obsolete by today's standards of anti-ship missiles, but they were still powerful enough to sink a warship.
And the Northstar wasn't even a warship.
"An hour," Kashgari said.
"Begin preparations. If it looks like the Americans are taking the ship and the Baburs are not launched, we will sink the Northstar. How deep are the waters in this part of the ocean?"
The ship captain walked over to the chart table and stared it for a few seconds.
"We're in luck.” He motioned Riyad over. "We are still over the Somali Basin. The average depth is thirty-six hundred meters. If the Northstar sinks within the next six hours, the Americans will not be able to retrieve the warheads."
Riyad stared at the map for a few seconds, then nodded.
"Good. May Allah stay our hand and grant our brethren the strength to fire those missiles."
Northstar Venture
Saleh Narsai's emotional state was somewhere between fear, anger and determination. He put the satellite phone down and activated the ship's intercom.
"Attention, soldiers of Allah!" he began, his voice echoing throughout the ship. "Arm yourselves and prepare to repel infidel borders. Anti-aircraft teams: to your stations! Dr. Masood: report to the bridge at once!"
Narsai turned to the three men on the bridge. "Arm yourselves. The colonel is coming to our aid, but until then we are on our own."
"It's only one helicopter," Musa, who manned the helm, said.
"That is one helicopter too many," Narsai replied, anger creeping into his tone. "There are naval vessels coming in from the east. The helicopter is either out here to track us, or to land a special forces team on this ship to retake it."
Musa nodded. "Of course, Captain.”
"Hold current speed and heading," Narsai directed.
"What is going on?" Masood demanded as he stepped onto the bridge. His face was scrunched into a tapestry of wrinkles and worry lines.
"The infidels are tracking this ship," Narsai said. "Colonel Riyad has ordered you to prepare the missiles for launch."
Masood's eyes widened in shock. "That takes time!"
Narsai shot the Pakistani an ugly look. "Then you had better start, Doctor."
"I need to talk to—"
Narsai’s hand rested on the butt of his pistol. "You have your orders as I have mine. Prepare those missiles now."
Masood nodded and bolted off the bridge.
"Seas are getting rougher," Musa said. He glanced at a screen to his left. "Winds are picking up."
"That works in our favor." Narsai tried to ignore the shiver of fear sluicing down his back and the feeling that something bad was about to happen.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

From the co-pilot's seat of the helicopter, Tanner glanced at the radar and then raised a pair of binoculars to stare through them into the darkness ahead.
"Got it," he said to Axiam. "Twenty miles ahead."
Axiam eyeballed his instruments. "Winds are increasing. If they get any stronger, it's going to be a real rough ride in this tub." The Somali looked at the radar again, then at Tanner. "Hang onto your shorts, people!"
The Hip rose a couple of hundred feet. On the horizon, Tanner saw a light. On the radar he saw the blip corresponding to the light’s source.
He pointed to the illumination. "That's it.
Axiam nodded and said something in Somali. Tanner turned to look back into the cargo compartment. Both Geedi and Madar were preparing the machine guns for action, loading them with belt-fed 12.7mm ammo.
"Wilson!"
Tanner turned back to look at Axiam. "Behind my seat is a box of flares. Take them back to my cousins."
Tanner did as he was asked. Madar nodded and took the box, the noise inside the aircraft making unaided conversation impossible. Madar carried the flares to the back of the compartment. Curious, Tanner followed.
Madar placed the box next to a door the size of a welcome mat in the floor. He used a welded handle to open the lid. Beneath lay a honeycomb-like structure, angled toward the rear of the Hip. Madar opened the box and quickly placed flares into each honeycomb.
A tap on the shoulder made Tanner turn to see Geedi standing there. The Somali motioned toward the cockpit with his thumb. Tanner nodded and rejoined Axiam in the cockpit, donning the headset again as he took the co-pilot's seat.
"Infrared countermeasures?" he asked.
Axiam shrugged. "Enough people don't like me, and most don't care about how I die. I've been nearly shot out of the air a couple of times by anti-aircraft missiles. I managed to kludge something together and it's worked so far."
The light on the sea was now much brighter, bright enough for Tanner to see it wasn't a single light, but a number of closely grouped bulbs on a ship. He raised a set of binoculars and viewed the vessel. Tarps had been placed over two areas between the stacks forward of the superstructure, and those spaces were lit up. But he was too far away to see anything else.
"We have to get closer," he said into the radio.
"How much closer?" Axiam demanded.
"Close enough to see what going on under those tarps forwards of the superstructure."
"I don't like it, but it's your funeral. I will do this only once, so make it count."
"Stephen!" Tanner called out. "Take pictures of the ship as we pass. Concentrate on the forward container stacks."
"Pictures, copy."
Axiam pulled back on the collective. "Everyone make sure your seat belts are tight and your trays are upright because the ride is about to become rough." He then spoke rapidly in Somali, presumably the same warning to his cousins.
Tanner pulled the restraint harness around him and fastened it tight.
Liam said over the intercom, "Ready back here."
Axiam dropped the Hip until it was only twenty-five feet above the waves, the water spraying in their wake as they raced toward the container ship at better than a hundred miles an hour. The ship grew larger in the windshield, and with their angle of approach, Tanner could read the ship's name on the stern. The ship continued moving northeast, showing no sign that they had noticed the approaching helicopter.
Four miles from the Northstar, Axiam turned the Hip left, onto a parallel course, and slowing the helicopter. As they flew past the ship, Tanner used the binoculars again to view the vessel.
There were people on top of the superstructure. As they flew past, Tanner saw two of the figures raise tubes, place them on their shoulders and point them at the Hip.
"Incoming!" Tanner shouted as first one, then a second missile streaked from the shoulder launchers.
Axiam snarled something in Somali. He increased their speed and banked hard away from the ship as he clawed for altitude. Tanner heard several "pops" from somewhere below and behind him, but he was more intent on the two missiles hurtling toward them. From somewhere below the Hip, there was bright light that Tanner could only see the edges of.
The missiles suddenly swung away from the ‘copter and toward the light. Seconds later there was an explosion and the Hip was pushed even higher and faster, then dropped like a roller coaster. Tanner felt numb as his stomach dropped.
Axiam, his face grim with concentration, fought the helicopter as it dropped. He gained control and guided their craft away from the ship at wave-top.
Tanner inhaled deeply, bring himself under control again. "I think we found the right ship," he said after a few seconds.
"Ya think?" Axiam growled.
"Everyone back there all right?" Tanner turned in his seat to look.
"Did you know I hate roller coasters?" Naomi said.
"I think I left my stomach back there," Dante chimed in.
"We're fine," Liam said. "What the hell happened?"
"Somebody had man-portable anti-aircraft missiles aboard the ship," Tanner said.
"I'm guessing SA-7s," Axiam said. "Number three on the wacko terrorist list of must-have weapons, right after AKs and RPGs." He glanced at the radar. "They only have a range of about four kilometers, so as long as we stay no closer than five kilometers, we should be okay."
"Stephen, did you get those pics?" Tanner asked.
"I got a few shots off before we got out of there."
"Give the SD card to Danielle. I'm coming back there."
Northstar Venture
Narsai scanned the water around his ship, searching for any sign of the escaped helicopter. The bridge was dark, with only the control panel indicator lights to supply illumination. He lowered his binoculars, his eyes boring into the radar screen.
There was a blip, intermittent, off to his port, twenty or thirty kilometers out. Large waves rose and fell, increasing in size with each passing hour, and he could feel the deck shift under his feet.
The satellite phone buzzed, and Narsai picked it up, knowing who was calling.
"What is happening?" Riyad demanded, his tone harsh.
"The helicopter dropped flares and avoided the missiles. We think it's somewhere off our port side. We'll be ready for its next attack."
"You should have let it get closer."
"It veered away before we shot the missiles at it. I think they were trying to locate the warheads while staying outside of machine-gun range. I'm not sure they knew we had the Strellas."
"Do not assume," Riyad said in a lecturing tone. "I doubt they are going to assault the ship on their own. There are American ships closing in on your position. They'll be there within twelve hours."
"Your orders for me, sir?"
Riyad was silent for a few seconds, then said, "I am not a sailor, Saleh. You know the ship and the crew you command. I leave the decision to you. If you cannot execute DESERT WIND, execute SANDSTORM instead. The targets are still in place."
Narsai swallowed, a trickle of fear running through him. "I understand, sir."
"Whatever happens, do not let them capture the missiles. Is that understood?"
"Yes sir. I will scuttle the ship before that happens."
"Good. Allah be with you, my friend."
"Peace be with Him, and you too, sir."
"Good-bye."
Narsai walked over to the chart table and consulted the map there. He would stick with the original plan for now, but he needed a second target, something that he could fire at if it became clear that the Abu Dhabi mission could no longer be completed. As tempting as it would be to fire the missiles at the warships to the east, they were too far away and possessed serious countermeasures. There was no cities close enough that would allow them to make the statement the colonel wanted to make.
But the colonel had a backup plan, SANDSTORM, and that target was the Port of Salalah, on the southern coast of Oman. A regular port of call for the infidel warships, it currently hosted a pair of French destroyers, a Finnish frigate and the big prize — an American amphibious assault ship. SANDSTORM was a contingency in case the aircraft carrier was not in Dubai during the time window.
Now, it looked like it might be the best target.
Narsai straightened. "Musa, Increase speed to twenty-five knots."
"Yes, sir."
The ICA captain stepped away from the chart table and resumed searching for the helicopter. If it came down to it, he would launch SANDSTORM, but for now, he had a ship to defend.
"Kalid," he said into his radio. "I want a four-man team up here on the bridge, now."

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

In the cargo compartment of the helicopter, Tanner, Liam, and Danielle were huddled around the laptop, staring intently at the pictures Stephen had taken. The Hip was seven kilometers away from the ship, flying less than ten meters above the shifting waters of the Indian Ocean. The rest of the team sat on the benches, watching them.
The former CIA agent had concentrated on the forward stacks and whatever was under them. The first three images showed little in the way of useful information, as the angle was wrong. The fourth depicted something under the tarp, something that looked like scaffolding.
But the last two pictures revealed information. The fifth shot allowed them to see that the scaffolding was actually a launch rail, with a missile perched on the rail. The final photo captured another missile on a launch rail adjacent to the first.
"Son of a bitch," Liam whispered.
"What can you tell us about them, Dani?" Tanner asked.
Danielle peered at the screen. "They look like cruise missiles. I'm guessing a max range of a thousand miles, probably less. And…" She tapped the screen. "Missile warheads."
"They're getting ready to use them," Liam said. "But on what?"
Tanner looked at Danielle. "The Northstar was heading for Doha, right? ISIL has no love for the Iranians. Maybe they decided to strike at Iran?"
Danielle shook her head. "Look at the missiles. They're aimed off the port side, not the starboard side. Unless they're planning to turn the ship around, whatever the target is, it's across from Iran."
"United Arab Emirates is across from Iran," Liam noted. "So are Saudi Arabia, Oman and Qatar." He pulled a map of the Middle East from his cargo pocket and unfolded it. "These guys want to make a big splash with a major target."
He put his fingers on the map over Saudi Arabia. "These countries are scared shitless that ISIL will come after them next, so they've been active in trying to stop them."
"I think you can rule out Qatar," Stephen said. "It's a major funding source for ISIL, and they won't risk it. Yemen’s has no major targets."
Tanner pulled out his satellite phone. "I'm calling Casey. We need more data."
Casey answered on the second ring. "What do you have?"
"We have two nuclear-tipped missiles on the Northstar Venture, and the ship is crewed by ICA tangos. We're e-mailing you the pictures we took."
Casey swore. "Any ideas on the target?"
"We think it's in the UAE, Oman, or Saudi Arabia. We need your help narrowing down the possible targets."
"Let me make a few phone calls and get back to you." Casey hung up.
Tanner looked at the others. "Time for some quick thinking."
Aboard the Saad el Melik
On the bridge, Riyad watched the radar intently. For a moment he considered sending Ilshu to help Narsai, but decided against it. The helicopter wasn't armed, and if the other helo was, it would be a waste of men and material. No, he had to let Narsai handle it on his own for now.
He walked away from the radar and over to the chart table. He compared positions and headings for his ship and that of the Northstar Venture. The Saad el Melik was moving northeast at fifteen knots, ten knots slower than the Northstar and losing ground steadily. The container ship was thirty kilometers ahead of them and pulling away from the older ship.
Riyad stroked his beard as he considered his options. The American warships racing west were still hours away, too far to prevent Narsai from executing SANDSTORM, even if they did know about the Baburs. But that one helicopter pacing the container ship bothered him.
"Colonel!" Kashgari shouted.
Riyad turned to the ship's captain. "What?"
"Radar is picking up new contacts. They're coming from the American ships."
The colonel strode over to the radar. Four blips were moving away from the American ships and heading toward the Northstar Venture.
"How soon?" he whispered.
Kashgari frowned. “No more than thirty minutes.”
Riyad reached for the sat-phone and pressed the auto-dialer. Narsai answered.
"Yes, Colonel?"
"You are now within range for SANDSTORM. Can you fire the missiles?"
After a slight pause, Narsai said, "Not quite yet, but Dr. Masood and his team are working as quickly as they can."
"Tell him to hurry. The Americans are sending helicopters and will be there in less than half an hour."
"We will fire them before then, sir."
"You had better. Good bye."
Riyad broke the connection and stared out into the darkness.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Tanner answered his satellite phone to hear Casey’s energized voice.
"We got the pictures. They're kicking over a few anthills here in D.C. We have a SEAL team in the air, heading your way— ETA is thirty-five minutes. Call sign is Javelin, pass code is Alpha-3."
"Understood."
Without introduction, a new voice, male, came on the line. "Mr. Wilson, we've taken a look at those pictures."
"And you are?"
"That's Admiral Landers, ONI," Casey said. "He's part of the team shadowing the warheads."
"As I said," Landers continued, "my people are staring holes into those photos. Not the best shots in the world."
Tanner made a spitting sound. "To the contrary, Admiral. Right now I’d wager that they are in fact the best shots in the world of those missiles. Unless you have some better?”
An uncomfortable silence ensued during which Tanner could hear Casey and Landers exchanging muted words.
Then Landers’ voice was back on the line. “I’m just saying, those images aren’t a lot to work with—“
“And I’m just saying that our team almost got our asses blown to shit taking them, so how about you stop complaining and do what you can from your air-conditioned office, okay?” Behind him, Stephen grinned and gave him a thumbs-up sign.
Landers recovered quickly. "Touché. From the enhancement work we did with the photos, it does look like the warheads are on the missiles. My people also say those missiles have a range of maybe eight hundred miles, probably less. Have you shed any more light on the possible targets from your end?"
"We're thinking it’s either something in the UAE or Oman."
"These people want to strike back against the West," Landers said, his tone distracted.
"There are a lot of expats in the UAE," Tanner said, "but I think they want an obvious western target…"
He stopped, an idea clicking into place. "A warship."
"My God," Landers said. "The Harry S. Truman is in Dubai."
"For how long?"
"Another seven days," Landers replied. “Son of a bitch!”
“What?”
“The president is going to be visiting the Truman the end of the week, along with leaders from the surrounding countries!”
“That would be one hell of a target,” Tanner said. “Any others?”
"The Amphibious Assault Ship, the USS Essex is in port in Salalah, Oman."
"Makes sense," Liam said. "These missiles are set up to fire at a target off to port."
"I think the Truman's the primary target," Tanner said. "But they might target the Essex if they can't get close enough to Dubai."
"But both the Truman's and the UAE's radar systems would pick up those missiles before they got close," Casey said in a clipped tone.
"Not if they were planning to launch the missiles only ten or twenty miles off the coast of Dubai," Tanner hypothesized. "The Northstar’s next port of call is Doha, and its course would take it right past Dubai."
Landers’ voice was quiet and slow. "You are right…At that range, the Truman would have only a couple of minutes’ warning. Two nuclear missiles would, at the very least, cripple the carrier, and if it hits in the wrong place—"
"A major disaster," Casey finished.
"Excuse me," Landers said hurriedly, "I need to alert NAVCENT and the White House."
Tanner could hear movement and a door opening and closing.
"I haven't seen Al move that fast in years," Casey muttered. Then in a louder voice, he said, "Tanner, you have command authority from the president himself, and your orders are to stop that ship at all costs, before those missiles are launched."
"Understood."
"I have to go," Casey said, fatigue creeping into his voice. "I need to activate a few contingency plans, and a lot of people are going to be getting unpleasant late-night phone calls, no time to sugar-coat anything."
"I do have one favor I need to ask.”
After Tanner told him, Casey said, "They're yours and will be in the air in fifteen minutes. Talk to you later."
* * *
The radio crackled. "OUTCAST, OUTCAST, this is Javelin."
Tanner picked up the transmitter. "Javelin, this is OUTCAST. Password is SUNDOWN SEVEN."
"Copy OUTCAST, counter is WILDFLOWER THREE."
Tanner exhaled. Casey’s promised SEALs had made contact. "What is your status, Javelin?"
"Twenty minutes out. Can we get a sit-rep?"
"Tangos are in full control of the ship. Intel indicates original crew is KIA. Tangos have anti-aircraft capability. The sun eggs have wings. There is a second ship, suspected tango asset, fifty clicks southwest of primary target."
"Copy, OUTCAST. What's the plan? Not sure exactly who you guys are, but somebody way up high sure as hell likes you, because I’m told you have lead on this op."
"Who we are is a long story, Javelin, and right now we have something ongoing. I need to check on a few things."
"Fill us in at a bar back stateside when this is all over, then. Better hurry. Wind is picking up and the weather wonks think a storm is brewing."
"Copy that. Back in ten. OUTCAST out."
Axiam, who had listened to the radio conversation, tapped his fuel gauge. "We're down to about half. We've got another hour or so in the air before I have to turn back to shore — unless you like swimming."
"How close can you get to the ship now without getting blasted out of the sky?"
Axiam raised his eyebrows. "Those SA-7s have a range of about four klicks. I can get a little closer than that, but I’d rather not."
"We have to wait for the last player in the game."
Tanner stared down at the angry sea below, where he saw actual breaking waves beginning to form, their crests whipped into frothy foam. The conditions were worsening rapidly. He was glad for the interruption of the radio call when it came in.
"OUTCAST, OUTCAST," a new voice said over the radio. "This is Victory. We are at Angels forty and moving fast."
"Copy, Victory," Tanner replied. "ETA?"
"Forty-two minutes. We don't know how much help we can be. We didn't bring a lot of party favors because of the long trip. Orders were to get out here ASAP and contact you."
"Don't sweat it, Victory. You're going to dazzle them with the strength of your personality. Hold on while I bring Javelin into this. We have a plan, and it's going to take all three of us to pull it off."

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Aboard the Northstar Venture
The waiting was getting to Narsai. Nothing to do but glance at the radar, then look out into the darkness, wondering what the Americans were waiting for. The one helicopter that had dogged them was still off their port bow, with more choppers off his starboard, all out of range of his Strellas. What did they want?
He glanced down again and saw new blips coming in from the north. They were moving very fast, faster than the helicopters. Jets then — either Oman or maybe the Americans. Twenty minutes out.
Narsai picked up the radio. "Dr. Masood — status of the missiles?"
"We're still working!" Masood snapped back. "We're trying to do hours of work in minutes!"
"There are jets inbound. Minutes are all we have left."
"These missiles are not AK-47s. They are delicate machines that have to be handled carefully, or we could die!”
"Doctor, if you don't get those missiles ready before the Americans board this ship, I will personally make certain that you do die! Is that clear enough?"
"Perfectly!" There was a click as Masood ended his transmission. Narsai stared at the radio for a few seconds, then back to the radar screen.
"Those jets could stand off from a distance and target us with missiles," Musa said.
Narsai continued to star at the radar, gauging the distance from his ship to the planes. "Maybe, but the Americans want the warheads — that's what the helicopters are for. I also doubt the jets have much ordnance on them because of the great distance they've traveled from land." He shook his head. "Those fighter jets are a distraction, a threat, or a last resort, nothing more."
Inside, he knew he was lying to himself.
* * *
The four F-18F Super Hornets flew in a tight diamond formation, forty thousand feet above the ocean. Designed as a strike fighter, the Super Hornets were members of VFA-103, the "Jolly Rogers," assigned to the Truman. Traveling at Mach 1.2, the fighters closed in on the target at over nine hundred miles an hour.
In the cockpit of the lead fighter, Lt. Commander James "Bulldog" Drummond consulted his radar. He was a bit irascible at the moment, being hauled out of bed and sent into the night sky with scant instructions and armed only with the Super Hornet's M61A1 Vulcan Gatling cannon and a pair of AGM-84G Harpoon anti-ship missiles. The conversation with whomever this OUTCAST outfit was didn't help his disposition any.
"Ten minutes from break point," Drummond's Weapons Systems Officer, Lieutenant Grant "Harvard" Hargreaves announced.
"Copy," Drummond returned. He touched the radio control for the flight frequency. "All right, ladies. Our target is coming up."
"This for real sir?" Lt.(JG) Adam "Jocko" Welborn asked. He piloted the F-18 to Drummond's right. "This is not an exercise?"
"Correct," Drummond said through gritted teeth. "This is real, and if we fuck it up, people are going to die. So shut your mouth and open your ears."
"Copy that, Bulldog."
"Our target is a tango-controlled container ship. The ship has two nuclear missiles onboard, and the spooks think the HST is the target."
"Holy shit," Jocko breathed.
"Exactly," Drummond said.
"That explains the Harpoons," Lt. Malcolm "Cyber" Perko said. “Blow the damn thing out of the water."
"Negative, Cyber," Drummond said. "We're not going to sink this ship."
"We're not?" Jocko asked.
"No. A spook squad and a bunch of wetsuits want to board the ship and grab the missiles."
"So what are we going to do?" Cyber asked.
Drummond smiled thinly. "Our jobs."

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Aboard the Northstar Venture
Narsai checked the radar again. The aircraft approaching from the north were close now. For a second, he thought about ordering evasive maneuvers, then discarded the idea as fast as it had materialized. The ship was too slow, too large and too unwieldy to make any such maneuver feasible. No, there was nothing else they could do other than to fire the Baburs.
"I'm going to go talk to Dr. Masood," he said to Musa. "Alert me immediately if any of those aircraft make an aggressive move." He tapped the radio on his belt. Musa nodded and Narsai left the bridge.
By the time he reached the main deck, he could hear the sounds of men moving and shouting ahead of him. He strode purposefully toward the commotion.
He found Masood and his entire team at work on the first missile. Several ICA solders were standing around, watching the team work.
Masood turned toward Narsai. The captain motioned at the direction of the second missile’s location. "Why aren't you working on both of them?"
"I told you, I can't get both ready in time! But I can get one — maybe!" Masood snapped. Sweat was flowing down his now red face, and Narsai could see anger and fear in his eyes. "The second missile has a damaged circuit board that will take half an hour to replace!" He motioned to the missile in front of them. "This one I can get ready."
"How long?"
"Ten minutes, fifteen at most!"
Narsai wanted to scream at Masood, but instead held his tongue. The doctor was right. Better to have one missile to fire instead of none. He handed Masood a sheet of paper.
“The coordinates for the missile's target."
Masood glanced at the paper, then nodded. "I'll program the targeting computer right away."
"There is no time to waste."
Narsai turned away as his radio come to life.
"Sir, the aircraft coming from the north have swung to the west. I think they're going to attack us broadside."
"Bring us about!" Narsai started running fast for the superstructure.
"Head due east now!"
* * *
The four F-18s dropped until they were a thousand feet over the Indian Ocean. As Drummond turned his aircraft toward the target, Welborn called out, "Target is turning east!"
Drummond scowled. "Bulldog to all elements. Cyber, Gabby, stay at thirty angels. Me and Jocko will make the first run, from the stern. I'm going to pop them in the ass with a couple of Harpoons and see if that slows them down. Don't get too close — spooks say the tangos are armed with Grails."
"Bummer," Jocko said. "I wanted to see how many of the ship's windows I could shatter with a sonic boom."
"Not enough to explain to Uncle Sam why you allowed a sixty million dollar airplane to be shot out of the sky by a fanatic with a five thousand dollar missile. They'll take it out of your pay and the pay of your descendants for a century or two."
"You're assuming they'll allow Jocko to breed," Cyber said, eliciting a few chuckles from the squad.
A smile twitched on Drummond's face, but his tone was business-like. "Cut the chatter, people. Let's get this show on the road."
* * *
Narsai made it to the bridge just as Musa yelled into the radio, "Two fighters are coming at us!"
"Which direction?"
The helmsman turned toward him. 'From astern!"
Narsai snatched up his radio. "All AA teams: Keep an eye out for aircraft!"
"They’re going to fire missiles at us!" Musa shouted.
"Bring us onto a heading of fifty degrees." Narsai’s voice was level, but he felt the cold certainty that the plan had failed.
"We need to buy Dr. Masood time to get that missile ready."
"This is not an easily maneuverable ship!" Musa snapped as he made the course adjustments.
"I know that!" Narsai’s voice rose in anger. "We just need a few more minutes!"

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Five miles off the stern, Tanner Wilson listened to the commander of the incoming fighter jets explain to him what was going to happen.
"Copy, Victory," he said once the pilot finished. "We'll stay out of your way."
He met Axiam’s gaze. "Drop back another five miles and gain some altitude."
"Copy." The Somali pilot adjusted the Hip's controls.
"Javelin, back off and give Victory room."
"Already on it," the SEAL Team leader replied.
"Victory to OUTCAST. Beginning missile run now."
“Ship is changing course again," Axiam said. "It’s swinging northeast."
Tanner saw the ship below and to his forward right begin to turn. The ship was large, with powerful engines, but it wasn't armored and was not designed to be nimble.
"Missiles away!" Victory called out.
* * *
The two AGM-84G Harpoon anti-ship missiles traveled at Mach point nine, twenty feet above the undulating ocean waves. GPS and radar kept them on target as they closed the thirty miles between them and their target in less than five minutes. The ICA soldiers on the stern caught only a streak of metal and heat as both fourteen — foot long missiles slammed into the Northstar Venture's port-side stern and exploded.
The ship shuddered from the twin explosions hard enough to knock Narsai off his feet. Lights flickered, some dying out while others came back on, leaving everything in a dim red light. Ignoring his pain, Narsai pushed himself up.
"Damage report!" he shouted.
Musa yelled back. "Helm's not responding…Speed dropping!"
Narsai pivoted and glanced toward the stern. Most of the stern lights had been shattered or darkened, but enough remained to see the thick black smoke and twisted red-hot metal. He raised his radio.
"Jibril!" he snapped, putting iron in his tone to cover his own shock. "Uzair! Report!"
"Th-they're gone!" a shaky voice replied.
"Engine room to bridge!" Faisal's voice held barely restrained fury. "We've got flooding in the propeller shaft and surrounding compartments!"
Narsai grabbed the bridge radio mike. "Can we still move?"
"No!" Faisal snarled. "The propeller's been destroyed and the shaft's been twisted so badly, I have to shut it down! We're dead in the water!"
Narsai felt nothing but impotent fury. "Secure the engine room and get your crew up here. We must defend those missiles!"

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The pair of detonations lit up the night, sending twin fireballs into the sky. Axiam let out a slow whistle. "Damn, that's beautiful."
Tanner said nothing, scanning the container ship with binoculars. The ship was slowing and most of the lights had gone out. The stern was now hidden by thick, heavy smoke that blended into the darkness.
"OUTCAST to Javelin. Form up on me. We'll take the lead and come over the stern. We're going after the nukes, your teams are to secure the rest of the ship."
"Negative," Javelin replied. "Our orders are to secure those nukes. We will secure those nukes."
Tanner frowned. "I thought we had lead on this, Javelin, but there’s no time to argue. How do you want to approach this?"
"Two helos forward, two after. Repel down to the deck. How good are your people?"
Tanner looked back into the crew department. "None better."
"Let my helo take the lead, your helo in the second slot. Less chance of confusion. We'll take the bow, you’re forward of the superstructure, and Javelins Two and Three take the stern. Any rules of engagement?"
Tanner stood. "The only ROEs are to treat everyone on the ship right now as an ICA member."
He could practically hear the SEAL commander's grin. “I like those ROEs."
"We all want the same thing. Getting credit is secondary. Let’s do this.”
* * *
It took Narsai, Musa and the rest of the bridge crew several minutes to make their way down the stairs. Most of the lights had gone out, leaving only the emergency floodlights. They took the stairs in silence, their faces grim with determination.
"Narsai to Masood," the ICA captain said into his radio when he reached the superstructure's lowest deck. "What is the launch status?"
"A few… more… minutes," Masood replied, his voice barely above a whisper. "What… just happened?"
"The infidels are coming. We can no longer run. I will be there in a minute. Get that missile ready to launch."
"But what—"
"We do not have time for explanations now! Make sure that missile is ready to fire!"
They stepped out onto the main deck just as Faisal and the rest of the Northstar's engineers emerged from belowdecks.
Faisal nodded to Narsai. "Engine room secured.”
Narsai put a hand on the engineer's shoulder. "How bad?" he asked softly.
"Very," the engineer reported. "The pumps are holding the water back for now, but if we lose power, this ship will sink."
"Take your team to the missiles. One of them is nearly ready. Help in any way you can, but get it ready to fire."
In the distance, Narsai could hear the deep thrum of approaching helicopters. He raised his radio. "Brothers!" he bellowed. "The infidels come! Be ready! Anti-aircraft teams, shoot them out of the sky!"
There was a hiss, and something struck the ship near the top of the superstructure with enough force to knock down many of the ICA warriors. Narsai managed to retain his balance, cursing the enemy as he hauled Faisal to his feet.
"I want the top of the containers and the decks barricaded with whatever items are at hand! Move! For the love of Allah, move!"
* * *
The lead HH-60H Seahawk fired two of its four AGM-114 Hellfire missiles at a range of four and half miles. The two projectiles ate up the distance in fifteen seconds, plunged through the still-thick smoke from the Harpoon strikes and slammed into the top of the superstructure, destroying the bridge, the two decks below it, and killing the eight ICA terrorists who had been stationed on the superstructure's roof. The bridge and the upper two decks started to burn.
The Seahawk, followed by OUTCAST’s Hip, swung to the left and increased speed. As soon as they came abreast of the container ship, both the Seahawk’s starboard gunner and Madar cut loose with their machine guns, 50 caliber and 12.7mm rounds punching into the deck, containers, superstructure, and any ICA gunmen who foolishly dared to stand their ground.
The helos swung toward the ship and now all four door gunners opened fire, laying down heavy streams of machine gun salvos from the bow to the superstructure, except for the area where the nukes were. Return fire from the ship was sporadic, mostly ineffectual and quickly eliminated by the helicopters' machine guns.
The choppers were now over the ship, the door gunners still firing at any target while repel lines dropped from open doors to the deck fifty feet below. In the Hip's cargo bay, Tanner stood in the port-side doorway and looked down at the ship below.
"All right, team…Three…two…one…Go!"
He dropped out the door, Naomi and Stephen a step behind. On the other side, Liam, Dante and Danielle were also on the ropes, dropping to the deck in what was basically a controlled fall. Above them, both of the Hip's door guns were blasting heavy barrages into the ship below.
Ten feet above the deck, Tanner caught a flash of light out of the corner of his right eye. Before he could turn his head to look, a rocket-propelled grenade shot through the air and struck the MI-8 just behind the port-side door.
The rope Tanner was holding suddenly went slack and he was falling, the deck rushing up to meet him.

CHAPTER FORTY

The drop was only ten feet, but Tanner had enough time to bring his feet together and bend his knees before he hit the deck, allowing his legs to absorb the landing. As soon as he hit, he dropped and rolled to his left. The severed rope landed on top of him like a live snake that threatened to entangle him.
He shoved the rope off and looked up to see the Hip, smoke pouring out of the crew compartment. The helicopter started to spin, losing altitude and gaining speed as it dropped — toward him.
Strong hands grabbed Tanner by the vest and dragged him toward the portside containers. After a couple of attempts, Tanner managed to get his feet under him and grab whoever had him to haul himself the rest of the way. Something clipped his heels, knocking him off balance again, but he quickly regained it. As he stood, he heard gunfire erupt from behind.
Sparks popped from the containers near Tanner's head. He ducked and spun, only to see Danielle and Dante open fire on an armed terrorist in the shadow of the superstructure, their MP5s’ flash suppressors cutting the muzzle flash to near nothing. Bloody from neck to groin, the terrorist toppled over.
"Move!" Tanner darted around Stephen and Liam. "Helo's coming down!" He glanced back in time to see the Hip's rotor blades strike the superstructure, sending sparks arcing across the semi-darkness. The helicopter's tail struck the container stack with enough force to crumple it, the sound reminding Tanner of an empty beer can being crushed. With a screech, the rotors began to disintegrate from the superstructure's contact, bits of rotor blades sheering off and becoming shrapnel.
With his team diving for cover, Tanner turned and ducked under a support beam and threw himself into the shadow of a steel box, making himself as small a target as possible. The sound of the Hip slamming into the deck overwhelmed all other noise. He felt the impact reverberate through the steel deck and then a rain of shrapnel peppered his cover.
Tanner rolled to his feet and found the team rising from cover into defensive crouches, their HKs covering both forward and aft.
Liam look over at him. "You okay?"
"So far. Everyone else?" Everyone chimed in they were unhurt.
He looked back at the wreckage. The Hip was on the deck only twenty feet away, its nose wedged at the base of the superstructure where it met the deck. The tail boom stuck straight up into the air, scraping the container sides and bending behind the cargo compartment. The rotors were ragged stumps slowly spinning down. Debris was everywhere, pieces of rotor buried in the superstructure, containers, the deck and everywhere else, including pieces that punched holes into the box he'd been hiding behind. A smoky haze settled over the dead aircraft.
Madar was slumped across his machine gun, blood dripping from the barrel. Tanner peered intently at the wreckage, but the smoke made it difficult to see either Axiam or Geedi.
Gunfire clapped from behind him and Tanner forgot about the helicopter and its occupants. Liam and Dante were already returning fire.
"OUTCAST to Javelin. We're down. Repeat, we are down.”
"Any casualties?" Javelin’s transmission included the thunder of gunfire in the background.
"Not among the ground team. Don't know the crew's status, though, and our transport's not going anywhere."
"Copy, OUTCAST." The bright flash and loud pop of a flash-bang grenade going off toward the bow marked Javelin's location. "Looks like we've got their attention. Can you move in on the eggs?"
"On our way. OUTCAST out."
Tanner stepped over to Dante and tapped him on the shoulder. The Former Secret Service man stepped back. Tanner moved forward and cautiously peered around the container. The NVGs showed him that the deck between the rail and the closest containers was dark and narrow, with more containers overhead giving the deck an enclosed feeling. There were several boxes and crates in the center of the deck, near the first opening by one of the missiles.
Through his night vision goggles, Tanner could see a group of ICA gunmen crouched behind the crates, and the bodies of a couple more sprawled much closer. He estimated a hundred and fifty feet between their position and that of the enemy, with limited cover and no space to duck and weave.
"That's a kill box," Liam said softly. "Rushing that would be suicide."
"Agreed." Tanner stepped back and observed the still smoking Hip. He noticed several cables on the ground. He traced the cables with his eyes — across the deck, up the side of the superstructure and into the smoke at the top of the superstructure. The other end of the cables lead into the container stack. He tapped Liam on the shoulder. "We're not going that way."
When the former SEAL turned, Tanner motioned to the cables. "We're going this way."
"What are we going to do?"
He motioned toward the stack of containers. "Take the high ground."
"Understood."
They crept across the open deck toward the smoldering Hip. As they reached the downed helicopter, someone dropped out of the cargo bay, staggered slightly and tried to raise an AK-47 at them.
Stephen reacted first. "Axiam — it's us!"
The pilot shook his head and lowered his weapon. His face was bloody from cuts and he moved stiffly. "What did I miss?"
"A nasty crash," Tanner answered. "Your cousins?"
"Dead. I'm in the mood for a few scalps."
"Can you climb?"
The Somali spat onto the deck. "Yeah."
Tanner motioned to the containers. "We need to get on top of these."
They assessed the large steel frame holding the containers in place. At length, Dante pointed at a ladder near the bent tail boom of the helicopter. "Over there. We can climb onto that shorter stack over on the starboard side."
Tanner led the way.
* * *
They followed the cables across the deck to the frame holding the containers in place. The frame was fitted with a catwalk accessible by ladder. Tanner climbed up first, followed by the rest of the team.
Liam stayed at the corner of the container stack. Every few seconds, he leaned around the corner and triggered a short burst in the direction of the ICA barricade. After the fourth time, he lobbed a smoke grenade at the barricade and fired one last sustained volley before turning and racing for the ladder. Gunfire erupted from behind him, but none of the bullets found their target.
The upper part of the superstructure was fully alight, looking in Tanner's mind like an ancient lighthouse shining a beacon on dark seas. The odor of smoke grew stronger while the firelight drove the darkness around it back. The catwalk hung twelve feet above the deck, making it even with the bottom of the second row of containers. Most of the stack was three and four containers high, but a single stack consisted of only two containers.
Using Axiam's AK-47 as a platform, Tanner and Axiam lifted Stephen high enough for him to climb onto the container's roof. Axiam and Dante followed by the same method, while Naomi and Danielle were lifted together by Liam and Tanner. Using the locking bars, the last two OUTCASTs climbed up high enough so they could be pulled onto the container's roof.
The cables ran along the top of the container and off to one side before rising up the side of another container in front of them and disappearing into the darkness of its shadow. The team moved quickly down to the next container. The rectangular metal boxes rose up on three sides, making the area even darker. The gunfire from the stern echoed among the stacks, mixing with explosions, shouts, and screams.
At the end of the container they repeated the process, but with Tanner taking the lead and Stephen and Liam lifting him up. As Tanner reached out for a handhold on the container's roof, movement out of the shadows caught his attention. He grabbed the container's locking bar with his left hand, his right gripping his HK SOCOM pistol. He ducked as a hail of bullets from an AK-47 ripped into the container above his head.
He rose high enough to see over the top of the container and fired twice, both rounds striking the enemy with enough force to knock him backwards.
Tanner hauled himself onto the roof, rolled to his left and came up on one knee, his pistol pointed at the other end of the container. He saw the first ICA thug ten feet in front of him and to his left, but there was a second terrorist only fifteen feet away and to his right. Both were swinging their weapons toward him.
Tanner fired first, two rounds into the closer target's central mass. The gunman rocked back, his AK-47 flying away. He spun into the side of a container and slid down.
Before Tanner could take aim at the second target, two more shots rang out. The second terrorist staggered but didn't go down. Tanner then fired twice more, until the man's legs folded and he fell over.
Naomi scrambled onto the container, her own pistol out. "Clear.”
"Thanks," Tanner said.
"De nada." She flashed him a smile.
Stephen was up next, then Danielle. Once Axiam arrived, Tanner started searching the bodies for extra magazines while Stephen scavenged a radio from one of the dead terrorists.
Ahead of them, Tanner could see another container beyond the one they were standing on and beyond that, the flapping of a tarp and a few lights that signaled the enemy's location.
"Think they heard us?" Liam asked in a low voice.
"Don't think so," Tanner said. "Too much gunfire going on.” He raised his radio to his lips.
“Javelin, status?"
"Slow," the SEAL commander returned. "They're dug in like ticks on a hound dog. But Javelin Two and Three say what's left of the stern is secured."
"We're near the first nuke. We have our bird's pilot with us. He's a Somali jarhead, and one of the good guys."
"A Somali jarhead?"
"Yeah. We'll keep him with us. Have Javelin Two and Three move up to support, but don't go inside the superstructure — it's full of smoke."
"Copy, OUTCAST. I'm sending Three portside and Two starboard. ETA, one minute."
"Copy Javelin. OUTCAST out."
Using hand signals, Tanner directed the team to start moving toward the other end of the container. They quick-walked the length of the transport structure, weapons up and ready. A four-foot gap separated one container from the next in line, and they could see light up ahead of them.
They leapt across the gap easily and pressed forward. Halfway along the new container, the radio Stephen had picked up came alive with rapid-fire Arabic. The three stopped and listened until Stephen translated for them.
"It's the man in charge. He's ordering his men to get clear of the blast zone and to hold the ‘infidels’ for another minute." His expression became grim. "He's going to fire one of the missiles.”

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Despite the dire situation they were in, Narsai couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement when Masood ran up to him and shouted, "It's ready to launch!"
The cacophony of battle from both the bow and stern told him that the enemy had them surrounded, but he knew that his men would fight as true soldiers of Allah would. In the meantime, he would launch the nuclear missile. Once airborne, the infidels would have a hard time tracking it, and there would be little chance of destroying it over the sea, especially at night.
To stay and fight would mean his life, because of the missile's back blast, but it was worth the sacrifice if he could kill hundreds of infidels.
He snapped at Faisal. "How much longer?"
The engineer and two of his men were splicing together a launch switch. The primary launch station had been in a cabin on the deck below the bridge, but it was lost in the inferno consuming the superstructure along with the three-man technician team. Fortunately, there was enough electrical equipment lying around for Faisal, with his Master's degree in Electrical Engineering, to cobble together a switch to ignite the missile's engines and enable a launch.
"A minute!" Faisal did not look up from his technical work.
Narsai grabbed his radio. "Warriors of Allah!" he intoned. "The time of vengeance is at hand! Keep the enemy at bay, but stay clear of the missile's back blast! You have fifty seconds!"
Men were running everywhere, but Masood and a couple of his team stood there, looking confused. "What are we supposed to do?" the doctor asked. "We are not soldiers!"
"Now is the time to learn," Narsai said. "Or do you think the infidels will care if you are a soldier or not? They will kill us all to prevent us from completing our mission and future missions. It is best you try to kill them first."
Masood wiped his brow with a handkerchief. "Captain, we have no weapons."
Narsai shot him a cold glare. "Then find some!”
Faisal stood and shouted, "We are ready!"
The ICA captain ran over to the table and eyeballed the device sitting on it. The hastily constructed object consisted of two toggle switches and a button. They were surrounded by a mass of wires and two cables that led to the missiles.
Faisal pointed to the new components. "Throw both of these switches and push the button."
Narsai made eye contact with Faisal. "Are you certain this missile will launch?"
Faisal nodded. "I am sure of my work."
Another round of explosions from both sides of the ship was followed by intense gunfire. Narsai flipped the first switch. "Go. I will launch the missile."
Faisal picked up an AK-47. "I will stay with you sir.”
Narsai placed his hand on the engineer's shoulder. "Thank you, my brother. Guard my back."
"Captain!"
Narsai turned to look at Masood. "What?"
The Pakistani's expression was grim. "I will launch the missile," he said. "You are a soldier — lead your men. I will do my part."
Narsai stepped back and motioned toward the launch station. As Masood stepped forward, Narsai caught something out of the corner of his eye. He turned as the object bounced off the catwalk of the frame securing the containers, flew over the rail and fell to the deck. He experienced a brief flash of recognition before a blinding light and deafening sound overwhelmed his senses.
* * *
Tanner and Liam crouched on top of the container staring down at the missile launcher and the nuke itself. The rest of the team was ten feet behind them, hidden in the shadows.
Illumination from portable work lights lit up the area, reflecting light off the containers and the tarps that covered the overhead gap to help shield the missiles from overhead observation. The space was only fifteen feet wide, and bordered by the containers on the long sides and a four foot drop-off to the deck on each side of the beam.
Tools, equipment, crates and tables were set up all around the missile, and a number of people occupied the immediate vicinity. A new set of odors mixed with the faint aroma of gunsmoke — sweat, food and machine oil combined with the humidity to assault Tanner's nose.
Gunfire from the bow and both the port and starboard sides indicated the battle was still raging.
The launcher occupied the center of the space, and was little more than a u-shaped platform wide enough and long enough to hold the nuke five feet off the deck. The launcher was supported by a number of steel-tube braces welded to plates that were in turn bolted to the deck itself to support the missile.
Tanner judged the missile to be about twenty feet long, two feet in diameter, with a pair of folded wings in the middle part of the body. It was painted a dull gray, with no identification marks anywhere that he could see.
"I can see ten gunmen," Tanner said. "The rest look like civilians."
"Confirmed," Liam replied. "Looks like they're moving out." The men were leaving the space, some of them armed and looking determined, while the rest were unarmed and looked fearful.
"How do you think they're going to fire this thing?"
"Look near the nuke — the man in overalls and two of the crew."
Tanner's eyes flicked over to where the former CIA agent indicated and he saw the men there. One was older, shorter, and deferring to the other. The younger crewman wore a white shirt, dark trousers and boots. An AK was slung over his right shoulder and he was studying something on a table near the launcher. Another man in blue overalls was explaining something to the first man. The third man, a rotund individual wearing brown overalls, stood a couple of feet away.
Liam noticed the ladder leaning against the container they were lying on and tapped Tanner on the shoulder. Tanner saw it and stuck his head over the side to look at what was below them.
The ladder led down to a catwalk similar to the one they had used on the other side of the stack. The cables next to Liam ran down the container next to the ladder, across the catwalk and down onto the deck where they snaked their way to the nuke.
Tanner gestured and both men pulled back. "Javelin, this is OUTCAST.” "We've reached egg number two, but it's getting ready to fly. We're moving in to stop them. What is your status?"
"Near Egg number one," Javelin replied. "Resistance is stiff, but crumbling. You have to stop egg number two from flying."
"That's the plan. OUTCAST out."
Tanner motioned the rest up. "Stephen, Liam, Naomi," he said softly, "take your two flash-bangs and throw them starboard. Dante, Danielle and I will toss our grenades portside. Once they go off, shoot the tangos nearest the missiles first, then any gunman you see. When we've eliminated the nearest tangos, Liam and I will go down the ladder and secure the catwalk. The rest of you, stay up here and give us cover fire until we're down, then follow in the direction where you threw your grenades. Axiam, stay here on overwatch and take out anyone we miss."
Each OUTCAST member pulled the flash-bangs from their harnesses and snuck forward. On a nod from Tanner, they pulled the pins on their first grenades and threw them. Tanner lobbed his toward the crewmen and the man in overalls. A pulled pin later, and the second pair of grenades were on the way. As soon as the second grenade left their hands, the entire team, including Axiam, dropped to the container's surface and shut their eyes tightly with their hands over their ears.
Despite the precautions, the crack of the grenades was still loud and the bright light still penetrating. Tanner blinked to clear his vision, then quickly rose to his feet. With the exception of Liam, who had gone through extensive demolition training as a SEAL, the rest of the team were a little slower to respond, but they were quick on their feet.
Tanner stepped forward to the edge of the container, his MP5 in the ready position. As soon as he saw the man in blue overalls by the missile, he fired, the lead projectiles slamming into the blinded and deafened terrorist. The man spun and slipped to the deck.
Before Tanner could track the other two targets, an ICA gunman stepped out from behind some crates to Tanner's left, his AK rising toward the OUTCAST leader. Tanner spun toward the assailant, his MP gripped tightly in his hands. Before either could fire at each other, the heavier thud of an AK firing from behind Tanner registered. The ICA gunman's head and throat exploded with blood and brain matter as a clutch of 7.62mm rounds penetrated them. He stood still for a second, then toppled over backwards.
Tanner looked back to see Axiam lower his AK and nod at him. "I said I was looking for scalps," the Somalian replied.
In seconds, seven of the ten ICA soldiers were down. Tanner made it to the ladder, and placing his hands and feet on the outside, slid three quarters of the way down before jumping to the catwalk. As he landed, he heard shouts and gunfire. Bullets sparked off the container to his left. Tanner quickly spotted the gunman, near the end of the catwalk, and fired. The ICA soldier spun and fell to the deck, his AK-47 cartwheeling into the air and falling to the deck below.
Tanner felt someone hitting the catwalk behind him. He glanced back just long enough to make out Liam on the other side of the ladder, his back to him. Dante was on his way down the ladder, using the same technique as Tanner.
The OUTCAST founder speed-walked along the catwalk until he was even with the mid-section of the missile. The crewman and the man in the brown overalls who had been standing by the weapon of mass destruction were nowhere to be seen. He continued forward, his MP5 swinging in a ninety degree arc.
"On your Six, Prime," Dante said over the radio.
A ladder was coming up on Tanner's right, leading down to the deck. When he was next to it, Tanner stopped and dropped to one knee. As he swept the deck with the MP5's muzzle, Dante came up and knelt beside him.
With Dante covering him, Tanner stepped onto the ladder and slid halfway down before leaping to the deck. As he landed, Dante laid down fire, cutting down a gunman who had popped up from behind a pile of crates near the opening leading to the deck. As Tanner made his way toward the nuke, three more gunmen rose up from behind the drop-off leading to the port-side deck, aiming assault rifles at Tanner.
He fired on the move as he ran toward a jumble of stacked crates to the front and left of the missile. The first part of his full-auto burst chipped the deck as he walked the bullet hose into the head and chest of the ICA thug in the middle, splattering his comrades with blood-laced gore. As the dying jihadist sunk out of sight, Dante's MP5 burst ripped apart the terrorist on the right. The third foe ducked just as Dante fired again, the burst stitching across the deck near the edge of the drop-off.
Tanner reached the crates and crouched behind them. He glanced around to make sure he was alone, then switched magazines for the MP5.
"Prime to all, status check."
Dante reported first. "Portside is clear for now. Three's here with me."
Then Liam. "Starboard side is secured at the moment. We're moving to cover the opening, but they could still rush us."
Tanner rose and moved rapidly toward the nuke. He detected movement on the other side of the launcher's framework, but the steel pipes and beams were too tightly arrayed to shoot through.
"Five," he whispered, "tango on the other side of the missile. Do you have a shot?"
"Negative," Dante returned. "And be aware that there's two tangos behind that missile."
Naomi joined in over the comm system. "Three to Prime. Moving to your position."
"Copy. Five: stay on overwatch. Two: status?"
"Starboard's quiet," Liam replied. "But I don't think that'll last long."
Tanner halted near the missile’s nose. The precision-guided rocket itself towered above him, sleek and deadly. He tried not to think about the ridiculous amount of destructive force next to his head, but instead crouched and waited for Naomi.
"Tango to your left!" Dante's warning and a flash of movement in that direction alerted Tanner to the danger. He turned to face it.
Before he could fire, he was tackled and thrown back into the launcher's metal framework. His Dragonskin Armor absorbed most of the impact, but Tanner's head slammed into the steel with enough force to make him see stars.
He lost hold of his MP5 and darkness encroached on his vision.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Fighting pain, dizziness and the urge to black out, Tanner drove a knee up into his attacker's chest while slamming his opposite elbow into the man's back between the shoulder blades. The fighter, wearing brown overalls, wrapped his arms around Tanner's waist and screamed something in Arabic.
Tanner kneed him again, but beyond a grunt, the assailant didn't react. Instead, he tightened his grip around Tanner's midsection and tried again to slam the OUTCAST leader into the support framework.
Tanner braced himself and lashed out with a foot, his steel-tipped boot finding the attacker's shin. A sharp crack was followed by a cry of pain. The man dropped to a knee, but maintained his death grip around Tanner's waist.
The sharp staccato rhythm of weapons fire came from Tanner's left and suddenly the grip around his waist loosened. Tanner grabbed the man's head and thrust his knee into his face. The crack of bone and a choked yelp of agony told Tanner that the strike was a good one.
As the extremist crumpled to the ground, Tanner noticed the man's leg was bleeding. He glanced at his face and recognized him as the one who had been talking to the crewman just before the assault. He ignored the zealot’s anguished moaning and sobbing.
Naomi slid up next to him. "You okay?"
"Never better.” Tanner stuck the MP5 around the corner of the launcher and fired off a burst. He was rewarded with a high-pitched scream, then yanked back as bullets bounced off the corner's edge, sparking off the steel.
Heavy gunfire from the other end of the space erupted, hardening Tanner's expression. "Prime to Two… Status?"
Liam’s voice was calm "They're trying to rush us. About six tangos. We have them pinned down, but they're still pressing."
"Javelin to OUTCAST," the SEAL team leader cut in. "Egg number one is ours. How are you doing with egg number two?"
"We have it for now, but they don't want to give it up."
"I have Javelin Two and Three moving in. Resistance is fading."
"That's because they're closing in on us!" Liam snapped. "Four and Six — grenades!"
"We're on our way. A minute, maybe more."
Tanner leaned out around the launcher’s base, looking for the gunman, but he could only see one body next to the launcher. There were a couple of crates near the launcher large enough for someone to hide behind. As he looked, several explosions went off at the far end, followed by screams and weapons discharging.
"Five: We've got one loose Tango around the missile. Do you see him?"
"Negative, Prime," Dante said. "If I see him, I’ll pop him."
A jihadist from behind the crates and opened fire. Tanner pulled back as the bullets ricocheted off the steel frame, sounding like rocks striking a tin roof.
"Tanner!" Naomi hissed. "If he shoots this missile full of holes, this entire space is going to be an inferno!"
Tanner reached for a smoke grenade and held it high enough for Naomi to see it. With a few hand signals, he outlined his plan.
Naomi removed a smoke canister from her harness, pulled the pin and chucked it around the corner. Tanner followed with his, and the area between the crates and the launcher was quickly inundated with thick white smoke.
Tanner stood and stepped around Naomi, who stuck her MP5 around the corner and let off a long salvo in the direction of the crates. There was immediate return fire from the gunman behind the crates, his swarm of bullets raking the launcher's frame and forcing Naomi to take cover.
Tanner paced toward the other end of the launcher, keeping the bulk of the structural supports between him and the enemy on the other side. "Five, you have me covered?"
"Like a blanket, Prime," Dante reassured. "But that smoke's making it impossible to see anyone on the other side of the launcher."
"That works both ways," Tanner said. Naomi and the ICA soldier were still firing at each other, short bursts that sought flesh, but found only steel and wood.
"Two, status?"
Liam said, "We pushed them back, but they're gearing up for another rush. Pulling bodies out of the way."
A string of sharp explosions and intense flashes of light came from portside, followed by a short, but vicious-sounding gun battle.
"Calvary's arrived," Liam said.
Tanner reached the end of the launcher, the bulk of the missile's engine between him and the shooter. Smoke was beginning to drift around the engine nozzle. Raising the MP5 to his shoulder, he slipped around the exhaust nozzle and into the acrid vapor.
* * *
Saleh Narsai again tried to clear his head of the ringing in his ears and the spots that continued to dance in front of his eyes. At least one of his eardrums had been blown out by the explosion. His head felt as if a hundred devils were hammering inside his brain.
He still retained enough sense to pick himself up, grab his AK-74 and run for cover. Faisal was dead, killed by the invaders. On the other side of the nuke, his soldier Basir had been wasted by the attackers, forcing Narsai to seek cover behind the wooden crates. Before all the smoke, he'd seen Dr. Masood lying near the front of the launcher, his brave but doomed attempt to fight the unholy ones bare-handed still fresh in Narsai's mind.
But now he was trapped; his men were failing to hold the enemy back. He could still hear the skirmish playing out on both sides of the ship, though to him it sounded distant and muffled. Even his own assault rifle sounded like it was being fired from a hundred feet away.
He fought the urge to cough as the smoke drifted across the crates. His eyes watered and his lungs felt like they were on fire. He unloaded the rest of the AK's magazine into the smokescreen, then removed the magazine and dug into his ammo pouch, only to find one last magazine left. He cursed bitterly as he inserted the fresh ammunition and glanced at the cruise missile. They had been so close! What happened?
Then it came to him, a vivid image that burned away the stunned feeling and cleared his mind. The nuke may not able to be fired, but it did contain enough liquid fuel to turn a good part of the cargo ship into a fireball. With a little luck, that might set off the warhead, ensuring the death of the attackers and everyone else on the ship.
Narsai pulled the bolt back and aimed the AK at the missile, just forward of the folded wings. He would rake the entire middle of the Babur, punch through the relatively thin skin and ignite the fuel.
But before he could pull the trigger, a shadow emerged from the smoke to his left. Instinctively, Narsai brought the AK down, but before he could fire, intense pain registered in his chest and arm, staggering him.
He steadied himself and began pulling the trigger. A second swarm of something ripped into him and now the pain level was completely debilitating. He stumbled and his legs gave way. His strength gone, Narsai realized he couldn't keep his eyes open. He closed them—
— and died.
* * *
Tanner looked down at the man he had just killed. They had been lucky — it looked like the dead terrorist was about to shoot into the missile. It had taken two bursts to take him out, but he was down and no longer a threat.
"Javelin to OUTCAST. Deck secured. Coming in."
Tanner looked up. The gunfire had stopped. The smoke was beginning to dissipate and he could see more of the space around him. He transmitted: "Prime to team. Status?"
"Still breathing," Liam replied. "Six is a bit bruised up, and Four has splinters in his hand, but otherwise, were all right. SEALs inbound."
Tanner checked both ends of the ship and saw dark-clothed men moving toward him. They stepped cautiously but with firm purpose.
"Two: Axiam with you?"
"Right at my shoulder," Liam confirmed. "He's already lowering his AK and holding up his hands."
"Make sure the SEALs know he's friendly. Three, Five — form up on me."
Naomi and Dante acknowledged. Tanner walked away from the body, feeling sapped as the adrenalin finally began releasing its hold on him.
"OUTCAST to Javelin. I'm at the launcher."
"Copy. Looking good so far."
Tanner leaned against the launcher, closed his eyes and exhaled slowly.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Aboard the Saad el Melik
Riyad stared at the radar as if willing it to show him something else. But it displayed the same thing it had shown for the last twenty minutes — the Northstar Venture sitting in one place.
He glanced at the captain. "Anything on the radio?"
Kashgari shook his head. "I think we must assume that both DESERT WIND and SANDSTORM have failed."
Riyad nodded. “What do our current transponder settings show us as?"
"The African Rosebud, out of Capetown."
The ICA colonel nodded. "Good. Hold course for now, and ask the Northstar if they need help as any good Samaritan ship would do. How soon before we're in range for the Termits?"
"Ten minutes."
"Okay. As soon as we are in range, fire two missiles. I want the Northstar sunk."
Kashgari frowned. "That is risky.”
"It would be more risky if we turned and ran away. Alert the crew and tell them prepare. How close is the Pharaoh's Pride?"
"Three hours southwest of us."
"Contact them and alert them to the failure of DESERT WIND. Tell them to do nothing that will draw attention to themselves."
"The council will not be happy."
"Leave the council to me. Someone talked, someone who knew DESERT WIND. I intend to find out who."
"I hope you are—
"I have contacts!" the helmsman called out. He squinted at the radar screen. "Four contacts coming in fast from the northwest!"
Riyad looked over. “What—“
"Missiles inbound!" the technician screamed.
Kashgari looked at Riyad. "We're dead.”
"Evasive maneuvers!" Riyad snapped. He ran toward the starboard side of the bridge.
* * *
Victory Flight received their new orders thirty minutes after they had made the run against the first target.
"All right ladies," Drummond said. "Cyber, you and Gabby make the first run. If need be, Jocko will make a second run."
"Roger, Bulldog," Perko responded. "Commencing run now."
The two F-18s dropped to thirty thousand feet and started their offensive. Twenty-five miles from the target, the fighters deployed all four Harpoons. The four ship-killers bore in on their target with the single-mindedness that only electronic intelligence can achieve, with no thought of right or wrong or morality.
The Saad el Melik died in seconds as all four Harpoon missiles slammed into her and exploded. The rear half of the ship ceased to exist as multiple fireballs surged through it. What was left began sinking quickly, water doing what fire couldn’t. In ten minutes, there was only a few burning pools of oil, various wreckage, and several bodies to mark what had once been the Saad el Melik.

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Washington DC — One week later
Tanner Wilson sat on a park bench near the Smithsonian's Air and Space Museum and waited. It was a cool fall day in the nation's capital, the sky clear and pale blue.
To pass the time, Tanner watched the people around him. Most were too focused on their own business or personal matters to pay much attention to him. He did notice he'd caught the eye of a couple of women as they walked past.
Dressed in a dark overcoat and a three-piece suit, Tanner looked like a government drone taking a mid-morning break from his job. Despite the nonchalance appearance, Tanner was keenly aware of his surroundings, and saw Casey walking toward him long before the Director of Special Projects took a seat on the bench next to him.
"How's the team?" he asked, leaning back again the backrest.
"Good. How’s the warheads?"
"In good hands. Secure hands. Once they've been examined, they'll be dismantled and destroyed."
"The prisoners?" A handful of terrorists had managed to survive the assault, including the man who had tackled Tanner at the launcher, who turned out to be a Pakistani nuclear weapons expert.
"Not your concern."
"Any problems with the cover story?"
A group of people walked by and Casey waited until they had passed before he said, "The story's close enough to the truth. The SEALs are the heroes, and all the press will know is that they retook the Northstar Venture from a band of vicious Somali pirates that killed the entire crew. As for the rest?" He waved a hand. "Better it never be mentioned."
"Any reaction from the North Koreans and the Iranians?"
"Not publicly. Privately, they've been yelling at each other back and forth, each blaming the other for the security leak. It's going to take a couple of months for it to settle down on its own, but by then we'll have a handle on how the operation got as far as it did, and be in a better position to stop them if and when they try again."
A young couple walked past the bench and from the looks they gave one other, they were oblivious to anything around them. Even so, Tanner waited until they were well out of earshot before asking, "And our Somali friend?"
"Axiam is back with his family and waiting for his new helicopter. Do you know how hard it is to find an untraceable Hip?" Casey chuckled softly.
"He deserves it. Without his help, we wouldn't have accomplished what we did."
“Oh, and the Putland military reclaimed Eyl a couple of days ago from what was left of Yabaal’s forces. There won’t be any more pirates based out of there for a while.”
“Until the next warlord that comes along gets it in his head to go pirate.”
Casey nodded absently. "We searched for any survivors off the Saad el Melik. We pulled out a few bodies, but most will never be recovered."
"Do you think Riyad was aboard the Saad el Melik when it went down?"
"We have no reason not to." Casey glanced around before adding, "The UAE is very happy their port wasn't nuked. They found out that a private contractor was involved — though they don’t know the name OUTCAST — and have requested that this contractor receive a five million dollar bonus."
He looked at Tanner to gauge his reaction, which so far was unreadable. "They passed the sum onto the Uncle Sam and our Uncle passed it onto me."
"Any objection to us accepting it? Nay’s always complaining about the old carpeting in our headquarters."
Casey smiled and handed an envelope to Tanner. "The account number and password."
Tanner took the envelope and stuck it inside his overcoat. "Any new problems?"
"Not at the moment."
Tanner stood. "We have a security job for a Canadian company. Their CEO thinks he's being targeted by a radical environmental group, so we'll be babysitting him until Danielle and Naomi run down the threats. If we find anything, we'll turn it over to the authorities and let them handle it."
Casey shrugged. "Sounds a little dull."
"Can't save the world every week and the bills don’t stop coming in."
"True. I just wish it wouldn't need saving every week."
Tanner nodded and looked around. "A lot of bad people out there, just a matter of when and where."
"Think of it as job security."
Tanner snorted. "I'd rather not. But call if you need us to save the world again."
"I'll see you later."
Tanner left Casey alone on the bench and started walking toward the Capitol building.
As he passed the National Museum of the American Indian, Liam fell into step with him. "Well?"
"Everything's good. We even got a bonus. Five million from the UAE."
"Nice." Liam motioned toward the capital. "Think any of them up there will ever know what we did?"
"I doubt it. But we didn't do it for them, did we?"
"No, we didn't."
As they reached Third Street, an SUV pulled up near them. Stephen lowered the driver's window as they approached. "The rest of the team's waiting for us at the airport.”
Tanner checked his watch and climbed into the vehicle. Forty-five minutes to the airport, and another half-hour to get in the air. They would be in Toronto before evening, and on the job before midnight.
While Stephen eased into traffic, Tanner dialed the client's number and prepared to go to work.

EPILOGUE

Aboard the Pharaoh's Pride
Bakir Riyad awoke slowly, pain thrumming through his body. He cranked open his left eye, the right one refusing to respond. All he could see was a blur of gray. He blinked several times, trying to sharpen his focus, without results. When he tried to raise his hand to wipe his eye, a strong grip stopped him.
"Easy sir," a familiar voice said.
It took all of Riyad’s strength to turn his head. New pain coursed through him and he groaned, but continued turning his head until a blurry image came into view. "Y-Yasir?"
"Yes, sir," Yasir Ilshu replied. "Don't move, sir. Allah has spared your life for the time being, but you had best not move."
Ilshu reached for something out of Riyad's sight. His sight was still blurry, but he could see Ilshu bringing something toward him. "Here is some water. Sip it slowly."
With his free hand, Ilshu lifted his superior just enough to sip from the cup. The water was brackish with a metallic aftertaste, but it was the sweetest water Riyad had ever drank. After a few labored sips, Riyad shook his head and Ilshu lowered him back into the bunk.
"Where are we?"
"The Pharaoh's Pride. Captain Arazad says we are a day and a half from Dubai. We will get you to a trusted doctor."
Riyad grimaced. "How long have I been unconscious?"
"A week."
A week… Riyad struggled to process this in flabbergasted silence. Although part of him was afraid to know, at length he managed, "What happened?"
"The Americans destroyed the ship with ballistic missiles. I was on the forward deck, starboard side, and was thrown overboard, but I managed to dive cleanly into the water. You were also thrown into the water, but it is only by Allah's will that you survived the impact. I found you and hung onto you until the Pharaoh's Pride arrived and rescued us. You and I are the only survivors."
"The…” Riyad struggled to recall the name of the ship. “…Northstar Venture?"
"Yes. The Americans are claiming they seized the ship from 'Somali pirates'. Its engines were disabled during the seizure, and it's being towed to Tanzania for inspection and possible repairs."
"The warheads?"
"I fear the Americans have them."
Riyad moved to sit up, but Ilshu easily pushed him back down. "You are very seriously injured, sir," he said in a pressing tone. "You have second and third degree burns on most of the right side of your body, including your face, and you have broken many bones. You are heavily sedated at the moment. You must rest and recover."
Riyad did his best to relax. "You are right, my friend. I will concentrate on getting well first. Then we will show the Americans the folly of their actions."

Other books in the OUTCAST Ops series (can be read in any order):

Game of Drones by Rick Jones and Rick Chesler
When a highly sophisticated terror cell steals a contingent of deadly Reaper drones from a U.S. military base, no one has to wonder for long what they'll be used for. As America's own top military technology is turned against its homeland, it looks as though, for the first time in history, the president will have no choice but to give in to terrorist demands.
As a nauseating wave of drone strikes brings the eastern seaboard to its knees, OUTCAST is hell-bent on showing America that their way isn't the best way — it's the only way.
The Poseidon Initiative by Rick Chesler
During a terrifying break-in at a marine laboratory, a European-North African terror group makes off with a large quantity of deadly nerve agent. Demands are made and large-scale attacks are launched in the United States from coast to coast.
When the President of the United States becomes a target of the terror group while hosting a party on his yacht, OUTCAST is hell-bent on showing America that their way isn't the best way — it's the only way.
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