OUTCAST Ops: Red Ice
Craig Reed Jr, Rick Chesler
	Аннотация
	Craig Reed Jr, Rick Chesler. OUTCAST Ops: Red Ice
	PROLOGUE
	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN
	CHAPTER TWELVE
	CHAPTER THIRTEEN
	CHAPTER FOURTEEN
	CHAPTER FIFTEEN
	CHAPTER SIXTEEN
	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
	CHAPTER NINETEEN
	CHAPTER TWENTY
	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
	CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
	CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
	CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
	CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
	CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
	CHAPTER THIRTY
	CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
	CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
	CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
	CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
	CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
	CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
	CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
	CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
	CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
	CHAPTER FORTY
	CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
	CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
	CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
	CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
	CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
	EPILOGUE


Аннотация
A new street drug on American shores is already claiming victims up and down the West Coast. A potent new form of methamphetamine called Red Ice is being produced and used not by an ordinary criminal gang, but a unit of North Korean Special Forces soldiers with a plan to reignite the Korean War on American soil.

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 they wage an all-out war on the North Koreans and their Triad allies through the streets of San Francisco, OUTCAST is hell-bent on showing America that their way isn't the best way — it's the only way.

Red Ice is Book 4 in the OUTCAST Ops series. Game of Drones is Book 1. The Poseidon Initiative is Book 2. African Firestorm is Book 3. They can be read in any order.
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PROLOGUE

San Francisco, California
2:15PM
Billy Dyachenko’s eyes widened as the methamphetamine hit his system.
It was Alec W. who had shown him what this new drug was. Billy’s dealer, an Asian with multiple facial tattoos, had sold him the reddish-tinted powder. “New and improved,” Alec had said. “It’s called Red Ice.”
Billy hadn’t been convinced until Alec had given him a free sample. The high had been intense and much longer than normal. When he finally came down, he knew he had to have more.
Alec had smirked when Billy had shown up at his door. “Thought I might see your ugly mug again. Check it out. New form of Red Ice, even better than before,” Alec had told him, handing over a strip of skin patches after Billy gave him the cash. “Suppose to be quicker into the bloodstream and last longer than smoking or snorting it, plus it looks like a nicotine patch, so the cops won’t be looking for it.”
Billy was disappointed the drug wasn’t exactly the same as the last batch he took, since that was such high quality stuff. But if Alec said it was better…He didn’t want to wait. Twenty minutes after leaving Alec, Billy pulled into a parking garage on the corner of Beach and Powell Street, found an empty parking spot for his three-year old Ford F-150, and took out the skin patches. He peeled one off and stuck it on his left wrist over the veins.
As the drug coursed through his bloodstream, he leaned back and let the rush flow through him. He felt so good, smart, confident, better than anyone else. Better than his father and his grandfather who had been longshoremen on the San Francisco docks. Better than his boss, a red-faced jerk who yelled at him every chance he got. Better than his ex-girlfriend, who had walked out on him. He howled and drummed the steering wheel. He’d show them all, including those repo bastards!
Billy hadn’t been home in three days, as he knew the repo men were waiting him so they could steal his truck. He’d been sleeping in the truck cab and, with the exception of only a couple of quick trips to the bathroom, the convenience store, and the gas station, he hadn’t been away from his vehicle. He was six months behind on the payments, but he wasn’t going to give her up without a fight. He just needed a little more time to get those payments together…
Then the truck spoke to him again.
Stay with me, a female voice whispered. Be with me always.
Billy smiled. She had begun speaking to him right after the first Red Ice dose hit his system. She was his only friend, the closest thing he had to a lover these days. It didn’t yell at him, didn’t call him worthless or useless. In fact, it sang to him!
Don’t let them take me, she cooed sweetly. I am yours forever.
He began scratching at his arms, feeling the bugs under his skin begin to move.
They’re coming for me, she said, suddenly sounding fearful. They’re coming to take me away from you!
He glanced behind him and saw two men walking toward a car. They were dressed in suits, but Billy knew it was a trick. Repo bastards were cunning; he’d seen the reality TV shows. They’d do whatever it took to make a buck.
He started the truck, slammed his foot on the accelerator and reversed out of the parking spot as fast as he could. With tires smoking and squealing, the truck slammed into the two disguised repo men, knocking both to the ground. Billy drove over them, and then the rear bumper struck a Honda Prelude hard enough to cave in the smaller car’s side. He jammed the transmission into drive and floored it, burning rubber and sending thick acrid smoke out behind him. He barely felt the bump as he ran over the repo men again.
Billy sped through the parking garage, sliding through the turn and smashing into several more cars. He exited the garage the same way he came in, smashing through the wooden bar and out onto Beach Street, making a hard right turn and sideswiping a Subaru in the process. By the time he shot through the intersection with Powell Street, he was doing forty miles an hour.
Yes, she sang. Save me!
He passed several cars, ignoring the honking and screeching of brakes. Traffic was light for early afternoon, but Billy didn’t care one way or the other. By the time he reached the intersection with Jefferson Street, Powell and the Embarcadero, the F-150 was doing sixty. He shot through the intersection against a red light, clipping a compact car and sending it spinning into the path of a double-decker tour bus. While the bus wasn’t traveling fast, its mass was enough to total the little car.
They’re coming! The truck said. They’re right behind us!
Now on Embarcadero North Street, Billy turned the truck’s wheel to the left, following the road. The truck shot between two lampposts onto the sidewalk, clipping a trash can and slamming into three people who never saw the truck coming. Billy increased speed, watching in glee as more people scrambled to get out of the way. A few were too slow, and the F-150 stuck them, either knocking them out of the way or dragging them under the truck’s wheels. All the while, Billy was laughing, giddy with excitement. Those repo bastards would never get his truck!
Running out of pavement, he swung back onto the street, plowing into a family too slow to get out of his way. He shot past the ferry terminal, clipping several cars and rear-ending a Kia Elantra. He yanked the wheel to the right, sending the truck up onto the pavement again. He saw Pier 49 ahead of him. Why was that familiar to him?
He shot through the open iron gates, smashing through a group of people. The space between the warehouse on the left and the water on the right was wide enough for two F-150s, and people scrambled to get out of the way. Some chose to dive into San Francisco Bay, while others hurled themselves into warehouse doorways.
It wasn’t until he shot past the submarine anchored to the pier that Billy remembered where he was. The sub was the U.S.S Pampanito, a World War Two memorial. Which meant the ship anchored up ahead was the Liberty ship, the SS Jeremiah O’Brien. He had been on both when he was a child, on a class field trip. He never noticed the three women and two men he ran down while he mused about that long-ago trip.
They’re right behind us! His truck sang. We must escape!
He was doing eighty by the time he reached the O’Brien. By now, most of the people who had been on the dock had gotten out of the way, but a hand-in-hand couple were too slow and they were struck and flattened under the truck wheels. Still moving forward, the F-150 smashed aside signs about the O’Brien.
We’ll be safe soon, the car crooned.
That was the last thought Billy Dyachenko ever had, as an artery in his brain ruptured and flooded his gray matter with blood. Trapped in a sea of pain and rapidly weakening eye sight, he was almost unaware of the F-150 launching itself off the end of the pier at ninety miles an hour, flying thirty feet before slamming nose-first into the cold waters of San Francisco Bay. By then, Billy was unconscious.
He was dead before the truck sank to the bottom.

CHAPTER ONE

San Francisco
Forty-eight hours later
2:17am
DEA Special Agent Sarah Vessler looked at her watch one more time, then stared through the night vision glasses at the Pier 80 gate. “Where the hell are you bastards?” she muttered. She was blonde and athletic, but the grind of several years of sixty-hour weeks and no time off had worn away at her natural beauty.
Daniel Choi sighed and leaned back in the driver’s seat. “Patience, Grasshopper,” he said, mimicking a stereotypical martial arts master. Looking more like a living Buddha than a DEA agent, he was the ice to Vessler’s fire.
Vessler rolled her eyes at Danny. “Shut up.”
“Seriously, Sarah, why the rush?” Choi asked. He was a stocky Korean-American, a couple of years older than his partner. “Billy Hung and his boys will either show up, or they won’t.”
“Maybe Vess has a hot date,” fellow agent Gary Daniels said from the back seat.
“Don’t make me shoot you, Gary,” Vessler growled.
“It’s that team from D.C., isn’t it?” Choi asked. “The ones we’re supposed to wait for?”
“I don’t have time for some D.C. suits who don’t know their head from a hole in the ground telling me what you and I already know!”
“What about Casey?”
Vessler turned her head and glared at her partner. “We need him even less than we need the suits!”
“He’s the Special Assistant to the President.”
“A Special Assistant. He’s one of a dozen. Just because he used to run the FBI doesn’t mean he knows anything about the DEA. This is our case, we don’t need D.C. suits sticking their fingers in and messing it up!”
“If the Black Dao boys don’t show, there won’t be a case to mess up.”
Vessler went back to looking through the night-vision glasses. “Hong will be here.”
“Alec W isn’t the best confidential informant out there.”
Vessler shrugged. “He wouldn’t lie to me. He knows what would happen if he did.”
The black Chevy 2500 Suburban was one of three sitting in an empty lot a hundred yards from the main gate of Pier 80, the only place in the Port of San Francisco where general non-container cargo could be unloaded from ships. There was only one cargo ship currently berthed at the pier, a Chinese vessel named The Seven Lucky Dragons. The ship had arrived three hours ago and was currently unloading a cargo of power transformers.
At this time of night, this mostly business area of San Francisco was quiet. The sky was overcast and the air was cool, a common occurrence in the coastal city. There was no fog, which made the surveillance of the pier gates easier.
“Hey, kid,” Daniels said to the fourth person in the Suburban. “You scared?”
“Knock it off, Gary,” Vessler barked, still peering through the night-vision glasses. “Jimmy, you okay?”
Jimmy Pelton was the youngest agent in the SUV, and the least experienced. “I’m fine,” he replied, shifting inside his armored vest.
“First raid?” Daniels asked.
“One this big,” Pelton replied.
“Don’t worry,” Daniels said. “More likely than not the Black Dao boys will put their hands up as soon as we show up, or run for it. I really hope they won’t run. I hate chases.”
“I’ve got movement,” Vessler said. She picked up her radio. “Striker to all Golden Carp agents. Stand by. Two SUVs and a cargo truck, heading for the gate.”
“I still think it’s a stupid name for an operation,” Gary muttered.
“No one’s asking your opinion,” Vessler said.
The three vehicles approaching the gate were a Ford Explorer, a Cadillac Escalade, and a 20-foot box truck. The two dark-colored SUVs were newer models, while the cargo truck was dirty white and stood out like a sore thumb along with the other two. The convoy stopped at the gate and several Asian men in business suits climbed out of the SUVs.
Vessler grinned as she saw one of the men, a stout individual with slicked-back hair and a moon face, surrounded by three bodyguards. “Bingo!”
“Definitely Hong,” Choi said. He was staring through his own night vision glasses at the scene in front of them. “Looks like there are maybe a dozen Triad hitters, armed with pistols and a few submachine guns.”
“Good. We can add weapon charges to the indictment,” Vessler pointed out.
“We need to catch them in the act of accepting a drug shipment first.”
Two of the Triad gunmen walked over to the small guard shack while Hung and his bodyguards stayed next to the Escalade. After a brief discussion with the guard, both men walked back to Hung and had a brief conversation before they climbed back into their vehicles. With the Explorer leading the way, the three-car procession drove through the gates and out of sight.
Vessler lowered the night vision glasses. “Striker to all Golden Carp units. Bears are at the picnic. Check in.”
“Paparazzi here. Ready to get plenty of glamour shots.”
Paparazzi — DEA Special Agent Neal Lear and his partner, Gloria DuVey — were on the second floor of a two-story office building next to the gate. They would take pictures of the expected drug transaction before Vessler’s team moved in to arrest Billy Hung and the other Black Dao Triad members. With the broad flat expanse of the pier, there was no place closer where the DEA agents could hide and still observe the transaction.
“Hunter to Striker. We have overwatch.”
On a warehouse roof not too far from Vessler, Hunter — San Francisco Police Department (SFPD) Sergeant Chad Dembski and his spotter, Sergeant Hector Godin — had a clear view of the pier. Dembski was behind a 7.62×51mm Remington Model 700 bolt-action sniper rifle. If there was trouble, it would be up to the snipers to warn, track and neutralize any threat to the arresting force.
“Calvary’s ready to go.”
Nearby, Calvary — SFPD Lieutenant Rhonda James and her Narcotics unit — was ready to move in through the other entrance onto Pier 80. This was a joint DEA/SFPD task force, operating under the codename GOLDEN CARP, with one goal: eliminate the Black Dao Triad’s drug running operation.
Vessler nodded. “Stand by, everyone. We move on Paparazzi’s say-so.”
The next several minutes were filled with tension. Unable to see the pier because of the warehouse between it and her team, Vessler drummed her fingers on her door’s armrest. In the back she could hear Pelton and Daniels check their DEA-issued LAR-15 rifles. Choi, on the other hand, sat quietly, one hand on the wheel.
“Paparazzi to Striker. Bears have the picnic baskets. Repeat, bears have the picnic baskets.”
“Getting the pictures?”
“Copy. Beautiful ones.”
“Right. Striker to team. Operation is a go!”
#
“Phoenix to Dragon Six. The eagles are inbound.”
Major Rhee Kyu-chul of the Korean People’s Army Ground Force nodded. He stood in the shadow of one of the cargo crates containing power transformers. He had been on the dock for several hours now, him and his men staying in the shadows of the crates being unloaded.
The Seven Lucky Dragons was one of several ships owned by a shell company that was actually a front for the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s State Security Department. The DPRK, better known as North Korea, had dozens of front companies to get around the American-lead sanctions, but this mission was a little different.
Rhee and fifteen of his men had met the freighter fifty miles out to sea and boarded the ship as planned. They had hidden in specially constructed crates and waited. They waited while the U.S. Coast Guard boarded the freighter for a contraband check when the Lucky Dragons had passed into American territorial waters. Once the crates had been unloaded, it was easy to stay in their shadows and wait for their allies and enemies.
Rhee was dressed for war in black fatigues and a battle harness with several grenades. He held a Type 56 assault rifle (Chinese version of the Russian AK-47) in one hand while his other gripped a UHF encrypted radio. “Dragon Six to all Dragons. Eagles are inbound. Wait for my command.”
A dozen yards away, Billy Hong was in the open. Head of the Black Dao Triad, he watched the truck loading along with half a dozen bodyguards. The guards were nervous, not liking the idea of sixteen well-armed and trained soldiers within a few yards of their boss, allies or not.
That was fine by Rhee. He didn’t want them to be comfortable around him or his men.
He put the radio into a belt holder and pressed a button on a cell-phone, smiling when he saw Hong react to his phone’s alert. The Triad leader took his cell phone out of his pocket and answered it. “Yes?”
“The Americans are coming. Clear the area.”
Hong nodded and broke the connection. He turned to one of his men and said something that Rhee couldn’t hear. The man nodded and started shouting in Chinese. The Triad men nodded and began heading for their vehicles.
Rhee smiled. Five years of planning were beginning to blossom into action that would cripple the Americans. “Dragon Leader to all Dragons. Unleash your righteous fury.”
#
The clicks of the camera were the only sound in the office. Both Neal Lear and Gloria DuVey were hunched over the lens, taking as many shots as they could. The camera featured sophisticated, digitally-controlled optics, recording high resolution images of every movement of the drug deal.
Suddenly the Triad members ran for their vehicles. “Crap!” Lear said. “Glory, call Vess and let her know the bears are heading for the hills.”
As Gloria reached for the radio, the office door behind them crashed open. She and Lear turned, their hands going for their pistols. But the trio of gunmen in the doorway fired first, killing both DEA agents in a flurry of bullets.
Neither had a chance.
Two of the gunmen moved into the room, their silenced Tokarev pistols pointed at the dead agents, while the third stayed by the door. Both bodies were checked for signs of life, then both assassins collected the dead agents’ cameras and recording equipment. They left the same way they had come in, leaving only the deceased behind.
#
Chad Dembski and Hector Godin were ready for action. Dembski was behind the Remington Model 700, while Godin was watching the ship through a pair of binoculars. Godin concentrated on the cluster of men near the cargo truck. The Triad gunmen suddenly stopped what they were doing and ran for their vehicles.
Dembski adjusted his position slightly. “Looks like something’s stirred up the horne—”
A 7.92 millimeter round slammed into his head above his left eye and blew the back of his skull out. Godin had only heartbeat to react before a second sniper round struck him in the mouth and shattered his spine.
High on the superstructure of The Seven Lucky Dragons, Seonwoo Hun-Jai smiled as he saw that both shots from his and Sergeant Jee’s Jeogyeok-Bochong silenced sniper rifles had found their targets. “Dragon Three to Dragon Leader. Snipers eliminated.”
#
The three DEA Suburbans raced through the gate, ignoring the shout from the gate guard. They turned to the right and headed for the ship, across the pier’s flat and open space. They spread out in a line, lights flashing and sirens wailing. Ahead of them, the Seven Lucky Dragons sat on dock. As they came into view, the Triad vehicles were already moving, driving behind the crates.
Vessler frowned. “What the hell?”
“Something’s wrong,” Choi said.
“That your samurai sense tingling?” Daniels called out from the back seat.
“I’m Korean, not Japanese, you jackass,” Choi shot back in a distracted tone.
“Shut up!” Vessler snapped. “Striker to Paparazzi, Striker to Hunter, talk to me. What do you see?” Five seconds passed without any response. “Striker to Calvary. Can you hear me?”
“Hear you loud and clear. I don’t like this. Do we abort?”
Vessler thought for several seconds. Something was wrong, but she didn’t know what. “Striker to all Golden Carp elements. Ab—”
“RPG!” Daniels yelled. “One o’clock, two hundred fifty yards!”
Two men in dark clothing with tubes over their shoulders stepped out into the open from the crate’s shadows. Vessler didn’t know if Daniels was right, but despite his caustic attitude, he was an Iraq veteran and a good agent, not one to see shadows where there weren’t any. “Striker to all Carps! Abort, abort! It’s an ambush! Enemy has RPGs!”
Both ambushers fired the rockets on their shoulders, each one sending a five and a half pound warhead flying at the oncoming cars, covering the distance to the Suburbans in about two seconds. The Suburban to Vessler’s left exploded as the armor-penetrating warhead punched deeply into the vehicle and exploded, ripping the vehicle apart.
“Get out of here!” Vessler screamed. “All Carp units, abort, abort, abort!”
Danny spun the wheel hard to the right, bringing the fifteen hundred pound vehicle into a tight turn. Vessler lowered her window as Choi began making the turn. She stuck her LAR-15 out of it and sent half a magazine of 5.56mm rounds back at the RPG gunners, who looked like they were loading again.
Choi straightened out the wheel and stomped on the accelerator, the 6.2 liter, V-8 engine roaring as the vehicle picked up speed. All the windows on the driver’s side exploded and Pelton yelped as he was struck. Choi, his face bloody from several cuts, yelled, “Machine gunners on the office roof!”
Daniels leaned over a slumped Pelton and fired a full magazine at the office building. “Light machine guns!” he shouted while switching magazines.
“Calvary to Striker, We’re on our way in!”
Vessler’s eyes widened. “Negative, Rhonda! It’s an ambush! Stay out!”
“We just turned onto Marin and — oh shit!”
“What?”
An explosion from the direction of Marin Street sent a jolt of fear down Vessler’s spine. There were a few shouts over the radio, but the only words Vessler could make out were “Ambush!” and “RPG!” A second explosion from the same area followed a few seconds later.
“Striker to Calvary! What’s happening?” Silence answered her. “Son of a bitch!”
“Curse later!” Choi shouted. They were close to the gate. “We have to—”
An RPG round from the office building roof struck the concrete ten yards in front of their vehicle. The warhead shattered the ground, fragments scything through the air with enough force to shred both the Suburban’s front tires and perforate the radiator and several hoses. Almost at once, the SUV’s dashboard lit up with red and yellow warning lights as the vehicle began slowing. More machine gun fire hammered the wounded transport.
“Stop!” Vessler yelled. “We need to get out of this deathtrap now!”
Choi brought the dying Suburban to a stop thirty yards from the gate. The three DEA agents piled out, Daniels dragging the bleeding Pelton with him. Twenty yards away, the other SUV was still moving, but it was clear from the damage it had taken that it wouldn’t last long enough to get past the gate.
Vessler motioned the second Suburban to approach them in the SUV. It took fire from two different machine guns but managed to cover most of the distance before it died, all four tires shredded with steam rising from the ruined engine. The doors open and two agents rolled out, placing the bulk of the vehicle between them and the machine gunners. “We’re screwed, Vess!” one of them shouted. “Hart and Swarez are dead!”
Vessler felt the cold certainty of death come at her and there was nothing she could do about it.
Unseen by the combatants on either side, a drone hovered two hundred feet over the battlefield, watching.

CHAPTER TWO

2:25am
“It’s bad.” The frumpy-looking woman with a short, conservative haircut and Lennon-like glasses sat in the back of the van. She might have been mistaken for a college instructor if it wasn’t for the fact that she wore black Battle Dress Uniform (BDU), body armor, and was armed with a pistol and a MP5 slung across her body. She stared at the screen of a large tablet, where the drone’s feed showed her the battle going on around the pier. “The DEA team is pinned down and it looks like the SFPD contingent has been taken out.”
“Damn it!” The van driver was dressed exactly like the woman in black BDUs, though his MP5 was on the floor next to him. His dark hair was cut short, his face long and thin with a slight Simian cast to it. Deep brown eyes flicked to the rear view mirror and back to the road.
“How far out are we, Dante?” the man in the passenger seat said. He was tall, fit, with rugged good looks and mismatched eyes — one pale blue while his other was so black that it appeared not to have a pupil. His condition was known as heterochromia, and while it made him instantly recognizable, it also imparted a certain sense of unease to anyone seeing him for the first time, something Tanner found useful from time to time in his line of work.
“A minute,” Dante Alvarez replied.
“OUTCAST Prime calling Bloodhound.” Tanner spoke into the vehicle’s dash mounted radio.
“Bloodhound here.” John Casey replied. “How bad?”
“Bad. The DEA strike team’s getting slaughtered, and it looks like the SFPD presence has been eliminated.”
“Reinforcements are on their way. Ten minutes.”
“You know I’m not going to wait for them.”
“I know. We have medical standing by at the rally point. Good luck. Bloodhound out.”
Tanner looked at his tech specialist. “Danielle, can you pinpoint the ambushers?”
She nodded while her eyes remained fixed on her tablet. “I have five men on the roof of a building adjacent to the pier. Three of them have light machine guns and at least one RPG. Another group — twelve to fifteen men with assault rifles and RPGs — are near the ship.”
“Any activity on that ship?”
“None visible. Decks are clear from what I can see.”
“What’s the plan?” Dante asked.
Tanner Wilson tapped his radio transmit button. “Prime to Two.”
“Two here,” Liam Reilly returned. He rode in the second van along with Naomi Washington and Stephen Shah. Both vehicles were black in color, with no distinguishing markings as they sped south down Third Street. “Situation is problematic. How do we do this?”
“The surviving DEA agents are near the Chavez street gate. Team One will go in after the survivors. Team Two will hit the office building and neutralize those machine guns.”
“The ambushers have security teams covering the exits.” Liam, a former member of SEAL team Six, possessed the most combat experience of the team.
Tanner looked back at his technology expert. “Danielle, swing Wasp over the buildings between us and the pier.”
“On it.” After a few seconds she said, “No one on the roofs — wait, I have three men on a roof at the corner of Chavez and Michigan. Armed with RPGs and assault rifles. Second team on the roof on the corner of Marin and Michigan, same deal. Marin is blocked by burning vehicles. The security team covering Chavez is on the buildings to the right, half way down.”
Tanner got out of the seat and went into the back. He slid open the breech of the M203PI grenade launcher mounted under the MP5’s barrel. Taking an olive drab shell with white markings and a gold head from a belt pouch, he slid it into the breech. “Prime to Team: We’re going in hot. Two, you and I are going to hit the security team guarding Chavez as we approach. Use HEDP rounds.”
“Copy.”
Danielle put her tablet away and stood, making sure her MP5 was ready. She flipped a switch and the van’s roof rolled back, exposing a three-foot by two opening. Tanner stepped up on a small platform fixed to the van’s floor, beneath the hole. He could hear the traffic and feel the cool wind. He crouched, staying inside the opening until the right moment.
“Chavez coming up!” Dante called out.
“As soon as we turn, punch it!” Tanner shouted. He grabbed a handhold welded to the ceiling and braced himself. Danielle knelt next to the sliding cargo bay door, gripping the door handle tightly.
Dante spun the wheel hard and the van slid into a left turn, accelerating. Tanner rose through the opening in the van’s roof and into the night air. Cesar Chavez Street was a wide road, with single story business buildings on either side. Dante drove right down the middle of the street on the yellow center line, engine at full roar.
Tanner caught movement on the buildings to his right. A burst of light briefly lit up the people standing there. The RPG warhead they fired screamed between Liam and Tanner’s vans, missing both vehicles. It struck a parked car thirty feet behind Liam’s van and exploded, instantly transforming the vehicle into flaming wreckage.
Tanner ducked inside the van just as he heard several fragments strike the vehicle’s roof. He shot up out of the van quickly, adjusted his aim, and fired.
The forty-millimeter High-Explosive Dual Purpose (HEDP) round arced into the air and fell toward the rooftop. Liam’s round was a couple of seconds behind Tanner’s, but both landed among the gunmen and exploded, ripping the attackers apart with twin explosions. Tanner waited for return fire, but none came and both vans flew by the building unchallenged.
Ahead, Tanner could see the pier’s gate and beyond that, flashes of gunfire. He tapped his radio to change frequencies. “OUTCAST to Striker, can you read me?”
A woman’s voice, strident and angry, answered him. “Who in the hell is this?”
“Your only way out. We’re coming in.”
“What in the—”
“John Casey sent us to get you out. How many of you are there?”
“Five. One seriously wounded! We’re taking fire from the office building and the crates along the dock!”
“We’ll handle the office building. Stand by to haul ass. Be there in twenty. OUTCAST out.” He switched back to the OUTCAST team channel again. “Two, office building is yours. Take the lead. We’ll distract the Tangos, you hit them.”
“Right.”
Tanner leaned forward. “Dante, slow up and swing right. Two’s coming through.”
Dante followed the instruction while the second van shot past them and raced toward the gate. Dante increased speed again, drifted left, aiming for the gate to the left of the gatehouse. The second van skidded to a stop in front of the office building. Tanner’s van shot past them at sixty miles an hour and accelerating.
The steel-pipe frame welded over the van’s grill slammed into the gate first, the van’s weight and speed at seventy miles an hour far too much for the chain-link gate to resist. The gate slammed opened and the van flew through.
#
Liam was the first one out of Team Two’s van, He was six-three and muscular, but he moved lightly on his feet as he raced toward the glass doors. Behind him were the other two members of Team Two, Naomi Washington and Stephen Shah. They were dressed and armed the same way as Team One, their MP5s seeking targets.
The three were an odd grouping. Naomi was a tall African-American woman, model beautiful, despite being dressed for war. Stephen, on the other hand, wouldn’t have looked out of place in any marketplace from Morocco to Afghanistan. But they moved together like a well-trained team, which they were.
They reached the entrance, a pair of glass and steel-framed doors. Liam reached for the door and pulled on it. When it gave under his pull, he opened it wide enough for Stephen to step through, followed by Naomi. When each one stepped clear of the door, Liam followed them in, then took the lead, forming the point as the trio moved down the hall in an arrowhead formation.
#
Sarah Vessler crouched behind what was left of her wrecked Suburban’s front passenger side wheel-well, her LAR-15 clutched in her hands. Choi was crouched at the rear of the same vehicle, engaging in a lopsided duel with the machine gunners on the office building roof. Between them, the slumped form of Pelton lay up against the SUV. He was still alive, but in bad shape. Daniels was using the vehicle’s first aid kit in an attempt to save the young DEA agent’s life.
The sound of something crashing through the gate made Vessler look in the direction of the car, just as a dark colored van roared into view. She could see the upper body of a man firing at the office building, then launching a projectile of some sort toward the roof.
With grim determination, she rose and fired a burst in the direction of the cargo pallets already offloaded from the Seven Lucky Dragons. She yanked herself down as several streams of bullets from that direction tore into the Suburban. She heard a pop coming from the office building and moved to her right, raising her head just enough to see a cloud of expanding smoke. The man in the van fired another projectile at the roof. This time she saw it explode over the building, releasing another smoke cloud.
The black van skirted around the two Suburbans, putting their bulk between it and the machine gunners, who fired erratically now as the smoke interfered with their line of sight.
The van’s side door slid open and a woman who reminded Vessler of the aging hippies she dealt with over in the Haight-Ashbury section of the city stepped out. Only this hippie was armed and dressed for war in all black, with body armor. The hippie opened fire in the direction of the ship. Vessler heard more gunfire from the office building where the ambushers’ machine guns had been firing from, then the machine guns went silent.
“Is this all of you?” the woman demanded.
“Yes!” Choi shouted.
“Move it!” the man standing inside the van shouted, shooting a burst in the same direction as the hippie did. He followed it up with a projectile from a grenade launcher slung under the MP5’s barrel. “That tear gas isn’t going to last long!”
“Brock, Meechim!” Vessler snapped at the two survivors from the other DEA vehicle. “Help Daniels get Pelton into the van. Danny, suppression fire on my mark… Mark!”
Both DEA agents rose and fired long bursts, sending as many rounds as they could in the direction of the ship. The other three agents grabbed Pelton and dragged him toward the van. The man standing up inside the van fired another projectile from his grenade launcher, while the woman fired several short bursts. The two grenades the man had fired in the direction of the ship were spewing thick green and red smoke, blocking their view of most of the ship.
“Danny,” Vessler yelled, “Move it!” Both DEA agents sprinted for the van. The others were onboard, guns pointed in the direction of the smoke. Choi and Vessler leapt in, followed by the woman, who slid the door shut as the van’s driver gunned the engine and the vehicle shot forward.
“Who the hell are you guys?” Vessler demanded.
#
As Team Two moved down the hall, an Asian stepped into view ahead of them. Snarling something in Chinese, the man tried raising his AK-47, but died as three four-round bursts all hit within a heartbeat. The team sprinted until they reached the body, needing only a quick look to confirm the gunman was dead. Stephen kicked the AK away from the body while Naomi and Liam checked the stairwell where the dead man had come from. On a signal from Liam, all three opened their M203s, slipped in one of the olive drab shells and closed the breech.
The three ran up the stairs, leapfrogging each other as one covered the other two. They had just reached the landing between the second floor and the roof access when the door above opened. A group of Asian men came staggering down the staircase. There were dressed in business clothes, but all five had pistols thrust into their belts. The team recognized the eye-watering traces of CS gas, commonly known as “tear gas,” that wafted in with the men and instantly understood what had happened.
“Freeze!” Liam barked.
None of the men froze. Instead, they went for their pistols. All three team members triggered their grenade launcher, the buckshot rounds turning the grenade launchers into massive large-bore shotguns. The pellets ripped into the first three men, knocking them down like bloody pins in a macabre bowling alley. Short bursts from Naomi and Stephen dropped the other two.
The trio ran up the stairs, nimbly hopping over the bodies. On the roof, they quickly swept for more gunmen. Finding none, they raced downstairs.
#
Without warning, the speeding van made a bootlegger’s turn, tossing Vessler and the others around like dice in a cup. They rocketed toward the gate, leaving a thick cloud of smoke and the stench of burned rubber in their wake. The hippie put her MP5 down and grabbed a large first aid kit from a rack behind the driver’s seat. The man standing on the platform was firing in the direction of the ship. The driver, dressed like the other two, was fully focused on maneuvering at high speed.
The woman looked over Pelton, the first aid kit open next to her. After a few seconds she yelled up at the man in the hole. “Tanner! One seriously wounded, gunshots and other trauma!”
As they closed in on the gate, Vessler saw three figures in black charge out of the office building and climb into a second van.
Vessler leaned back against the van’s side and wondered who these people were.

CHAPTER THREE

Rhee scowled as the smoke obscured his view of the DEA agents. Someone had rescued them, someone with skill and knowledge.
One of his soldiers addressed him. “Sir, the men on the office building and the Chavez Street security team are not answering radio calls.”
“Because they are dead, or close it.” Rhee turned toward William Hong, the Mountain Lord, leader of the Black Dao Triad. While Hong was taller and heavier than the North Korean, Rhee had no doubt he could kill the Triad leader and his bodyguards without too much trouble. “We had better leave.”
“What about your men?”
Rhee snorted. “Those men were nothing more than dregs of the local underworld. Petty criminals and street hoods looking for an easy payday and a chance to avenge themselves on the police and society in general. Disposable and deniable assets.”
Hong’s expression reminded the major of a man who had bitten into something sour. “You assume that the Americans will roll over after losing a few of their agents.”
“We do not have time to debate this. I have shown you my skills tonight. But now, we must leave. Unless you want to explain to the Americans why you are standing here with a dozen dead DEA agents and police officers.”
Hong scowled, but barked out orders in Chinese and his men scattered. Rhee nodded and walked toward the cargo truck. The appearance of an unknown group was foremost on his mind. He needed to find out if they were a threat to his operation.
#
The rally point was a dirt lot west of Interstate 280 and by the time the vans arrived, there were several SFPD cars, a pair of ambulances and a late-model sedan with U.S. government plates waiting for them. Pelton was placed onto a gurney and carried to a waiting ambulance, the paramedics already calling out the patient’s vital stats. The rest of the DEA survivors and their rescuers climbed out of the vans. Overhead, a pair of CHP helicopters was heading towards the pier.
Vessler looked for the unknown team leader, stopping when she spied a familiar face. “Nay?”
Naomi Washington turned at the sound of her nickname, her expression a mix of surprise and pleasure. “Vess? That you?”
They walked over to each other and embraced. “Damn girl,” Vessler said after they broke the hug. “Last I heard you’d been blackballed by the ATF. I never expected to find you—”
“Saving your ass?” Naomi finished with a grin. She became somber again. “Sorry we couldn’t get there earlier. Our plane got held up. You okay?”
Vessler scowled. “No, I’m not. I lost most of my team, including the SFPD backup. Heads are going to roll.” She looked Naomi up and down. “What are you doing? I could arrest you for half a dozen violations just looking at you!”
“Vess, will you chill out? I’m on the side of the angels.”
“But—”
“Agent Vessler?”
Vessler turned to look at a man walking up in a suit. Her first impression of him was Washington Bureaucrat, followed by the impression that he looked familiar. “And you are?”
“John Casey,” he said, sticking out a hand.
Vessler took the hand, placing the name with the face. John Casey was the former FBI director, now a special assistant to President Carmichael. Scuttlebutt inside the DEA had him handling clandestine operations, but exactly what that entailed, no one knew. “What are you doing here?”
“I was hoping to talk to you before your raid. I wanted my team to ride along.”
Vessler scowled. “This is your team from D.C.?”
“Well, they’re a team of independent contractors who do work for Uncle Sam.” Casey turned, looking for someone. “Tanner! Could you come over here?”
The man Vessler had pegged as the team leader walked over. In the headlights, she noticed his eyes were different colors. Casey motioned toward him. “Agent, this is Tanner Wilson, team leader for OUTCAST. Tanner this is DEA Special Agent Sarah Vessler.”
They shook hands, and Vessler could feel the strength in his arm and hand. “Sorry we were late,” he offered.
“Better late than never. We were getting slaughtered.” She looked at Casey. “Why did you want this team of yours along with for the ride, anyway? They don’t look like they arrest too many people.”
“Exactly because of what happened tonight.”
Vessler put her hands on her hips. “Look, I don’t care if you have the president’s ear or his — any other part of his body. I don’t need a group of rogue cowboys trampling all over my case!”
“Your case looks pretty well burnt,” Tanner said. “And if we had been any later, you and the rest of your agents would have been dead.”
Vessler bristled, but before she could reply, Casey stepped between them. “Enough. There’s too much emotion happening right now. I suggest that we all get some sleep and reconvene at the DEA office at nine A.M.”
“Fine!” Vessler hissed. She spun on a heel and walked off.
Tanner looked at Naomi. “Friend of yours?”
Naomi nodded. “We worked a few DEA-ATF cases together back in the day. More than once, we were the only girls in the boys club. We bonded over that.”
“I suggest you talk to her in the morning,” Casey said. “Better she’s with us than against us.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Near Candlestick Point State Park
4:15am
The warehouse’s break room had become Major Rhee Kyu-chul’s planning and conference center since his arrival in San Francisco. He sat at the head of the rectangular folding table and gave his subordinates a lingering glance.
There were three of them here, the fourth currently working on getting the new lab ready to go. He had worked with each man dozens of times, and they had developed the trust of comrades who had faced death together. “Assessment of Night Blade, Phase One?”
“It went well,” Captain Seonwoo Hun-Jai replied. In addition to being a sniper, Seonwoo was Rhee’s second-in-command. Of medium build, he was slightly taller than Rhee, with an angular face and sleepy eyes. To most people he looked like an accountant or a middle manager. Like the rest of Rhee’s men, however, he was anything but weak.
“Except for the intruders,” Captain Muhn Sae-Hyuk growled. Compared to the rest of Rhee’s unit, Muhn was a giant. A couple of inches over six feet, muscular with a shaved head and a long puckered scar running from below his left ear across his nose to end near the right corner of his mouth.
Rhee nodded. “Except for them.” He looked at the man at the other end of the table. “Sergeant, what is the status of our ‘Shock troops’?”
Rhee’s senior non-commissioned officer scowled. Chief Master Sergeant Hyoung In-sook, was a squat Korean who was slightly shorter than Rhee but broader in shoulder. He snorted by way of preamble to his reply. “About what you would expect, sir. Most were spooked when their comrades were killed.”
“How many of them can we depend upon?”
“None,” Hyoung said flatly. “Without the patbingsu, they are nothing but an unproductive waste of space. With the patbingsu, they are marginally useful as bullet-stoppers.”
“How many are left?”
“Twelve.”
Rhee glanced around the table. “We must increase our recruitment.”
“With all due respect sir,” Hyoung said, “we would be better off using fellow peasants from home. They can be trained. These Chinese-Americans?” He made a rude noise. “They are not worth the effort.”
“We must make the effort,” Rhee said. “With them acting as our shock troops, we can increase our strength, keep the American government chasing shadows, while keeping our men for the important missions. When we expand, we must recruit all sorts of unproductives.”
“Even beullaeg wonsung-i?”
“Especially them. With the unrest lately in the black community, there will be disaffected youths who will jump at a chance to strike at their oppressors.” Rhee smiled. “If we get enough of the beullaeg wonsung-i to fight for us, we can ignite a race war that will tear this country apart.”
Muhn appeared unconvinced. “I do not like using them. Most are monkeys, too stupid to be useful.”
“Those are the best kind, Captain. Stupid and disposable. For now, we’ll concentrate on recruiting more of the local Chinese-Americans. I want to consolidate our hold on this area before we commence with expansion.”
“What about Hong and his criminal gang?” Seonwoo asked. “How much longer must we rely on them?”
“As long as possible. Right now, they are a screen he can hide behind while we gather our strength. Once we are firmly established, then we can discuss their removal.”
“And the intruders from the pier?” Seonwoo asked. “They acted more like military than police.”
“A military special unit, in all probability. I will tap our local intelligence network and see if they can supply some illuminating data.” Rhee looked around the table again. “As it so happens, one of the U.S. president’s henchmen is in the city right now. The former head of their national police force.”
Seonwoo shook his head slowly. “That does not sound like a coincidence.”
“Maybe not, but we must continue our mission. I want to step the pressure up on the Americans.”
“In what way?”
“Hun, I want you to dispatch Sergeant Jee, three of our men and four of Sergeant Hyoung’s recruits to the wasteland north of pier 80. He is to observe the investigation and when he gets the chance, he will kill a couple of the investigators. If they chase you, use the recruits to ambush your pursuers. The more carnage we create, the better.”
Rhee looked at Muhn. “I want you to take two men, find the informer we used to set up the DEA, and kill him. He should still be in that hotel where we found him. I also want you to leave something for the Americans to find when they search the room. Again, the more bloodshed there is, the better for our cause.”
Rhee rose to his feet. “Do those now. We are done here.”
#
When Rhee walked out of the break room, the members of his unit guarding the door stiffened to attention, their Type 56 assault rifles held at port arms. Twenty feet away, several Black Dao gunmen, the warehouse’s normal guard force, glared at Rhee and his men as they exited.
Rhee ignored them. They were useful for now, supplying knowledge, contacts, and safe houses for Rhee and his men while they built their operations in the United States. All in return for sixty percent of the profit from the Red Ice being produced on the floor above. So far, the Black Dao had made over nine and a half million dollars from the sale of only a hundred kilograms of the drug. The North Koreans’ cut of the profits were over six million, half sent home to the state, the rest being held for future use in American operations.
As in the legal drug world, the world of illegal drugs was a competition to bring the next big product to the marketplace. Crack cocaine had made billionaires of many drug lords, and newer drugs like Krokodil, 2C-P, 25I-NBOMe, and Flakka were fighting for market share among the world’s drug users.
Rhee eschewed the elevator to the right and instead walked alone toward the stairs to the left, ignoring the glares the Triad gunmen gave him. Part of him wished one of them would attack him — he hadn’t killed anyone in a while. But no one did; the Triad wolves recognized the presence of a tiger.
He heard movement coming from the cages to his right, but as with the Triad guards, he paid their occupants no mind. The people inside those cages were even less of a threat to Rhee. He could feel their hate, but he also could feel their fear even more, and he knew they were not dangerous to him or any of his men.
Rhee reached the stairs and climbed them quickly. Operation Uiloun Gyeoul — Righteous Winter — and its companion, Operation Bam Beulleideu — Night Blade — had been in the planning stages for years. Then Dr. Mori came along and took both from the planning stages to operational phases. Her work in the area of amphetamines had been noticed by State Security Department agents in Japan, and when reports surfaced of her making a breakthrough, the Marshal — Kim Jong-un himself — had ordered her “Recruitment.” State Security Department agents had seized her and then turned her over to Rhee.
Mori’s daughter, however — the target of a second kidnapping — had escaped the attempt and the Mori family had closed ranks around the girl, hiding her. Other State Security Department agents were searching for her, but until the daughter was in their custody, Mori would fight to protect her secrets.
Two guards — Rhee’s own men, since he didn’t trust the Triad — snapped to attention when he reached the top of the stairs. He nodded to them and strode down a narrow hallway to the lab’s entrance, where two more of his men stood at alert guard.
“Any problems?” Rhee asked.
“No, sir!” the senior man replied.
“Good.” Rhee picked up an industrial dust mask from a table next to the door and went inside.
The lab took up half the floor space on the second level. Consisting of three rooms, the lab’s walls were translucent plastic panels inserted into steel frames. The lab took up two-thirds of the space, and wouldn’t have looked out of place in any advanced research facility. Lab benches along the walls and in the center of the room were stocked with beakers, burners, and vials in wire-framed stands, along with electronic equipment Rhee had no knowledge of and didn’t care to, as long as the drugs were created.
A dozen people occupied the room, all wearing masks similar to Rhee’s. In opposite corners, two of his men stood guard, each man carrying a steel-core baton, a Type 64 pistol, and a Type 56 rifle bayonet. Seven of the others wore rough clothing, cheap sandals, and a thick collar around their necks. They were moving beakers and equipment, watching screens, and doing various other work lab technicians do all over the world. Unlike most lab technicians, they moved with the weariness of too little food, too little sleep, and repeated beatings. The last three were clustered around one of the central benches. All wore lab coats, two men and one woman, and from the conversation and body language, they were arguing.
Rhee made his way through the collared prisoners to the unfolding argument. “Is there a problem?”
The three turned toward him, startled by his appearance. One of the men stepped forward. Short, thin, with a receding hairline and glasses on a shallow face, his hands went up in a placating gesture. “Nothing important.” He tried to sound casual but the fear in his eyes gave him away.
Rhee sighed. “Dr. Ryuk,” he said. “You know better than to lie to me. Must I ask again?”
Dr. Ryuk Shi-woo wilted and lowered his head. “Major, I—”
The woman stepped forward. “Yes, there is a problem!” she spat in English.
Rhee eyed the woman. “And what is that, Dr. Mori?”
The chemist motioned to the prisoners. “You need to give these people more food and rest. Look at them! They’re moving like zombies!”
“They are not your concern, Doctor.”
“Not my concern? I need them to be alert and able to think straight. In their present state they are useless—worse than useless, I’d say.”
“They work. What else do you need them to do?”
“Do you know how dangerous making this…swill is? We’re dealing with highly volatile chemical compounds here. One slip, and this lab and a good part of this building will be obliterated! Not to mention—”
Rhee held up a hand. “Enough, Doctor. You will make sure the prisoners do their jobs and do them safely. If you feel there is a problem, then it is up to you to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
“They need more—”
“These prisoners are not your concern. They are serving their prison sentences though work the state has designated for them. The matter is closed, Dr. Mori.”
Mori glared at him. “You bastard!” She raised her hand like she was going to slap him, then muttered something under her breath and stalked off. Both Ryuk and the other man, Dr. Chang Joon-ho, watched her move to the far side of the lab.
“Gentlemen,” Rhee said. “I wish to speak to both of you.”
“We can talk in the drug storage room.” Ryuk motioned toward an opening in the wall protected by plastic freezer strips.
Rhee nodded and the three moved to the next room, which was filled with crates stuffed with kilo bags of Red Ice. Rhee turned and faced the two chemists. “Have you any progress in analyzing the patbingsu?”
Chang shook his head. He was taller than Ryuk, but thinner. “She’s made it impossible to break the drug down into its constituent chemicals. We can confirm it’s the same formula every time, but beyond that…” He shrugged.
Rhee scowled. “How much of the drug has she made?”
“Less than a kilo. Only a very small percentage of the waste from the Red Ice production process is usable.”
“Or so she claims. I don’t care how long it takes, but I want that patbingsu formula.”
Ryuk replied in an exasperated tone. “We’re trying, but she doesn’t trust us!”
Rhee gazed at the crates. What is the status on the latest Red Ice shipment?”
“We’ve managed to manufacture close to two hundred kilos. That’s nearly eight million doses. We should have another fifty kilos ready before noon.”
“Good. Be aware that we will be moving the lab shortly to its new site. Once we’re there, we’ll increase the production rates to five hundred kilos per shipment.”
“Can the new lab handle that?”
“Of course. Captain Myoung informs me the new lab is twice the size of this one, and your technicians will be better trained and motivated than the ones here.”
“Good. Dr. Mori is right about these prisoners. They are useless.”
Rhee gave both doctors a hard look. “Leave them to me. Worry about making the drugs.”
Both Ryuk and Chang bowed. “Of course, Major.”
Rhee looked around at the shipment area. Red Ice had two advantages over the other competing drugs. First, it was created and manufactured in a real lab, not someone’s kitchen. Second, it was being backed by the might of an entire country and soldiers like Rhee, men trained to use violence and not afraid of doing their job.
He looked at the chemists. “Find out that formula. I don’t care what you have to do, but get it!” He lowered his voice. “Or I will.”
Both men paled. They knew the major was not one to make an idle threat. “W-we understand sir,” Ryuk stammered.
“Good.” Rhee turned and walked back into the lab. His eyes found Mori, but unlike the other two, she returned his stare with a hateful glare.
He didn’t care. The real prize he was after was the patbingsu formula. The drug, an offshoot of Red Ice, was showing promise as a battle drug. It made soldiers stronger, more alert, and dulled pain. In addition, it gave the warriors an urge to kill that only grew stronger the longer the drug was in their systems. When it came to ground fighting, an army using patbingsu would be almost impossible to defeat.
Rhee strode out of the lab. The only problem was that Dr. Candice Mori was the only one who knew the formula, and she was holding it as her only bargaining chip. She was also one of the leading authorities on methamphetamine, and it was she who created Red Ice to test an anti-addiction drug she was working on.
The patbingsu formula and her production efforts with the Red Ice compound were the only two things keeping Mori alive up to now. Rhee would have much preferred to break her and obtain the formula that way, but Pyongyang desired Mori’s cooperation. Rhee disagreed, but his orders were clear and he was a good soldier.
But as he descended the stairs, he thought that maybe it was time to stop treating Mori as a willing participant and treat her for what she was — an enemy of the state with valuable information needed for North Korea’s defense.
#
Rhee waited until he was sitting in the car, driving out of the warehouse’s gate before he made a call. Seonwoo, sitting next to him in the back seat, raised an eyebrow.
The phone was answered on the fourth ring. “Yeah?”
“I want to speak to Johnny Liao. It’s Mr. Rhee.”
“One moment.”
It was thirty seconds before another voice said, “Yes?”
“You heard what happened last night?”
“At the pier? Yeah. A lot of dead pigs.”
Rhee took a couple of deep breaths. Johnny Liao was arrogant, self-centered, and ill-disciplined. “You heard what happened to Ko Lee?”
“I heard he got lead poisoning. Couldn’t happen to a bigger son of a bitch.”
“I need four of your men for a task.”
“Oh?”
“A protection detail.”
“A protection detail? Your guys? What are they doing, poking Godzilla in the eye?”
“Something like that. There will be a good chance your men will get to kill some….pigs.”
Rhee could hear Liao’s smile over the phone. “Hell, why didn’t you say so? I’ll lead them myself!”
“No, I have a more important task for you, one that is more fitting for someone of your ability.”
“What?”
“The details are still being worked up, but it will be soon and I promise it will be something that will send ripples across the country. People will remember what you did for years.”
“All right. I’ll send four of my guys. When and where?”
Rhee gave him the time and location, then hung up.
“I thought we were going to hold onto our shock troops,” Seonwoo said.
Rhee shook his head. “We’ll recruit more, start with a fresh slate. Liao and the others are a failed experiment. We have to get rid of them before we bring in fresh troops. We don’t want any dissatisfaction infecting the newer recruits.”
“Do you actually have something important for Liao and his people to do?”
The major looked at his subordinate and smiled. “Oh, yes. Very important.”

CHAPTER FIVE

San Francisco
8:35am
The DEA San Francisco office was located in the Tenderloin section of the city, in the federal building on Golden Gate Avenue, between Polk and Larkin Streets.
The mood in the office when Sarah Vessler and Danny Choi entered was somber. Eight DEA Agents and twelve SFPD officers were dead, including Rhonda James, whose narcotics team had been wiped out by several RPGs striking their vehicles as they raced in. Pelton and five officers were in the hospital, all wounded, four critically.
Vessler looked away from the empty desks that would never again see the men and women who had once occupied them. She spotted Brock and Meechim at their desks, neither man looking rested or in the mood to talk. Daniels was slumped in his chair, all the arrogance and cockiness he usually displayed gone. Anger burned inside her, anger at Billy Hong and his goons. He would pay, and she would make sure of it.
She spotted her superior, Special Agent in Charge George Glimsdale, near the conference room. A small, neat man with a high forehead and glasses, Glimsdale looked more like an accountant than the head of a DEA office. He spotted her and Choi and motioned to her, then pointed to the conference room. Vessler changed directions, Choi following silently in her wake. She ignored the looks the other people in the office were giving them — the news had been plastered across all media.
The conference room was already occupied when the three DEA agents entered. Vessler saw Naomi and recognized both Tanner Wilson and John Casey. Besides them, three men and another woman sat around the table. All seven were dressed in business suits, but Vessler suspected that everyone but Casey was armed.
Casey sat at the head of the table. He stood slowly and said, “Agent Glimsdale, on behalf of the President of the United States of America, I extend the condolences of the entire country on the loss of your agents.”
“Thank you, Director Casey,” Glimsdale said. “The best thing we can do in their memory is to find the bastards who did this and make sure they never do it again.”
“We agree on that,” Casey said. “Everyone, please take a seat so we can get started.”
Vessler sat on one side of the table, Choi on the other, while Glimsdale sat at the opposite end. Vessler recognized the woman sitting next to her as the one who had helped save them. She wore glasses and typed on a laptop. She looked up and extended a hand to Vessler. “Danielle Sunderland,” she announced.
Vessler took the hand. Despite her appearance, the handshake Vessler received was strong and firm. “Sarah Vessler.”
Next to Sunderland was a tall man with a long, thin face. Vessler recognized him as the driver of the van during their rescue. He extended a large hand. “Dante Alvarez.” Vessler shook his hand.
Casey cleared his throat. “Maybe introductions are in order.” He motioned to the man sitting to his left. “This is Liam Riley, and the gentleman next to him is Stephen Shah.”
Glimsdale nodded. He didn’t look happy. “I’m George Glimsdale, head of this DEA office. Sarah Vessler and Daniel Choi, lead agents in Operation Golden Carp.”
“Golden Carp?” Liam said in a low voice.
Vessler scowled and folded her arms. “Who the hell are you clowns?”
Liam looked at Tanner. “We’re clowns?”
“You forgot to take off your red nose,” Dante said.
Casey sighed. “Enough. Back to business. Agents Vessler and Choi, this is OUTCAST.”
“OUTCAST?”
Tanner nodded. “It stands for Operational Undertaking to Counteract Active Stateside Threats.”
“Clever,” Vessler said in an annoyed tone.
“We tried to reach you before you moved in, but our plane was delayed and we landed an hour later than scheduled.”
“You’re the D.C. suits?”
Tanner shook his head. “We’re not D.C. suit types.”
“OUTCAST does jobs for the government that need to be done without bureaucratic roadblocks,” Casey simplified.
Vessler’s scowled deepened. “You’re a black ops group.”
“Let’s just say we don’t advertise our presence.”
“So, you’re here to trample all over my case in order to pick up a paycheck?”
“Vess…” Naomi said.
“Sorry, Nay. I’m not going to be jerked around by some special ops team more interested in running up a body count the following the constitution!”
“Vess,” Choi said quietly. “They did save our lives.”
“And I’m grateful for that. But I will not have my case against the Black Daos tossed out because some gun-happy crew violated their rights!”
“Are you finished?” Casey asked.
“I haven’t even started.”
Casey sighed. “Agent Vessler, due to circumstances beyond your control, the case is no longer DEA’s.”
“What?” Vessler shot to her feet. “What in the hell is going—”
“Sarah!” Glimsdale surprised everyone with his tone. “Sit down and shut up. Director Casey will explain.”
“Maybe one of your agents can brief my people on Operation Golden Carp first?”
Choi stood and turned on a projector. He slipped a thumb drive Glimsdale gave him into the computer and opened a file. “Lights please,” he said without looking up from his work. With an annoyed huff, Vessler got up and turned off the lights. Choi walked around to the table to stand near the projection, which showed an image of reddish crystals on a white background.
Choi pointed to the image. “About three months ago, we started getting reports of a new form of methamphetamine on the street. It’s purer and stronger than most forms of meth, and there’s an unknown chemical compound in the formula that gives the crystals a reddish tinge to them. The street name is Red Ice.”
“The DEA has classified it as a Schedule I Drug,” Glimsdale said.
Choi nodded. “There have been reports of it popping up all along the West Coast of the United States, as far north as Seattle and as far south as San Diego. But so far, most of the cases have been in the San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose area.”
“How bad is this Red Ice?” Dante asked.
“As I said earlier, it’s much stronger and purer then normal street meth. This doesn’t have the common crap like drain cleaner and lye like you’d find in a back-room crank cook mash. Whoever made this stuff knows their chemistry. It’s also more expensive than normal meth — two to three times as much per dose.”
Choi pressed a button and another picture appeared. It depicted what looked like nicotine patches on a strip of paper. “What’s more worrisome is the new method of delivery. The first picture showed you the only Red Ice we’ve managed to seize in crystal form, and that was six weeks ago. Now, we’re beginning to see these patches show up on the street. Each patch has a half- gram dose of Red Ice that’s absorbed through the skin with no loss of drug strength.”
“What’s the body count?” Liam asked.
“So far, we’ve had twenty-three reported Red Ice overdoses in the last month, eleven fatal. Several of the ODs reported vivid auditory and visual hallucinations, overwhelming feelings of grandeur, obsessive behavior focused on a person or object and paranoid delusions. At least three of the ODs were first-time users.”
Choi changed the image again, this one of a pickup truck being pulled out of water. “The latest OD was William Dyachenko. Two days ago, he drove his truck, which had been targeted for repossession for lack of note payment, through parts of Fisherman’s Wharf, killing fourteen people and injuring fifteen. The autopsy showed he’d died from a massive cerebral hemorrhage brought on by Red Ice. The amount of Red Ice in his system was enough to get everyone in this room as high as a kite for most of the day.”
He changed slides again, this time displaying an Asian man in a tailored suit surrounded by bodyguards. “The DEA’s number one suspect in the manufacture and distribution of Red Ice is the Black Dao Triad. This is Billy Hong, leader of the Black Daos. He controls two-thirds of the drugs flowing through San Francisco.”
He cycled through more photos of Hong and other Asian men. “The Black Daos are an offshoot of the 14K Triad and have been active in San Francisco for the past twenty years. They deal mostly in prostitution, human trafficking, illegal weapons, and drugs. In the last six years, Hong has extended the Triad’s reach to cover most of central California. There have been a few clashes with the Mexican cartels, but nothing serious up to now.”
“What led to the ambush at the pier?” Tanner asked.
“We had developed intelligence that the Black Dao would be picking up a chemical shipment last night.”
“You were set up.”
“Hong doesn’t operate that way,” Choi said. “He knows that something like this will bring the heat down on him and his gang.”
“You’re assuming that Hong was behind the ambush,” Tanner said.
Vessler scowled. “If not him, who?”
“Nay, please get the lights.”
While Naomi got up and turned on the lights, Choi shut off the projector. Tanner stood and picked up several folders on the table, handing one to each DEA agent. “The full details are in these folders, but I’ll hit the highlights. American intelligence suggests the North Koreans are back in the meth business.”
All three DEA agents frowned. “I thought they’d stopped.” Vessler said.
“They had, but it appears that not only have they started up again, they’ve done so with a vengeance— establishing a network of meth labs world-wide.”
“They say half the North Korean population is hooked on the stuff,” Choi said, opening the folder and skimming the contents. “In a lot of North Korean homes, it’s offered to guests like it’s coffee.”
Casey nodded. “The Chinese dispatched extra troops to the North Korean border to crack down on a meth epidemic on their side of the border.”
“That’s not going to make the Mexican cartels happy,” Glimsdale said. “They dominate the West Coast meth market.”
“The North Koreans are preparing to deal with the Mexicans, one way or another.”
Choi frowned. “Why does that sound ominous?”
Tanner took a photo out of the folder he held and placed it on the table facing Vessler and the other DEA agents. “Because the North Koreans sent a man like this.”
The photo highlighted a scowling Asian man with short dark hair, a narrow face and dark eyes. He could have been anywhere from late twenties to early fifties, but regardless, he had the look of someone used to killing people.
Tanner pointed to the picture. “That is Major Rhee Kyu-chul of the North Korean Special Forces. He’s one of their best overseas operators, and has been spotted over the years in Iran, Syria, Venezuela, El Salvador, and South Korea. He’s suspected to have assassinated multiple North Korean defectors and critics of the Kim family. He’s devoted to the state, ruthless, and has a track record of success.”
“You think he’s involved with the Red Ice?”
Tanner took another photo out of the folder and laid it down next to Rhee’s picture. The image showed a pale and frightened woman surrounded by several hard-looking Asians, including Rhee. The major was gripping the woman by her arm.
“This was taken at Vancouver International Airport little more than three months ago. The Canadian customs official who dealt with this group is married to a Korean, and is sure the men spoke Korean among themselves.”
He pulled out a third photo and placed it on the table. “This is Dr. Candice Mori. Japanese father, American mother. She’s a chemist, specializing in amphetamine research. If anyone could develop Red Ice, it’s her.”
The photograph showed the same woman in the previous photo, only she looked composed and calm. She was Asian, mid-thirties, pretty in a severe way with turtle-shell glasses and a birth mark on the right side of the chin. Vessler flipped the photo over and saw someone had written her height, weight, eye color, and date of birth on the back.
“You think she broke bad?” Choi asked.
“We don’t think so,” Casey said. “Mori had a twin brother who died from a meth overdose. Lately she’s been devoting her efforts into finding a way to neutralize the drug once it’s in the body.”
“She was working in Japan four months ago when she disappeared,” Tanner added.
A trilling phone interrupted the conversation. Casey frowned as he pulled out his device. “I need to take this. Everyone, take a break.”
#
Naomi caught up with Vessler outside the conference room. “Can we talk? Somewhere private?”
“My office.” Vessler motioned toward a door a few feet away.
The windowless office wasn’t very large and looked like Vessler didn’t spend much time in it. A few pictures of her hung on one wall, including a couple with recent presidents, a senator, and a famous actor. The desk held piles of folders, a coffee cup filled pens and pencils, a name plate, and a San Francisco Giants bobblehead.
“Nice place,” Naomi frowned at the mundane space.
“Cut the charm.” Vessler dropped into her chair. “What the hell’s going on, Nay? You had a good job with the ATF. How the hell did you end up with a black ops gang?”
Naomi sighed. “Had is the operative word. And need I remind you that this gang just saved your butt?”
“So what happened with ATF?”
“You remember the Environmental Protection Front bombings? The ones that destroyed a sawmill and a bunch of million dollar homes?”
Vessler cringed as she mentally pictured the devastation. “Yeah, wasn’t there something about the ATF being involved in selling explosives to one of the EPF suspects?”
Naomi nodded. “The same sort of thing the ATF did with Operation Fast and Furious, they did with Operation Backburner. They set up and sold what they thought were inert explosives to a known supporter of the EPF. Only they weren’t inert, and by the time those assholes realized it, two homes were destroyed and three people injured. They tried covering their asses, but I was lead on the case and I traced the explosives back to them. They tried shutting me down, blocked every attempt to trace the explosives, and finally took me off the case and assigned me to the Bismarck, North Dakota office. After three months of banging my head against a bureaucratic stone wall, I’d had enough. I contacted a reporter I knew, turned over all the evidence I had to them, and waited for the media shitstorm.”
“That didn’t go over well.”
“It sure didn’t. They spent months trying to cover their asses, but it was too late. They threw a couple of their own to the wolves, endured the media and congressional scrutiny, and made a few internal policy changes. But in the end they got a big black eye, and a few careers were derailed.”
“They fired you?”
“They knew I did it, but they couldn’t prove it. I was ‘encouraged’ to resign, and by then I was tired of the entire situation, so I did.”
Vessler leaned back in her chair. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re in a black ops outfit.”
“Well, I was sitting in a bar in Bismarck, having resigned from the ATF a few days before, feeling like crap, when this guy with mismatched eyes sits next to me at the bar and asks if I want a job. Not a drink, but a job.”
“With a lot of guys at a bar, that line could backfire easily.”
Naomi chuckled. “True, but Tanner Wilson is not a lot of guys. I wasn’t in the mood to talk, and I’d been hit on by more than one guy that night already. So, I told him I wasn’t a dancer, a hooker, or a model, and if he didn’t go away, I would break both his legs.”
Vessler snorted a laugh. “He must have loved that.”
“He did. He smiled at me and said, ‘Good, because I need someone with your skills, someone who’s not afraid to throw out the regulations if that’s what the mission calls for.’ He left me his phone number and told me to call when I was ready. I did the next morning, and that’s how I ended up with OUTCAST.”
“I did some asking around Washington about OUTCAST. Their somewhat of a legend already, but no one seems to really know much about them. What’s Tanner’s story?”
“Former FBI, one of the top guys in the agency’s counter-terrorism section, before a bogus sexual harassment suit forced him out.”
Vessler nodded. “That’s what I heard. And the others?”
“Same deal. All good at their jobs until their respective agencies got rid of them for reasons having nothing to do with their actual duties. Dani was NSA until she used their resources to search for her ex after he took their son. Stephen was CIA until he filed a discrimination lawsuit against the agency. Dante, until he got caught up in that South American prostitution scandal, had been Secret Service. Liam’s ‘crime’ was that he wrote a tell-all book about the Bin Laden raid — he was one of the SEALs on that mission. So, we’re all damaged goods one way or another. That’s our common bond, other than our professionalism and sense of duty to our country. Tanner’s given us a purpose and we’re making a difference.”
“By being a black ops outfit?”
“Oh, we’re not exclusively U.S. government. We have a group of clients for which we handle security, investigations and now and then, hostage retrieval. But when Casey calls us in, we know there’s a serious threat to this country.”
Vessler’s gaze took on a harder edge. “Nay, this is a DEA case.”
“Not any more. Rhee’s presence expands the scope.”
“We have no proof Rhee was behind the ambush!”
“Vess, you were set up last night. They eliminated your observation team and your sniper squad, then had security teams in place to stop your police reinforcements. That kind of logistical coordination hints at someone with a military background.”
Vessler shrugged. “Doesn’t seem too sophisticated to me. They have to know that killing law enforcement officers would only bring more heat on them.”
“Last night was meant to be a warning; back off or there will be more dead people. That’s why we’re here.”
Vessler looked at her friend in shock. “You’re talking about all-out war in the city!”
“Vess, as far as Rhee is concerned, the Korean War never ended. Last night was just a continuation, a flare-up, and it won’t be a one-time thing. There’ll be another incident like this, maybe here, maybe in another city, but with similar results. We need to nip this in the bud, now.”
“But there are rules! Laws!”
Naomi smiled. “Rhee’s just started a new game, one the DEA is not ready to play. That’s why we’re here.”
There was a knock at the door, then it opened and Dante stuck his head in. “We’re back in session.”
#
Casey waited until everyone was in their chairs. “That was the President. As of now, Tanner’s team is lead on the Red Ice case.”
Vessler rose. “Wait a minute—”
Casey’s tone was soft as he addressed her. “Agent Vessler, this case has been taken as far as you can take it, and at a heavy price in lives. It’s up to someone else now to take the burden of bringing these bastards to justice.”
“But these people are—”
“Shut the hell up, Vess!”
Vessler stopped and turned to look at her partner, Daniel Choi. In the five years she had known him, the last three as her partner, she had never seen him anything but calm and composed.
He returned her stare, anger etched in his face. “I’m sorry, Vess, but Casey’s right. We can’t deal with these bastards like these…” His head swiveled around as he looked at Tanner and the other OUTCASTs. “…like these ghosts can.”
“But the law—”
“Screw the law.”
Vessler stared at him, stunned. “Dan—”
“No, hear me out. I grew up listening to my grandparents who told me about the North Koreans and what they did to entire villages during the Korean War. I have cousins serving in the ROK army who’ve told me about hunting down North Korean infiltrators and rescuing people kidnapped by the North Koreans. You may think of the Kim family as nothing more than the comically insane leaders of a fourth-rate country, but to my family it’s no laughing matter. If the North Koreans are behind that attack on our people, then as far as I’m concerned, the gloves are off.”
He motioned to the OUTCAST group. “If they can do the job, let them do it. I’ll gladly hold their coats.”
“Danny!” Vessler pressed. “What if innocents get in the way?”
Choi scowled. “Do you think Rhee cares about innocents? My grandfather still carries the scars from the beating a North Korean officer gave him when he was eight, during the war. You don’t understand the hate North Koreans have for Americans. They see us the same way the fanatical Islamics do — as a great evil. They’ve been drilling that lie into their population’s heads every day for decades.”
“What does—”
“We are well aware of innocents,” Tanner said. “I suggest the DEA lends us a couple of agents who know the streets. There are going be pieces left over, and it would be a good idea if the law was able to pick up those pieces.”
Glimsdale looked over at Vessler. “You want in, Sarah?”
“You want me to be part of this?”
“You know the case better than most.”
“I’m in,” Choi said.
Vessler slumped into her chair. “You’re going to do this no matter what I decide?”
Tanner nodded. “That’s right.”
She scowled. “Then I’m in. What’s our first move?”

CHAPTER SIX

San Francisco City Hall
San Francisco
9:12am
San Francisco is unique in California because it is the only city that is also a county. The mayor acts as the county executive, and the city’s Board of Supervisors acts as the county council.
Norman Kwan, President of the Board of Supervisors for the City and County of San Francisco, wasn’t an imposing man. In fact, the slightly-built, fifty-seven year old looked like a storekeeper. As he entered City Hall, he greeted the security guards with a smile and a wave. On the way to his office, he was stopped by more than one person with routine matters related to running the thirteenth most populated city in the country. He handled each with grace and kind words.
When he reached his office, his secretary, a matronly redhead, smiled at him. “Good morning, sir.”
“Good morning, Georgina. Anything I need to know?”
“You heard about the extreme violence down at Pier 80 last night, right?”
Kwan sighed. “Yes, I’ve already been on the phone with Chief Lee. Inform the Board that there will be a moment of silence at today’s meeting, and that we need to make sure there’s a supervisor at each funeral.”
“Yes sir. Mr. Tanada is asking for a meeting over the street repaving problems in his district.”
“When’s the earliest can I see him?”
“An hour and a half from now.”
“All right. I’ll see him then.”
“Also, there’s a man waiting for you in your office.”
Kwan frowned. “Who?”
“A Mr. Lee from the Red Phoenix Society.”
He felt a chill of fear go through him, but kept his smile. “I’ll talk with him. Hold all calls until we’re done.”
“Yes sir.”
Kwan entered his office. The guest standing at the window turned slowly to look at him. He was shorter than Kwan, and lean, with cold dark eyes and closely-cropped hair. He was dressed in a mid-priced suit, yet Kwan knew he wasn’t a businessman. “Mr. Kwan,” he began in accented English.
“Mr. Lee,” Kwan returned, closing the door behind him.
Lee smiled and said in Korean, “My God is none other than the people. Only the popular masses are omniscient and omnipotent and almighty on Earth. Therefore, my lifetime motto is: “The people are my God.”
The words of Kim Il-Sung hit Kwan like a physical blow, and it took him several seconds to remember the other half of the code phase. “Th — The basis of the Juche Idea is that man is the master of all things and the decisive factor in everything.”
“You remembered.”
Kwan held up a hand, then walked over to his desk and opened a drawer. Once the white noise generator was on the desk and activated, he scowled. “I received no warning of your arrival.”
“You weren’t supposed to know.” Kwan’s visitor sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk. “I am Major Rhee Kyu-chul.” He looked around. “You seem to have done well, Byung.”
Kwan fought the fear as Rhee spoke a name Kwan hadn’t used in nearly forty years. “What are you doing here?”
“I need your help.”
“With what?”
Rhee traced a circle on the chair’s armrest with his finger, his eyes never leaving Kwan. “You are no doubt aware of the incident at the pier last night?”
Anger replaced Kwan’s fear. “You did that?”
Rhee shrugged. “They were nothing more than lapdogs for their corrupt masters.”
Pot, kettle, black, Kwan thought. “Do you think we…the Americans…will back off? No, they will want blood, and they will come after you hard!”
The major shrugged again. “That is not your concern. What I want from you is information.”
“On what?”
“Someone showed up last night at the pier. They broke the ambush and saved a few DEA agents.”
“So?”
“They used military weapons and didn’t act like policemen. I want you to find who they are.”
Kwan stared at Rhee. “How do you expect me to do that?”
“Someone must know who these people are.”
“There are no such groups in the city!”
“They obviously exist,” Rhee said, his tone dropping into annoyance. “You will use your resources to find out who they are.”
Kwan clamped down on his anger. “Look, whoever they are, they’re not part of the local or state government — none of the leaders here or in Sacramento would stand for it. It they do exist, it must be on the federal level.”
“There’s a special assistant to the president currently here. He will know.”
“He will not tell me anything. The federal government is not beholden to the local or state governments.”
Rhee scowled. “Do what you have to in order to find out.” He stood and handed Kwan a business card. “Call when you have something. You have twenty-four hours.”
“And if I don’t find anything?”
Rhee’s smile was cold. “Your younger brother just became head of the biology department at Kim Il-sung University. It would be a pity if he was to lose that position because of your failure. He’s married and has three children, two of them grown and married. The prison camps are poor places to bring children and grandchildren up in.”
Rhee walked toward the door. For a moment, Kwan considered throwing the white noise generator at him, but decided not to.
After Rhee left, Kwan sunk into his chair. He hadn’t thought about his brother in years, didn’t even know if what Rhee had said was true. But he couldn’t take the chance. During his training, he had been taken to one of the camps and shown the fate of those who did not follow the Kim family’s vision.
He reached over and pressed the intercom button. “Georgina, please continue holding my calls for the time being.”
“Yes sir.”
He released the intercom switch and picked up the phone, dialing a number from memory.
He had to find Casey.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Pier 80
10:31am
The pier’s gates were blocked by a pair of SFPD vehicles and a contingent of officers. Choi slowed the U.S. government Suburban to a stop as a cop walked up to them, rolled down his window and displayed a DEA badge to the officer. He motioned to the three men with him. “They’re from Homeland Security. Who’s in charge?”
“Captain Montague and FBI Special Agent Harris.”
“Good. We’ll check in with them.”
They drove onto the pier. Choi slowed as he passed the two shattered hulks that had been Suburbans but were now part of a wide-area crime scene. “I never thanked you guys for saving our asses, did I?”
Liam, who was in the front passenger seat, put a hand on Choi’s shoulder. “Consider it said.”
“I knew most of those guys longer than I’ve known Vess. We drank together, bitched about women and the job together, attended each other’s birthdays, weddings, all that.” He shook his head. “I want these guys to pay.”
“They will,” Liam promised.
They parked with a dozen other vehicles next to a large mobile command truck and climbed out. There were two dozen people in sight, some wearing overalls, others wearing police uniforms, while still others wore suits like Choi and the three OUTCAST members. Evidence markers were everywhere and police tape wrapped around the destroyed vehicles and a few crates near the cargo ship.
Dante looked around slowly, gauging the surroundings. “Nowhere to hide.”
“Yeah,” Liam said. “Where were the sniper and observation teams stationed?”
Choi pointed to the office building Team Two had invaded eight hours before. “Second floor, near the end closest to the ship.” He turned and pointed at a long building with a steel roof perpendicular to the office building. “Sniper team was on the roof there, nearer the bay.”
Liam looked around. “According to the autopsy, both police officers were killed with single shots from distance.”
Choi frowned. “How did you see—”
“Dani retrieved them for us from the morgue’s computer system. Opinion, Dante?”
Dante was also looking around. “There’s no way someone could have killed them from the ground, so whoever took out the sniper team had be higher, which means they had to be firing from that office building, the warehouse near the ship or from the ship itself.”
Liam nodded. “I would bet on the ship.” He pointed to the cargo ship’s superstructure. “From there, I could dominate the entire pier.”
Dante nodded. “Two snipers. No way could both men have been killed by a single sniper quickly enough to prevent one of them from sounding an alarm.”
“Can I help you, gentlemen?”
The four turned at the sound of the voice. Two men were walking toward them. One was sliding into middle age, while the other was younger, taller and built like a linebacker. The older man focused his attention on Choi and scowled. “Come to see your handy work?”
“Captain,” Choi said with an edge in his voice.
The younger man focused on the other three. “Who are you?”
“I’m Reilly.” Liam displayed a federal ID badge. “Homeland Security. These are agents Shah and Alvarez.”
“Special Agent Ray Harris, FBI. I wasn’t told you were coming.”
“We didn’t know ourselves until this morning. Director Casey asked us to look around.”
“John Casey? I know he’s in town.”
Liam nodded. “He’s staying at the Trans-Continental Marsh Hotel if you want to call and confirm.”
“I will.”
The older man folded his arms. “What’s Homeland doing here?”
Choi motioned toward him. “Gentlemen, Captain Al Montague, SFPD.”
Liam stepped up to Montague. “We’re not here to take over your investigation, sir,” he said. “Director Casey asked us to look around. Once we do that, we’ll be out of your hair. Fair enough?”
“I suppose,” Montague growled.
Stephen motioned toward the ship. “Did the ship’s crew tell you anything?”
Montague snorted. “Most of the crew can’t speak English, and those who can didn’t see a thing. There’s a Customs and Immigration team onboard looking for any illegal goods, but I’m not counting on them finding any.”
Harris motioned with his head. “I suppose we can let you look at the evidence we’ve collected so far. In the spirit of cooperation.”
Liam nodded. “Of course.”
They walked over to an area next to the mobile command vehicle. A pair of cargo trucks sat guarded by a pair of police officers.
“What do you have so far in the way of evidence?” Liam asked
Montague climbed into one of the trucks. “Five dead Asians in the office building and parts of four more on a rooftop over on Chavez. Six of them have been IDed as petty criminals, the rest, we’re still working on.”
Liam climbed into the truck. The truck’s walls were lined with shelves, and on one of them he spotted an evidence bag with spent shells in it.
“Captain?” He motioned to the bag. “May I take a look?”
“Knock yourself out. We think they’re Chinese.”
Liam picked up the bag and examined the shells carefully without touching them. “Not Chinese. North Korean. These are 7.62 x 54mm shells, probably from the Type 73 light machine guns.”
Montague frowned but motioned for Liam to continue. The former SEAL held one of the shells between his fingers so that he and the captain could see the base. “See the ‘93’ and the symbol stamped here? That a Korean character. Did you recover any of the weapons?”
“A couple of machine guns from the office roof, a couple of AKs and the remains of a rocket launcher.”
“I’m betting they’re all North Korean-made weapons.”
Harris raised an eyebrow. “You think the North Koreans are invading the U.S.?”
“There are intel reports that they’re expanding arms sales.” Liam placed the evidence bag back on the shelf and climbed out of the truck. “We’re going to look around.”
“Suit yourself,” the captain replied.
Liam nodded. “Steven, Dante, check the office building.”
“Right,” Dante replied.
“Come on, Dan,” Liam said to Choi.
They walked away from the awning and toward the ship. “Where are we going?” Choi asked.
“To look at the ship.”
It took a couple of minutes to reach the vessel. Agents wearing FBI and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) jackets were on deck, along with a few surly-looking Asians dressed as deckhands. Liam walked astern until he came to a set of stairs going up. “Come on.”
They climbed two sets of stairs before Liam was satisfied they were high enough. From there, they had a good view of the pier and its surroundings. A line of crates was visible on the pier near the ship, now being swarmed by evidence techs and law officers. Across a thousand feet of open pavement, the pair could see the warehouse roof where the sniper team had been killed. Beyond the warehouse, they could make out a dirt lot acting as a storage facility for several dozen trailers. They could also easily distinguish the office building roof where the ambushers had been located.
“Definite kill zone,” Liam said. “No cover, and the bad guys hold all the high ground.” He went to the rail and motioned to the crates and containers below them. “That was the base of the ambush. Machine gunners on the office building, two security teams to prevent anyone from breaking the ambush like we did.”
“You sound disappointed we weren’t all killed,” Choi said.
“You were lucky to survive for as long as you did.” Liam looked around, the stared out into the distance. “I think they were set up here, far enough back from the rail so they wouldn’t be seen by the police snipers and —” He stopped and frowned. “Step back from the railing.”
“What’s wrong?”
“I saw a reflection a couple of times from those trailers. Check with Montague if he has anyone out where those trailers are.”
While Choi took out his radio to call Montague, Liam produced his own transmitter. “Two to Four and Five. Possible intruder in the trailer storage area north of the pier.”
“Could be press.” Dante said.
“Best to make sure.”
“Copy. What do you want us to do?”
“Meet us back at the car,” Liam said, walking toward the stairs. He turned and looked back at Choi. “We’re on our —”
The bullet missed Liam’s face by a couple of inches and sprang off a steel support. He dropped to the deck. “Sniper!”
The DEA agent dropped to the deck a few feet away. “Where?”
“Trailer storage lot!”
Several more shots rang out as the sniper sought other targets. Below, the investigators took cover at the sound of the first shot. Liam sprang to his feet and darted toward the stairs. He reached the top and leapt down the stairwell, head first. A third of the way down, he grabbed each railing and swung his feet forward, using his momentum to launch him the rest of the way down the stairs. As he landed, he bent his knees to absorb the impact.
“Liam!” Choi shouted down. “There’s a car leaving that lot! Black or dark blue, four-door, moving fast.”
Liam glanced out and saw the dust cloud. He ran for the next set of stairs. “Dante, we have a car getting the hell out of Dodge, looks like it’s heading for Twenty-Fifth Street!”
The sound of an engine made Liam look up. He saw a CHP helicopter overhead. “Danny!” he shouted. “Contact Montague and get him to order that chopper to track that car!”
Liam threw himself down the stairs again, hitting the main deck at a full run. By now, the police and federal agents on the ship were getting on their feet, staying low and looking out for snipers. Liam raced past them, reached the gangplank and ran down the stairs, Choi now a few steps behind.
As he reached the pier, the Suburban raced into view and slid to a stop next to him. He opened the front passenger door and found Dante behind the wheel, Stephen in the back seat. “Get in back!” he yelled to Choi as he hauled himself into the front seat.
The Suburban was moving before Choi had the back door closed.
#
Sergeant Jee Sun-ok scowled from the back seat as the late-model Buick Century drove down the street at thirty miles an hour. He still held the Jeogyeok-Bochong sniper rifle, without silencer, angry at himself for missing the man on the ship. He grabbed the radio handset. “Tiger to Lion. Are you ready?”
There were a couple of seconds of dead air before someone transmitted. “We’re here. You done yet?”
Jee gritted his teeth. The “native recruits” were too soft and too lazy to be of any real use. But since he was stuck with them, he’d use them. And if they got killed… Better them then his men.
“Yes, the police are reacting now.” He spotted the van holding the street scum parked to the right, ahead of them. “Wait one minute and then follow us. Shoot at any police car you see along the way.”
“What about the drug? Can we take it now?”
Jee grounded his teeth in anger. That was all they cared about. “Yes,” he replied into the radio. “You can take the patbingsu.”
“Good.”
The Buick shot past the van, getting close to the intersection with Illinois Street. He heard sirens coming from the south and smiled coldly.
#
The Chevy Suburban raced through the open gate and roared down Cesar Chavez Street at fifty miles an hour. Dante turned on the siren, and the couple of cars ahead of them moved quickly out of the way.
Sirens behind them made Liam look back through the rear window. He could see three SFPD cars following, lights flashing in addition to the sirens.
“What kind of car are we looking for?” Dante asked.
“A four-door, dark colored sedan,” Choi replied.
Liam grabbed the radio mike. “What’s the helo’s call sign?”
“CHP H-30,” Choi replied. Stephen in the meantime had reached into the cargo area behind the rear seats and pulled out a bag. He placed it on the seat between him and Choi and unzipped it.
Liam keyed the mike. “CHP H-30, this is Oscar-2. We are in pursuit of a car containing suspects in a sniping incident that just occurred on Pier 80. There should be a four-door, dark colored car on Twenty-Fifth Street, nearing the intersection of Twenty-Fifth and Illinois. Do you see it?”
A few seconds passed and then the reply came. “Affirmative. Vehicle matching that description has just turned onto Illinois, side-swiped another car and is now heading north.”
Dante shouted, “Coming up on Illinois!”
The traffic light showed red as they approached, but the screaming sirens had stopped traffic in both lanes, so Dante was able to turn onto Illinois without problems, followed by three marked police cars. “Copy, CHP H-30. We just tuned north onto Illinois.”
“I see you.” the pilot replied. “Be advised the suspect car is about half a mile ahead and driving erratically at high speed.”
“Copy,” Liam replied. “We’re in pursuit.”
Dante drove through the traffic that was trying to get out of the way while Liam turned to look at Stephen. “Give me a P-90.”
Stephen handed the former SEAL a compact weapon that looked like something from a sci-fi movie, along with two see-through magazines. Liam readied the weapon. Meanwhile, Stephen pulled out another P-90 and slipped a fifty-round magazine into place.
“What are you doing?” Chi asked. “You’re not going to shoot them, are you?”
“Only if they shoot first,” Liam said. “If these are Rhee’s boys they will not surrender meekly. They’ll fight to the death, so we’d better be ready to do just that.”
They shot across Twenty-Fifth Street, followed the police cars. Just as the third one shot through the intersection, a van came flying out of Twenty-Fifth Street, made a hard right turn, and broadsided the third police car, crushing the entire passenger’s side the black and white vehicle and sending it sliding into a traffic light pole. As the van accelerated, gunfire from the van struck the cripple police vehicle, shattering windows and ripping through body work and the officers inside.
The van roared into pursuit of the other vehicles.
#
Ahead, the OUTCASTs pursued the dark Buick. The suspect car shot around a Nissan pickup, narrowly missing a cement truck coming from the other direction. Dante increased speed as the traffic in front of them got out of the way.
“Can you read the license plate?” Dante asked.
Stephen shook his head. “It’s obscured by some sort of glass.”
They went past Twenty-Fourth Street, both doing better than twice the speed limit. The Buick crossed the intersection with Twenty-Third, just missing a panel truck making a turn into Illinois. The Suburban missed the truck by even less.
The radio crackled to life. “3-Boy-15 to all units! 10–53! 3-Boy-19 has crashed at intersection of Twenty-Fifth and Illinois! Shots fired! 10–56! Suspects are in pursuit of us in a dark gray van!” The sounds of automatic weapons mixed with breaking glass and bullets hitting flesh stopped the transmission.
In the rear view mirror, Liam watched the rear-most police car veer off-course, cross the oncoming lane and crash into a parked car with enough force to send both vehicles onto the sidewalk.
“3-Boy-22 to all units!” a different voice said. “3-Boy-15 and 3-Boy-19 are both10-80! 10–56!”
Liam raised the radio mic. “3-Boy-22, this is Oscar-2. Take the lead in pursuit of the Buick. We’ll handle the 10–56.” He glanced back at the two men. “Steven, Danny, change seats. Dante, get ready to let Boy-22 past us, then block the road. Stephen, roll down the window and get ready to fire.” He lowered his own window.
Behind the police car, Liam could see a gray van coming up fast. “Dante, Now!”
Dante twisted the wheel to the left and the Suburban sped into the opposite lane, clear of traffic for the moment. The police car shot past the van. As soon as the car sped past, Dante jammed on the brakes and turned the SUV’s wheel to the right. The three-ton vehicle straddled the center line, blocking the road in both directions. As soon as the Suburban made the turn, Liam and Stephen had their P-90s out the windows, pointed at the oncoming van.
Someone in the van stuck an AK-47 out the open cargo side door. Liam snarled, “Fire!”
Firing 900 rounds per minute, it took both men less than four seconds to empty each fifty-round magazine. The van’s hood was ripped apart and the windshield shattered as a hundred slugs pierced both with ease. The van slowed and veered right, plowing into a pair of parked cars.
Liam and Stephen changed magazines amid the chaos.
“Danny!” Liam barked. “Cover us! Stephen, with me! Dante, get ready!”
“There’s an MP5 the bag!” Stephen yelled as he opened the door and climbed out. Choi dug into the bag until he found the German submachine gun.
Liam and Stephen advanced toward the crashed van, weapons held at the shoulder and pointing at the vehicle. Fifty feet from the van, the driver’s door was shoved open. The driver staggered out, wearing a cheap suit and clutching an AK-47 assault rifle. Blood covered his face, chest and hands, and the left side of his face had been ripped open. His left eye was missing. He screamed in fury as soon as he saw the pair and slowly tried to bring his weapon up to fire.
Both Liam and Stephen fired short bursts that struck the driver and staggered him, but he continued raising the assault rifle. Liam shifted targets and put a burst of 4.7mm rounds into the man’s head. With most of his head gone, the body dropped to the road.
The pair continued advancing. In the distance, they could hear more sirens, getting closer as they moved nearer to the van. Steam poured from the shattered radiator, forming a translucent cloud shrouding the front of the van. There was a thud from the back, something striking the doors. Another thud and the doors flew open. Both men stopped as another player climbed out of the van’s rear. As he shuffled into view, both OUTCASTs couldn’t believe what they saw. The man’s right arm was gone at the elbow, a belt strapped halfway up the upper arm. He had clearly been struck by several bullets in the torso and leg, but he still moving, a pistol in his good hand.
“Freeze!” Choi yelled, his MP5 up and pointed at the horrendously injured man.
The target, his face filled with hate, raised his pistol. Before he could aim, Liam shot him in the head with a four-round burst. The nearly decapitated man dropped to the roadway.
“Did we walk into a zombie movie by mistake?” Stephen yelled.
“Gotta be drugs,” Liam said. “Dan, cover the front. Me and Stephen will go around the back and check for survivors.”
They reached the van but didn’t find any more survivors. There were two more bodies in the van, both dead from multiple gunshots.
Liam adjusted the channel on his radio. “Oscar-2 to CHP H-30. Are you still tracking the bad guys?”
“Affirmative. Suspects just passed Twentieth Street, three police cars in pursuit.”
A SFPD car came to a stop twenty yards behind the van. Both officers came out with guns drawn. Liam placed the P-90 on the ground and approached the cops, his Homeland Security badge held out in front of him at arm’s length. One of the policemen came forward, examined the badge and ID, then motioned to his partner to stand down.
Liam pointed to the van. “Secure this crime scene. You have four DOAs, and messy ones at that. These are the bastards who took out Boy-Fifteen and Nineteen back there. We’re going after the snipers who shot up the pier a few minutes ago.”
The squeals of wheels made Liam turn in time to see Dante backing up the Suburban until it was only a few feet away. He picked up the P-90 and ran for the big SUV as Stephen and Choi got back into the SUV. Liam barely had enough time to leap into the front seat before the Suburban shot away from the crash scene, siren wailing.
They barreled through intersections, weaving their way through traffic that would not or could not get out of the way. They reached Twentieth where there were multiple explosions in rapid succession a quarter of a mile ahead. Liam used the vehicle’s radio as a cloud rose into the air. “Oscar-2 to CHP H-30. What happened?”
“Explosions at intersection of Mariposa and Illinois. Street’s impassable with badly damaged cars.”
“Do you see the suspect car?”
Twenty seconds ticked by. “Negative, Oscar. Between the explosions and the smoke, we lost them.”
Liam slammed his hand down on the padded dashboard. “Damn it!”
“What do you want to do?” Dante asked.
“Shut off the sirens. Let’s get back to the DEA office. Maybe Tanner and the others had better luck.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

Naomi took one look at the building they were about to enter and shook her head. “This isn’t one of those hidden gems, is it?”
Vessler grinned. “Not by a long shot.”
Tanner frowned. “Are you sure this Alec W is here?”
“First place to look. If he isn’t here, there are a couple of other rabbit holes I know of.”
The North Bayside Hotel took up four floors of the five-story building, with a topless bar on the ground floor. The building was on the edge of San Francisco’s Financial District, within sight of the iconic Transamerica Tower. Despite the closeness to the city’s financial heart, the structure had a rundown look and feel to it. The light blue paint on the walls was faded and many windows had clothing hanging from them to dry.
They walked past the topless bar, its loud music grinding from within, to a rough wooden door with a steel kickplate. Faded letters on the wood named the hotel.
Inside, the smell of urine mixed with old cigarette smoke, body odor, and other less identifiable smells assaulted their nostrils. They found themselves in a hall six feet long and five wide, with unwashed walls and a dirty linoleum floor. At the end of the hall a flight of worn stairs led up.
“Okay,” Vessler began in a soft tone. “Alec Wong, alias Alec W, is a low-level pusher and Triad wannabe. He’s the one who told us about the pier pickup, and we think he’s the one who sold Dyachenko the Red Ice.” She glanced at her watch. “He should be awake by now — he usually hits a few spots where his regulars from the Financial District go for lunch. He acts tough, but he’s nothing but talk. Follow my lead, they know me around here.”
They climbed the stairs, the boards creaking alarmingly under their feet. At the top of the stairs was a lobby the size of a large living room. The front counter lay to the left of the stairs, surrounded by a cage of heavy steel mesh with only a small slot set in front. A few old chairs, a couple of ancient side tables and some dust-covered fake plants were scattered around the rest of the room. The reddish carpet was threadbare, and on the other side of the lobby, another set of stairs led up.
Tanner eyed the two occupants of the lobby. One was a gaunt woman with lanky brown hair, a vacant expression, wearing a faded flower dress. The other was an old man in a suit two sizes too large sprawled in one of the chairs, sound asleep. Tanner dismissed him as the man they were looking for.
Vessler went to the front counter. “Cordo,” she said to the man behind the counter.
The clerk, thin with little hair and a bulbous nose, glared at the three newcomers with watery blue eyes. “Agent Vessler,” he said in a flat, unfriendly tone. “What brings you here today?”
Vessler smiled. “Need to talk to Alec W. He in?”
Cordo turned to look at the room slots on the wall behind the desk. “Key ain’t there, so I guess so.”
“Still 203?”
“Yeah. You see him, tell him he’s two weeks late with the rent.”
“Thanks.”
The three crossed the lobby and trotted up the stairway. Like the stairs from the street, these steps creaked under their feet. Tanner felt the banister wobble under his hand.
Room 203 was the next floor up, two doors down from the stairs. Alec’s door, like the others they passed, was faded blue, cracked around the panels and sported a door handle tarnished to near blackness.
Vessler stood on one side of the doorway, while Tanner and Naomi took the other. Vessler rapped on the door, the sound echoing in the empty hall. “Alec? Special Agent Vessler. We need to talk.” Seconds passed. Vessler knocked again. “Alec? I just want to talk.”
Tanner motioned to the door handle with one hand while drawing his Heckler and Koch SOCOM pistol from a hip holster. Naomi pulled her own HK, while Vessler released her own Glock 22. Carefully, Tanner reached for the door, gripped the knob with his free hand, turned it, then released it. The door opened with a slight creak, then swung all the way open until it gently impacted the wall behind it.
Tanner slowly eased around the door jamb, his pistol up and sweeping the room. Vessler moved into the unit, staying below Tanner’s pistol as she traversed to the right. Naomi stepped around Tanner, to the left.
The room wasn’t large, and it matched the rest of the building’s faded decor. The walls were cracked and hadn’t seen new paint in decades. The furniture was cheap to begin with but now also quite old. The full-size bed was unmade, the filthy sheets more gray than white.
But the focal point of the space was the bruised and bloody man tied to the high-back wooden chair in the center of the room.
Tanner pointed to a closed door on Naomi’s side. The former ATF agent nodded and crept toward the door. Tanner surveyed the room, then joined Naomi. She was flat against the wall next to the door, pistol held in both hands, pointing at the door. Tanner flattened himself on the other side and nodded. Naomi stepped back and kicked the door in. The door slammed open. She darted in, low and quick. Tanner stepped around the door jamb and pointed his pistol into what was a dirty bathroom.
“Clear!” Naomi called.
Tanner relaxed and holstered his pistol. He turned to see Vessler checking the body. She had a hand on the man’s throat. Looked up and shook her head.
“Is that Alec?” Naomi asked, holstering her weapon.
Vessler nodded. “It was. Body’s cold.” She took out her phone.
“Someone worked him over good,” Tanner observed.
Vessler reached into her pocket and produced a bag of latex gloves. “We need to preserve the crime scene. Put these on.”
Once they were all wearing gloves, Vessler dialed the San Francisco Police Department and requested they send investigators. She pocketed her phone and said, “Figure we have about fifteen minutes to look around before the locals show up.”
“Looks like they caught him asleep.” Naomi motioned to the boxers and bloody T-shirt Freddy still wore. “They beat him badly.”
Tanner nodded. “Systematically, and took their time. A lot of broken bones and severe bruising.”
“Possible disagreement with a customer or his supplier?”
Tanner exhaled slowly. “Doesn’t have that type of vibe to me. It took more than one person to do this. They wanted him to suffer.”
“Alec was pretty much a nobody,” Vessler said. “He knew what was happening on the local streets, but not much more than that.”
Naomi circled the corpse. Alec hadn’t been a large man to begin with, and years of hard living and hustling and had worn him away even more. His hands were tied behind his back, and his chin rested on his chest. His arms, shoulders, and legs were black and blue. “Something like this should have brought the cops. There’s no way a beating like this could have been done quietly.”
Vessler shook her head. “In this place, even the bedbugs mind their own business. Cordo has the ‘I don’t see, hear, or know anything’ attitude down to an art form.”
“Naomi, check for his drug stash,” Tanner said.
Naomi walked over to a chest of drawers near the bathroom door. “Vess, what was Freddy into dealing?”
Vessler shrugged. “A little bit of everything. Grass, uppers, meth…”
Naomi opened the top drawer and grimaced at the cockroach that scuttled away under an old porno mag. “Anyone he worked for regularly?”
“The Black Dao was his main connection for some drugs, and a Mexican cartel for the rest.”
Tanner stood up. “How long was he a confidential informant?”
“Two years. Gave us just enough to keep him useful and out of jail. He probably knew more, but he never said anything until Dyachenko went off the deep end and we hauled his ass in for questioning.”
Naomi closed the first drawer and opened the second. “Sounds like he set you up.”
Vessler nodded. “It looks that way.” She stared at the dead body. “And afterward, they killed him.”
Tanner went over to the nightstand and opened the drawer. A few wrapped condoms and a baggie of weed occupied the drawer. “Not much of a life.”
“Same old story,” Vessler said, averting her gaze from the deceased to lean against the door. “Hopes and dreams brutally crushed by reality.”
Tanner tipped the bedside lamp forward and examined it. He spotted something the size of a button attached to the lamp, just under the light bulb. “I’ve seen it enough times myself.”
He replaced the lamp carefully back into place. “Do you think Cordo will tell us anything?”
“Doubt it,” Vessler replied. “It’s how he keeps his job.”
Tanner moved silently to Naomi, who had finished looking through the second drawer and was opening the third. He tapped her on the shoulder and when she looked up, cupped his hand behind his ear as if he was listening for something, the pointed to the lamp. She nodded.
“What are you—” Vessler began, but Tanner put his fingers to his lips in a gesture of silence.
“There are a lot of vermin around here,” Tanner said, walking toward Vessler.
“Tell me about it,” Naomi said, sliding open the third and lowest drawer of the chest. “Oh!”
Tanner spun. “What’s wrong?”
“Damn big cockroach.” Naomi motioned for them to get out as she rose. “Any bigger and ISIS would be using them for suicide bombers.”
“What in the hell—” Vessler began, but Tanner tackled her, their momentum carrying them out of the room and into the hallway. He rolled them both off to one side of the doorway. Naomi reached the door and threw herself in the opposite direction just as the room exploded in light and flame.
#
Out on the street, the suddenness of the explosion caught everyone by surprise. The window of 203, along with a large chunk of the wall around it, exploded outward, showering people below with glass and chunks of debris. Passing cars were damaged and fender-benders occurred as panicked drivers slammed on their brakes. Shouts and screams rent the air, soon accompanied by the wail of sirens.
Amid the confusion, no one noticed the three Asian men sitting in a pizza parlor across the street from the hotel. They stood, threw some money on the table and left. They watched the scene for a few moments, and then walked away into the thick crowd. The tall man with the long scar on his face looked unmoved by the disaster, but was inwardly pleased.

CHAPTER NINE

Tanner groaned and pushed himself off the floor. His ears were ringing and he felt like the entire Giants Baseball team had used him for batting practice. Next to him, Vessler coughed and rolled away from him, using the wall to help her sit up. Tanner glanced in the other direction and saw Naomi push herself off the floor, shaking her head slowly. All three were smothered in dust and debris. The air was thick with dust and smoke.
Tanner coughed. “Are you two all right?”
“Still breathing.” Naomi flexed her right arm at the elbow. “I don’t think anything’s broken, but I feel like I’ve been on a three-day bender without any of the fun parts.”
“Vessler?”
“I’m fine. What the hell happened?” the DEA agent demanded.
Tanner rolled into a sitting position. “The room was wired for both sound and explosives,” he said, his own voice sounding distant.
“What?”
“I found a listening device on the lamp. Nay found a bomb.”
“A block of C-4 in the bureau drawer,” Naomi confirmed. “With a command detonator.”
“Shit!” Vessler hissed. “Who the hell did this?”
Tanner got to his feet slowly. He could see the room they had been in was obliterated, along with any possible evidence. “We won’t be able to prove it, but I have an idea.”
“Rhee?” Naomi asked.
“Yes. Can you walk?”
Naomi got to her feet. “Yeah. Vess?”
Vessler nodded and rose to her feet. The three of them made their way along the hall and down the stairs. By the time they reached the lobby, the first responders — a pair of cops and a quartet of firefighters in full gear — were there. No sign of Cordo and the others who had been in the lobby.
#
“Damn,” Liam said as the Suburban travelled northwest on Columbus Avenue. They could see the smoke rising from two blocks away.
Dante nodded. “Looks like Tanner and Nay had as much fun as we did after all.”
Tanner’s phone call requesting a meeting had come when Liam’s team was a couple of blocks from the DEA office.
Despite being only a mile and a half, it took Choi fifteen minutes to drive the distance, using the SUV’s sirens judiciously. The entire intersection by the hotel was blocked off, forcing the team to park half a block away and walk. After identifying themselves to the police guarding the perimeter, they walked into the crime scene and stared at the building. Smoke still poured from the five-story edifice and they could see a hole in the hotel’s side large enough to drive a truck through.
“Over here!”
The four turned and saw Tanner, covered in a fine layer of dust, standing in front of a cafe a couple of stores away from where they were standing.
“I take it Alec didn’t talk?” Liam asked as the group walked toward Tanner.
“You could say that. Nay and Vessler are inside.”
Naomi spotted the group as they walked into the cafe and waved them over to a large booth in the back. Except for a couple of employees and a customer near the front entrance, the cafe was empty. As soon as they were seated, a waitress appeared and they ordered coffee, except for Stephen, who opted for tea. Both Naomi and Vessler looked the same as Tanner, covered in dust, though they had managed to wipe their faces clean.
Tanner excused himself and returned a few minutes later with wet hair and a clean face. He related what happened to them in the hotel, and then Liam recounted events at the pier. The waitress appeared with their drinks, and after each had a chance to take a couple of sips, Vessler put her cup down and eyed Tanner with a scowl. “We have to stop the bastards!”
“No argument there,” Tanner replied. “Rhee and his goons have us playing defense. We need to change that.”
“How?” Vessler demanded. “You don’t know where Rhee or his people are.”
Tanner took a sip of coffee. “Rhee needs the Black Dao because of their contacts for the manufacturing and distribution of Red Ice. We intend on making the Triad reconsider their arrangement with Rhee.”
“And how are you going to do that?”
“Hit the Triad right in the wallet.” Tanner’s smart phone beeped and he pulled it from his pocket and pressed the accept button. “Go ahead.”
“I have a list,” Danielle reported.
“Good. I’m putting you on speaker.” He tapped the screen and placed the device in the middle of the table. “Let’s hear it.”
“I went through the city records and associated data,” Danielle led off. “I have a dozen locations that I can say with ninety percent certainty are owned by the Black Dao. One of these fits the profile of a drug lab where Dr. Mori might be.”
“Excellent,” Tanner said. He glanced at his watch. “Time to get some planning done.”
Vessler looked at Tanner in suspicion. “What are you going to do?”
“Go on the offensive.”
Vessler’s eyes widened, but before she could say anything, Choi said, “Let it lie, Vess.”
“I can’t!”
“We’re going to need you and Danny to do your jobs,” Tanner said. “We’ll go in first, try and locate Mori. Danielle will give you the evidence to get a signed warrant from a judge. You come in the front door; we go out the back with Mori, if she’s there. As far as everyone’s concerned, it’s a DEA raid.”
“Sounds good to me,” Choi said.
“But—”
Naomi placed a hand on Vessler’s arm. “Let us do this,” she said softly. “We’ve done it before, and against tougher opponents than Triad hitters. We’ll leave you the evidence. We just want to rescue Dr. Mori.”
Vessler leaned back and folded her arms. “All right. We’ll play it your way. I’ll call in a few favors and get some guys from the Oakland DEA office for the raid team. Just make sure you leave the suspects alive and the evidence untainted.”
Tanner smiled, his mismatched eyes showing some warmth. “You bet.”

CHAPTER TEN

Chinatown
5:32pm
The Black Jade Dragon Restaurant occupied the heart of the city’s famous Chinatown. Located on a narrow side street and wedged between a gift shop and an employment agency, the three-story building was also the Black Dao Triad headquarters.
No one took notice of the three men walking toward the restaurant with purposeful strides. The sun was setting, casting long shadows on the street, and people, both tourists and locals, were thinking about dinner.
Rhee wasn’t thinking about food, though. In his suit and silk tie, he looked like an annoyed businessman or perhaps a crime lord. Muhn and Seonwoo flanked him, their eyes constantly alert for threats.
They entered the restaurant, made their way through the dining room and into the kitchen. A flight of stairs in the back of the kitchen led upstairs. None of the restaurant’s employees attempted to stop or speak to the trio. Most of them were Chinese illegals and knew better than to get involved with Triad business.
At the top of the stairs, Rhee and his men turned right and walked toward a door flanked by two Triad foot soldiers. Both men — known as 49s in the Triad — were taller and weighed more than Rhee, but that didn’t concern the major.
One of the 49s stepped forward, hand raised. He said in Chinese, “The Mountain Lord doesn’t wish to see anyone.”
Rhee’s jaw tightened. “He will see me,” he replied in the same language.
“No excep—”
Rhee drove a spearhand into the enforcer’s solar plexus, followed by a short, hard uppercut to the 49’s chin, snapping the thug’s head back. As his opponent staggered back, Rhee spun and slammed a sidekick into the man’s chest. The 49 flew back until he hit the door hard.
As the thug slid to the ground, Rhee unholstered his Baek Du San pistol, a North Korean copy of the Czech CZ-75. “I will speak to the Mountain Lord.” His voice was slow and hard as he pointed his pistol at the second guard. He cocked the hammer. “Or I step over your dead body and speak to him anyway. Your choice.”
The door opened, and Cho Lee, the Triad’s White Paper Fan, or senior administrative officer, stood there. He was pale with short hair and glasses, also wearing a business suit. He looked down at the 49 on the ground, then back at Rhee. “Is there a problem here?”
“I want to speak to the Mountain Lord.”
“We’re busy.”
With sudden speed, Rhee stepped forward and slammed his pistol’s butt between the second 49’s eyes, staggering the Triad member. The North Korean’s hand snapped back and forward again, striking the enforcer on the right side of his face with the Baek Du San’s barrel. The Triad thug half-spun into the door frame, breaking his nose, then slumped to the ground in a daze. Rhee’s pistol snapped up to point at Lee. “I want to speak to Hong.” Lee’s expression of annoyance didn’t change, but Rhee could see panic deep in the man’s eyes.
From inside the room, Hong said, “Let him in. The sooner he speaks, the sooner he leaves. But only him. His men remain outside.”
Rhee turned to his men and said in Korean. “Stay here. If I am not out in ten minutes, come in, kill everyone, then execute Plan D.” Muhn and Seonwoo nodded, their eyes as hard as their leader’s. Seonwoo consulted his wristwatch as Rhee walked past Lee and into the room.
The conference room equaled any Fortune Five Hundred company’s board room. Running the entire width of the building, the room featured paneled walls, with a Chinese motif across the chairs, table, paintings and standing screens. The table was long and wide enough for a dozen people, and sat perpendicular to the door. On the opposite wall, double doors, flanked by a window on each side, led to a balcony overlooking the street. The air was heavy with the aromas of food and cigar smoke.
The ten men and two women in the room watched him approach the conference table. Rhee immediately identified three of them as servants from the restaurant. Out of the others, the eight men sitting at the table he also dismissed as not important. Hong, the man he wanted to talk to, occupied at the head of the table to Rhee’s right.
Rhee holstered his pistol. “Gentlemen,” he began in accented English.
“Your rudeness is intolerable!” one of the men snarled. Rhee looked at the man. Kuang Lieh was the oldest person in the room. He was the Triad’s Incense Master, the man responsible for overseeing the group’s traditions. Unlike most of the others present, Lieh didn’t hide his dislike of Rhee.
“We have things to discuss,” Rhee said.
“Can it not wait?” Hong asked. He was trim and lean, a practitioner of the Hung Gar style of Kung Fu. With trimmed iron-gray hair and a round face, Kuan-Tai “William” Hong projected himself as a simple businessman, but Rhee knew that was a facade.
“It cannot.”
Hong looked at the servers. “Get out,” he said harshly in Chinese, “and do not speak of this to anyone. Go!” Once the servers were gone, Hong looked at a heavy-set man sitting to his right. “We need two new guards for the door.” The man stood and went over to a phone hanging on the wall, picked up a receiver and barked several words of Chinese into the handset. Then he hung up and walked back to his chair.
Hong looked at Rhee. “Would you like to have a seat?”
Rhee shook his head. “I will not be here long enough to become comfortable. There is a problem we must discuss.”
“That explosion near the Financial District this morning?” Lieh demanded. “Or the sniper attack on pier about the same time? More policemen died today, and the mayor has already promised to find out who did it!”
“Kuang,” Hong said. “Let the major speak.”
Rhee nodded. “While it is true that there were a couple of incidents today, neither your men nor mine can be tied to either scene.”
“What about the four dead ‘suspected terrorists’?” Lieh demanded.
“More of the same type that died last night. The Americans will look for something that doesn’t exist.” Rhee looked around the table. “One incident eliminated a loose thread that might have caused a problem, while the other was designed to keep the authorities off-balance. However, I will say that the Americans have moved faster than I expected. I believe that the people who rescued the DEA agents last night were a U.S. mercenary assassination team.”
The heavy-set man sitting next to Hong snorted in disdain. “You watch too many Hollywood movies. There is no such thing.”
Rhee shifted his eyes to him. Unlike most of the men in the room, he considered Meng-hau Cheng dangerous. He was the Triad’s senior Red Pole, the chief enforcer for those times when violence was needed. Cheng returned the stare, and unlike Lee earlier, there was no fear in his eyes.
“Then you are a fool. At the pier, my men were chased by men in suits who easily eliminated the four men acting as security for my team. At the hotel, they escaped a trap that should have killed them.”
Lieh scowled. “That is thin evidence.”
“Enough!” Hong’s tone cut through the growing tension in the room. “While I doubt Major Rhee’s claim of a mercenary team is real, it is possible there is a team of agents from Washington, D.C. John Casey is in town, supposedly to discuss anti-terrorist matters with the local leaders.”
Rhee nodded. “In any case, I think it’s time to bring the main lab on-line and discontinue the test lab.”
“Is that wise?” Lee walked over to a chair and sat. “There are still a few things that have to be finished.”
“The test lab is too exposed,” Rhee replied. “I think it should be closed down now.”
“I have a dozen men guarding the lab at any one time,” Cheng countered. “And our friends inside the police department will let us know if there’s a raid coming.”
“Like they warned us about the rescuers last night?” Cheng opened his mouth, then closed it slowly and nodded.
Rhee glanced about the table. “This operation is vital to both you and my country. The main lab is in a safe place, known only to you here in this room and a few of my most trusted personnel. Once the lab begins production, the Americans will be helpless to stop the spread of the drug.”
“You are poking a sleeping dragon with a stick,” Cheng said darkly.
“Which is why I wish to consolidate all project operations at the new lab. With your permission, I will pick up the materials and the chemists from the test lab tonight and take them to the new facility.”
“What about the slaves?”
Rhee waved a hand dismissively. “We have no need of them anymore. The new site has enough slaves, and I do not wish to transport any more to the site.”
“Very well.” Hong looked at Cheng. “Inform the warehouse guard that Major Rhee is sending a team to pick up the material and people.” Cheng didn’t look happy, but he nodded. Hong looked at Rhee. “Satisfied?”
Rhee nodded. “We will be done before midnight.”
“Good. I will have my people move the slaves out of the warehouse tonight. They’ve sat in one place for too long. Anything else?”
“I have resources looking for the American mercenaries. I suggest you do the same thing.”
“You can’t believe him!” Lieh shouted.
Hong settled deeper into his chair. “Under the circumstances, it’s a good idea. While I don’t believe there’s an American black-ops team, it would be prudent not to take chances.” He looked at Rhee. “Anything else?”
“That is enough for now.”
“You could have called.”
“The Americans have ears everywhere. I do not use the phone unless I have to.” He bowed slightly. “I will leave now.”
Rhee turned and walked out of the room. Muhn and Seonwoo were waiting for him, as were two new 49s guarding the door. Without a word, Rhee’s men fell in behind him and they exited the building.
#
Once outside, Rhee’s car, a dark sedan, rolled up and stopped next to them. Rhee got into the back with Seonwoo while Muhn took the front seat, next to the driver. Night had fallen, and the bright lights left many shadows, Rhee’s preferred time of day.
Once the car was underway, Rhee took a cell phone, one of three he was carrying, and called a number from speed dial. It rang twice before someone answered in Korean. “Yes?”
“Our hosts have allowed us to consolidate our assets at the new location. Begin the move now.”
“Yes, sir.”
Rhee hung up and pocketed the phone. “Sir?” Seonwoo asked. “Do you think these American mercenaries are dangerous?”
“They have already shown some skill.” Rhee pursed his lips while he appeared to think about this. “Luck has been on their side, too. How soon can phase two of Righteous Blade be implemented with our own men?”
“Day after tomorrow. What about the shock troops?”
Rhee snorted. “I have a mission for them.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

San Francisco
12:51am
The warehouse was close to both the South Basin and Candlestick Park, less than two miles south from the site of the pier ambush. Two stories tall, made from block and corrugated steel, it was surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with three strands of barb-wire and with installed privacy slats. It sat alone, surrounded by bare ground for several hundred feet in every direction except to the southwest, where a public housing complex was undergoing renovation and expansion. The team had studied satellite shots of the property for most of the afternoon before settling on a plan.
The two OUTCAST team vans ran without lights and rolled to a stop on a dirt road fifteen hundred feet northeast of the warehouse. Both drivers wore night vision goggles. They parked their vehicles and killed the engines. On a word from Tanner, the teams climbed out and took up positions around the vans. All wore black BDUs, Dragonskin armor with armored knee, elbow and shin pads, watch caps, and had their faces darkened with camo paint. All were outfitted with hands-free communications equipment.
Since this was a “Black Op” — an operation done without the knowledge of local law enforcement agencies — the team carried an alternate weapons loadout. Instead of their HK MP5s, each member brought a Colt Commando with attached M-203 grenade launcher. The HK SOCCOMS were replaced with SIG-Sauer P229 pistols chambered for .40 caliber rounds, and all but Danielle carried combat knives. Normally, they would all have flash-bang grenades, but if the warehouse was a drug lab, the chances of a chemical explosion were too great should a grenade detonate inside. Instead, Team Able — Tanner, Naomi and Stephen — carried half-a-dozen M576 Buckshot Rounds for the M-203s. Team Bravo — Liam and Dante — had three M406 HE and five M651 CS rounds, as they were staying outside.
The night was overcast, the first wisps of fog beginning to form. A few outside lights were on in the target compound. They observed the property for five minutes in silence. Then, Steven, Naomi and Dante remained on watch while Tanner, Danielle and Liam went to the back of the second van and opened its rear doors. While Danielle took out a tablet and booted it up. Tanner and Liam produced a strange looking device from the van’s cargo area.
A friend of Tanner’s had recently started a drone manufacturing company, and Tanner, in return for a six-figure investment in the company, received several drones for the team’s use. The one they had utilized over the pier the night before, dubbed the Night Wasp, was the size of a laptop. This one was larger, about the dimensions of a small bookcase. It had six rotors spaced out around a hexagonal frame and stood three feet high. An HD camera was mounted side by side with night vision and infrared cameras, and all three were mounted under the central housing. The placement allowed the cameras to move 360 degrees on the vertical axis and 180 on the horizontal. The drone sat on three legs with wide feet, and was matte black in color.
Unlike the Night Wasp, this one, dubbed Night Cobra, had the ability to carry extra payload in the form of a dozen grenades in radio-controlled adjustable clamps attached to the central housing. Tonight, the Night Cobra was loaded with a mix of flash-bang, smoke and tear gas canisters. From the back of the van, Danielle could control which grenades were dropped and when. Intended for sale to police agencies, the Night Cobra was designed to give law enforcement the high ground in any situation.
“All right,” Danielle said softly, staring at the tablet screen. “I have green on all clamps. Remove pins.”
Liam and Tanner pulled the grenade pins, the clamps keeping the arming levers in place. “Still green,” Danielle said. “Stand back.”
Once the pair was clear, all six rotors started up, the electronic hum barely audible even from a few feet away. Slowly, it lifted into the night sky.
Tanner watched it disappear, then touched his radio. “OUTCAST Prime to Striker: Cobra is airborne.”
“Copy, Prime,” Vessler returned. Her team, a mix of San Francisco and Oakland DEA agents, was half-a-mile away from the warehouse, at the entrance of Candlestick Point State Recreation Area, across the street from Candlestick Park. “Standing by.”
It took the drone less than a minute to cover the distance between the team and the warehouse. “Over the target now,” Danielle said, her eyes never leaving the tablet’s screen. After a few seconds, she added, “No one outside the fence. I have six men outside the warehouse. Two by the gate, two on the southeast side near those sheds, and two patrolling the fence line.”
“Entry points still good?” Tanner asked.
“Looks like it. You definitely don’t want the southeast end of the compound — any driver coming around the curve from the stadium will see you in their headlights.”
“The other drone ready?”
Danielle tapped the tablet screen. “Yes. Cobra’s in a holding pattern over the compound.” She reached into the van and took out the smaller drone. In seconds, it was also disappearing into the dark sky.
“Prime to team, let’s move.”
#
Ten minutes later, the team was moving across the open field in single file, staying low and relying on their night-vision goggles to see what lay ahead. An eight-foot tall rise prevented them from viewing the objective except for the warehouse’s second floor, but it also meant the guards on duty in the yard couldn’t see them.
“No change,” Danielle said softly. She was monitoring both drones’ cameras — the Cobra over the warehouse and the smaller Wasp over the vans, its sensors able to warn Danielle if someone approached the vehicles.
The team reached the rise without incident and low-crawled up the slope until they could see the warehouse. Tanner took out a tablet and stared at the scene from the Cobra’s point of view. Between them and the fence was more than two hundred feet of clear land. From the rise, they could see the lights surrounding the compound, the largest lighted area in sight. Through their night vision goggles, they could make out some detail on the three loading bays, with stairs and a door on the left end of the loading docks. The bays were empty of trucks, but the Cobra’s camera showed a few vehicles parked near the fence.
Tanner looked over at Liam and Dante. “Bravo Team,” he subvocalized, his radio carrying the words to both men. “Get going.”
“Bravo copies,” Liam replied. He and Dante moved left, staying behind the rise.
Tanner transmitted again. “Able to Watchdog: How long before Blackout’s ready?”
“Blackout’s ready now,” Danielle replied.
Tanner smiled. “Copy, Watchdog. Wait for my word.”
“Copy.”
They lay there silently for ten minutes, Tanner monitoring the screen while Stephen and Naomi scanned their surroundings through their NVGs. Finally, Liam breathed over the radio, “Bravo to Able. In position.”
“Able to Watchdog. Execute Blackout in ten ticks.” Tanner slipped a buckshot round into the breach of his grenade launcher. Naomi and Stephen also loaded their launchers.
“Copy. Blackout in ten, nine, eight….”
As soon as Danielle said one the lights inside the compound blinked once and then cut out. Tanner surged to his feet, followed by Naomi and Stephen. They raced over the rise and headed for the fence at a full run. As they got closer they could hear Chinese and English shouts from beyond the fence.
Their objective was a tree next to the fence’s north corner. As soon as they reached it, Tanner and Stephen stopped and dropped to one knee, each covering one side of the tree. Without slowing, Naomi reached the tree and started climbing. Once she was higher than the fence, she moved out onto an overhanging limb. Through her night vision goggles, she could see the guards running around with flashlights, but none were near her. Below her was an open patch between two cars. She rolled off the limb and dangled for a few seconds before dropping to the ground. She crouched next to one of the cars and unslung her Commando. “Three’s in.”
Twenty seconds later, Stephen dropped to the ground next to her, and thirty seconds after that, Tanner was with them. Looking over the car’s hood, they could see the guards clustered near the loading docks, their flashlights bouncing around, showing flashes of them and the weapons they carried.
“Bravo to Able,” Liam transmitted. “Go.”
“Let’s move,” Tanner subvocalized. The three started moving toward the warehouse.
#
From their location hidden behind bushes inside the warehouse fence line near the eastern corner, Liam and Dante watched Able Team dash across the space between the fence and the warehouse. Because of the darkness, none of the guards, all armed with an assortment of rifles and machines guns, saw them.
They had crept to the part of the fence overgrown with brush and weeds, cut their way through the fence with wire cutters, and slipped in. They would guard Able Team’s back.
The door on the loading docks flew open and another man stepped out, a large flashlight in his hand. He shouted something at the guards and they split up, four of them heading for the fence, while the apparent guard captain and the last two men headed for a small building next to the warehouse. Meanwhile, Tanner and the others reached the loading docks and crouched behind a dozen wooden pallets stacked up in one of the truck bays until the guards had scattered. Once that happened, the three OUTCASTs headed for the loading dock.
“Watchdog to Prime,” Danielle said over the radio. “Two Tangos are back at the gate, two more are making a sweep to the southwest, and the last three have gone into a shed, probably to start the generator. Estimate you have about twenty seconds to get inside before they get power back up.”
“Copy,” Tanner replied.
Liam saw Able climb onto the loading dock, move to the door and slip inside. “Watchdog,” he radioed, “Able’s inside. Keep me apprised of all Tango movements.”
#
The warehouse was pitch black when Tanner lead Naomi and Stephen into it. They heard a few shouts in both English and Chinese and saw the flickering of flashlights. Stacks of crates and pallets stood twenty feet inside the loading dock doors, a wall of wood and plastic-wrapped boxes forming a barrier against anyone looking inside the warehouse. There were several aisles separating the crates and pallets into rows. Tanner sub-vocalized, “Stay to the right. We’ll take the aisle on the end.”
Tanner took the lead, Naomi to his right, while Stephen covered the rear. They moved at a fast walk, silently gliding across the concrete floor. They progressed quickly around the corner and down the aisle. Tanner had gone only twenty feet before he noticed the pallets and crates ended, replaced by closely-spaced bars. He slowed, holding up a hand to signal the others to stop. He moved forward and peered through the bars.
He was looking into an eight foot by eight foot cage — wide enough to take up the whole width of the aisle. Tanner’s eyes widened behind his NVGs when he got a clear look into the cage. “My God.”
Half a dozen people occupied the small enclosure. Most were lying on the floor, apparently asleep, but a couple sat against the bars, heads down. A couple looked small enough to be children and when Tanner knelt and looked at the nearest person, he saw a middle-aged Asian man, wearing rough clothing and asleep. He studied several more, seeing the same thing — Asians in rough clothing, all looking thin and tired.
Tanner rose and signaled the others to move forward. He looked down the aisle and saw identical cages in rows. “Able to Watchdog,” he subvocalized. “Contact Striker and tell her we have people in cages, probably Chinese illegals.”
“How many?”
“At least a hundred. They may be more in—”
The lights overhead flickered on, and from somewhere on the other side of the warehouse, Tanner heard a generator crank to life. He lifted his night vision goggles away from his eyes just as the lights came on to stay. There were still dark areas, but there was enough light for them to be seen by a Triad gunman who walked out of the closest cross aisle.
He shouted a warning in Chinese and started to bring up his AK-47, but Naomi and Stephen were faster. The man was struck by both bursts of 5.56mm rounds. He stumbled into the cage next to him, spun and dropped boneless to the floor.
“Move!” Tanner barked. “Second floor!”
There was a set of stairs ahead and to the right along the wall. Tanner ran for it, followed by Naomi and Stephen. They head shouts and running feet from elsewhere in the warehouse. An alarm went off, flooding the air with its shrill sound.
“Able to Bravo,” Tanner breathed. “Execute Dunkirk, repeat Dunkirk.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

“Copy, execute Dunkirk,” Liam returned over the radio. The lights were now on, making it easier to see the guards. He raised his Commando and fired at the closest so-called 49. The five-slug volley caught the man in the chest as he turned toward the warehouse. As the man went down, Dante shot a second Triad soldier with the same result.
They moved out of the bushes and angled toward a pile of rusting steel. Gunfire from near the cars and shouts chased them the last ten feet to cover. Several bullets ricocheted off the steel as the two dove for cover. Liam rose to his knees, pointed his Colt in the direction of the enemy’s location and fired off several controlled bursts. “Bravo to Able. Dunkirk underway, one-third complete.”
Behind him, Dante was on his feet, firing his submachine gun in the same direction as Liam. There was a scream, then silence. Liam glanced though the opening he was using as a firing port, but saw nothing but another body lying on the ground near the cars. “Fifty percent complete.”
“Able, Bravo!” Danielle’s voice was strident with urgency. “Two cargo trucks just turned onto your street from the northwest. They’re heading your way fast!”
“Doesn’t sound good,” Liam muttered.
“Two Tangos running for the gate,” Danielle continued. “The trucks are slowing and they’re opening the gates!”
“Definitely not good. Five, see the fourth Tango?”
“Yeah,” Dante replied, changing his Colt’s magazine for a full one. “Behind that white BMW.”
“Cover me. I’m going to move to that dumpster over there.” Liam motioned to a dark blue garbage bin thirty yards to the right and front of their position. “I can cover the loading dock from there.”
“Right.”
Liam got to his feet and crouched. “Ready… Now!” He sprinted for the dumpster as Dante fired a long burst at the BMW. The front tires exploded and the car sagged as the passenger’s side suddenly acquired a dozen 5.56mm bullet holes.
Dante stopped short of firing his entire magazine, and waited, his weapon poised. As he expected, the 49 quickly popped up from behind the car, his rifle seeking a target. Dante pulled the Commando’s trigger and the guard went down, blood splattering the BMW’s hood as he fell onto it.
“More Tangos!” Danielle said. “Confirm ten to fifteen new tangos are getting out of the trucks!”
Liam dove for cover behind the dumpster. He wrinkled his nose at the smell as he slipped a CS round into his grenade launcher. “Bravo to Able,” he said, switching magazines. “We’re about to have company!”
#
Tanner hit the stairs at a full run, taking the steps three at a time. Naomi and Stephen followed a few steps behind him, covering their flank and rear. Around them, the shouts of guards were joined by yelling from the awakened prisoners.
“Copy, Bravo,” Tanner said. “Keep them busy.”
Half way up, two gunmen appeared at the top of the stairs. Tanner’s finger tightened on the M-203’s trigger. A score of 24-grain metal pellets ripped into the 49s, shredding them. One fell backwards, but the other dropped his rifle and fell forward, sliding down the stairs face-first. He came to a stop half a dozen steps above Tanner, forcing the OUTCAST leader to shift to his right, closer to the wall. A hail of bullets went through the space where he had been, missing him by inches.
Tanner reached the top of the stairs. He brought the Colt up to his shoulder and swung it in a sixty degree arc, looking for targets. Naomi cleared the stairs two seconds behind him and dropped to one knee, covering another sixty degree arc. Stephen was next, spinning to cover the stairs and the other sixty degrees that wasn’t warehouse wall.
The second floor was free of cages and divided into two halves. To the right was a storage area with large blue plastic barrels lined up on shelves and more shelving behind them holding other supplies. To the left were a series of large plastic sheets attached to steel frames anchored to the floor, making it difficult to see more than a few shadows. A freight elevator was set into the far wall.
They moved toward the supplies. As they reached the first set of shelves, a Triad gunman stepped into view, finger tightening on his shotgun trigger. Tanner was quicker, stitching the shotgunner with a four-bullet burst to the upper chest and throat. As the 49 fell, the shotgun roared, sending its load of shot over the team’s heads.
“Crap.” Naomi read the barrel’s content labels. “Phenylacetone… N-methylformamide… sodium hydroxide… Definite meth material and enough to make a sea of it.”
“The lab must be in there.” Tanner pointed to the plastic wall. He loaded another buckshot round into the 203’s breech.
“Let’s go.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Liam pulled back as bullets pinged off the side of the dumpster. He took time to switch magazines, then picked up his radio. “Watchdog, we’re a bit pressed here!”
“Striker is three minutes out,” Danielle returned.
Liam leaned out long enough to fire a cloud of bursts at the Triad gunners, then pulled back. “We don’t have three minutes!”
The dozen Triad gunners were stymied in their first attempt to enter the warehouse through the loading dock, and Liam saw the dead 49s on and around the dock to prove it. He and Dante had each fired a CS round at the Black Dao gunners, but a light wind dissipated the tear gas faster than Liam had hoped for. Each side had stalemated the other, but there were too many 49s and more than one way to get into the warehouse.
As if she could read his mind, Danielle said, “Watchdog to Able and Bravo. I have half a dozen Tangos heading for the front of the warehouse.”
Liam muttered a curse, then said, “Watchdog, drop some flash-bangs and CS on them! That should slow them up!”
“Copy,” Danielle replied. “Repositioning Cobra.”
Liam leaned out from the dumpster just enough to see a 49 step into the open. He fired a short burst with his Commando and smiled grimly when he saw the gunman drop his rifle, spin and fall.
“Bravo to Able. You guys playing games in there?”
#
Tanner grinned mirthlessly. The walls muffled the gun battle outside, but they still could hear it. The three moved down a corridor created by the lab’s plastic walls and the warehouse walls. Tanner was at point, Naomi behind him and Stephen trailing, guarding their rear.
“Yeah, we’re playing a game called ‘find the chemist.’ Status?”
“Tangos are blocked for the moment, but there’s a lot of them. Some are headed for the front door. Watchdog’s playing strong safety with them.”
Tanner heard a couple of loud bangs over the radio. “Flash-bangs and CS canisters away,” Danielle said. “It’s slowing them, but not for long.”
“Copy,” Tanner said. “If—”
A thin Asian in a cheap suit, carrying a Daewoo K2 assault rifle, leaned into view around a support pillar twenty feet ahead of Tanner. “Down!” Tanner snapped, dropping to one knee and triggering the 203. Another blast of lethal lead slammed into the support pillar and 49 behind it, leaving scars in the pillar’s concrete and the gunman’s left arm and right hand a bloody mess. He screamed and pulled back behind the pillar.
Tanner ran forward, covering the distance in five strides. Just as he reached the pillar, the gangster stepped out, his face a mix of pain and fury. Before he could bring his rifle up, the OUTCAST leader slammed into him with his shoulder, knocking the smaller man off his feet. As the combatant hit the ground, Tanner’s foot lashed out and the steel-toe boot caught the Triad gunner under the chin. The 49’s head snapped back, striking the floor with enough force to make a loud cracking sound. The thug went limp.
“Able to Bravo: Status?”
“We’ve got their attention for now, but we’re burning ammo quickly. Don’t dawdle.”
“Copy.” Tanner looked ahead and saw a freezer curtain, thick strips of plastic used in commercial walk-in freezers and refrigerators to keep cold in. Tanner dropped his Colt so it dangled from his sling and pulled his pistol.
“Naomi: with me. Stephen, stay here and cover our backs. If there’s trouble, call out.”
“Right.”
Naomi pulled her own pistol and followed Tanner through the curtain. The first room was contained a few bare steel tables, the type used in commercial kitchens. In one corner were stacked a couple of blue barrels like the ones in the storage area. Another set of freezer curtains led to the next room. Naomi glided to the barrels and took the top off of one. “Empty,” she mouthed to Tanner.
Tanner nodded and pointed to the next chamber. The heavy plastic made it difficult to see what waited beyond. The crept toward it, their SIGs pointed at the entrance. Using hand signals, Tanner counted down from three, then burst through the curtain.
Tanner went high and to the right, while Naomi went low and left. Another empty room greeted them. Unlike the first room, the tables weren’t empty, but full of chemical equipment — burners, flasks, flexible tubes, and stands. It reminded Tanner of a high school chemistry class. Another set of freezer curtains on the other side of the workspace led to still another room.
A thump from the far side of the lab alerted the pair. Tanner signaled Naomi to go left, while he went right. The moved through the tables, eyes scanning for trouble. There was a scuffling noise and someone in a lab coat stood and ran for the other exit. Tanner intercepted the figure, a gaunt Asian man with thinning hair and glasses. His eyes widened and he squawked in fear. He tried backpedaling, but his feet went out from under him and he landed on his back.
Tanner pointed his pistol at him.
“No shoot! No shoot!” the man cried out in accented English, his hands up in a gesture of surrender. Tanner noticed that under the lab coat, his clothes were same rough fabric of the prisoners downstairs.
“Who are you?” Tanner demanded.
“I am Lo Jun. No shoot!”
“What are you doing here?”
Jun’s words were rapid-fire from fear. “Triad force me to work here. My wife, my son, downstairs. Others downstairs.” He tapped his chest. “I teach Chemistry in China. I say wrong thing at wrong time, and decide to leave China with family. But I and family Triad prisoners, force me to work here, making drugs.”
“Any other workers here?”
“No. Lab shutting down. I am alone to make sure things are safe.”
“We’re looking for Dr. Mori. Do you know where she is?”
The chemist nodded. “Yes she was here, but not now. Koreans take her — five, six hours ago. Said they were moving her to new, safer place.”
Tanner looked at Naomi, then back down at the fearful chemist. “Did they say where?”
Lo Jun shook his head, then his eyes widened. “Wait! One say he hoped Dr. Mori like the smell of horses. That help?”
“How many guards are there on this floor?”
Lo Jun frowned. “Two outside.” He motioned toward the wall. “Three in there.”
Tanner felt the attack more than heard it. He dropped to one knee, Naomi half a second behind him as the wall exploded in a swarm of bullets. For the next few seconds there was nothing but the sound of breaking plastic and glass as the lab equipment was wrecked by a torrent of lead.
They waited until the gunfire died away, then rose, their pistols aimed at the ruined wall. Tanner saw movement in the next room and fired twice. Both slugs punched through the wall and into a 49 who was trying to reload his AK-47. The gunman dropped.
Naomi fired, her rounds flying through one of the large holes in the plastic walls and finding the chest of a second Triad thug. The man dropped his AR-15, took a step back, then collapsed.
Tanner spun and dropped to one knee as the third Triad gunman came storming through the freezer curtain, an Uzi in his hands. Tanner fired first, three .40 rounds slamming into the 49’s chest and neck, changing the man’s direction of movement and sending him stumbling into a table. He tried raising his Uzi, but Tanner fired again, the last shot striking the 49 in the right eye and blowing out the back of his head.
For several seconds there was silence, then Lo Jun asked in a quivering voice, “Who are you?”
“The good guys,” Tanner replied. He motioned to the shattered wall. “What’s over there?”
“Packing and storage rooms for the finished drugs. But not much there. Koreans take most when they take Dr. Mori.”
“Stay there.” Tanner moved into the next room, checked the bodies, then swept both it and the storage room beyond. He returned after a minute. “He’s right,” he said to Naomi. “Only a couple of Red Ice crates left in the storage area. Assuming the empty pallets were the same size, they could have taken upwards of five hundred kilos.”
“We have to get out of here.” Naomi motioned to Lo Jun. “What about him?”
“I stay,” the Chinese chemist said. “Family is here. I stay with them.”
“All right,” Tanner said. “Find a place to hide for now. There’s a police team coming in to seize the warehouse. When they get here, surrender and ask to speak to Agent Vessler. Tell her everything you can remember about the setup in here, about Dr. Mori, and the drugs. Okay?”
“I do that.”
“Don’t touch any guns.”
“I won’t. I am good chemist, bad soldier.”
#
Tanner and Naomi raced back to the entrance, where Stephen crouched behind the support pillar. “No luck?” Shah asked.
Naomi shook her head. “Missed her by a few hours.”
Tanner spoke into his radio. “Able to Bravo: We have a strikeout, repeat, strikeout. Retreat now.”
“Better hurry, Able. Striker is thirty seconds out. We’ll make sure the back door is open.”
Tanner holstered his pistol, slipped another buckshot round into his Commando’s grenade launcher and started running, Stephen and Naomi right behind him.
As they reached the top of the stairs the freight elevator doors opened and four 49s came charging out. Stephen fired first, followed by Naomi and Tanner. Three of the enforcers went down in bloody heaps, while the fourth quickly changed course and threw himself back into the elevator.
Tanner turned back to the stairs, but a storm of bullets slammed into the staircase, setting off enough sparks to remind Tanner of a Fourth of July fireworks show. A ricochet grazed his cheek, the hot metal burning his skin.
“That way’s out.” Naomi looked around. “So is the elevator, and there’s no place to hide up here.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“Able to Bravo, we have a problem.”
Liam pulled back behind the dumpster. Bravo Team’s marksmanship had whittled down the Triad numbers, but the bullet-riddled dumpster was now only being held together only by rust. Not to mention the smell was no reason to hang out, either. “What now?”
“Stairs are covered and the only other way down is elevator.”
“We’re still playing Tango Tag.”
“Watchdog, does Cobra have any venom left?”
“Affirmative. Do you want them crying, blind or confused?”
“Crying and confused. Dump everything but the smoke on Bravo’s playmates. Bravo, once your playmates are busy, I want you to make a door for us and hold it.”
Liam frowned. “Doesn’t sound like a good idea.”
“No time for good ideas. Striker’s coming in and I don’t want to tangle with friendlies. Watchdog, when we’re clear of the building, drop the smoke between us and the warehouse and recall Cobra and Wasp.”
“Copy Able,” Danielle said. “Striker is coming down the street now. Dazed and crying in five, four, three, two…one!”
Explosions lit up the area over the Triad gunmen, some loud and bright, others releasing clouds of thick white smoke. Shouts and screams replaced gunfire as those who weren’t stunned by the flash-bangs were hit by CS gas.
Liam grinned. “Five, stay where you are and cover me. Once I’m inside, move to my current location and cover our exit.”
“Copy, Two,” Dante returned.
“Bravo to Able. Okay to use an M406 on the truck doors?”
“Go ahead. The prisoners are behind crates and pallets.”
Liam slipped an HE round into his grenade launcher.
“Fire in the hole!”
He raised his Commando, sighted on the middle truck door and fired. The grenade slammed into the door at an angle, ripping it apart. Liam removed the spent round, loaded a CS round and raced for the still-smoking door.
#
The truck door disintegrating took the defenders inside by surprise. A group of 49s who had been working their way to the bottom of the stairs were in front of the door when it exploded, the pieces of steel and wood acting like a massive shotgun blast that left them as grisly corpses. The shooting stopped as the remaining gunmen tried to comprehend what had happened.
Tanner launched himself down the stairs, landing on the fourth step and grabbing the rail with one hand long enough to steady himself. He raised his Colt and directed quick bursts into distracted 49s. Naomi and Stephen ran past him. Naomi stopped half a dozen steps below Tanner and raised her submachine gun. As soon as she opened fire, Tanner started down the stairs and passed her. In the meantime, Stephen had reached the landing and added his fire to Naomi’s.
Tanner leapt the last three steps, landed on the ground floor with both feet, spun and pointed his Commando in the cages’ direction. No targets were in sight, but he didn’t relax. The prisoners were huddled in the furthest corner of their cages.
“Bravo to Able,” Liam said over the radio. “I’m at the door. Get a move on!”
Two Triad gunmen appeared twenty yards in front of Tanner. He fired multiple bursts, driving them back into cover. Naomi and Stephen ran past him, heading for the door.
Naomi stopped at the corner, spun around and pointed her Commando in Tanner’s direction. “Go!”
Tanner whirled and ran for the door. He raced past Naomi, past Stephen who was covering the next row over, and headed for the truck door. Liam was there, covering the outside. The sounds of shouts and gunfire could be heard from the far side of the warehouse.
“Striker to OUTCAST!” Vessler’s tone was urgent. “We’re making entry!”
“Copy! We’re extracting and using smoke!” Tanner hopped over the side of the loading dock, landing on the ground. He pointed his submachine gun back into the warehouse. “Three and Four, go! Five, head for the extraction point! Watchdog, drop the smoke!”
Naomi and Stephen followed Tanner out the truck door, leapt off the dock and ran for the fence. Liam followed them a few seconds later. Out of the night sky, smoke canisters fell, filling the area between the team and the far side of the warehouse with thick white smoke. Tanner ran after them.
Dante was already at the hole he and Liam had cut in the fence. Five minutes later, the team was through the fence and running into the darkness. Behind them, the gunfire at the warehouse had ceased.
Danielle was waiting for them outside of the vans. “DEA is securing the building right now.”
Tanner issued commands over his mic. “Dante, Stephen: get the drones into the vans. Nay, Liam: you’re driving. Dani, monitor the police bands.”
Two minutes later, both vans merged into the light nighttime traffic on the main road.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Nob Hill
3:15am
Norman Kwan sat in the living room of his home, an open bottle of scotch on the side table next to him. He’d loosened his tie, taken off his shoes and cradled a half-filled glass of the liquor. The room was mostly in darkness, and at this time of night the house was quiet. His wife was in New York on business, adding to the silence, while his grown children were off on their own.
He’d never wanted to be a spy, but the state had decided he would become a Reconnaissance General Bureau agent, so a spy he became — starting at the age of ten. Trained by the 225th Bureau in espionage, and drilled relentlessly in state dogma, he had been smuggled to Taiwan when he was eighteen, given the name of Norman Kwan, and enrolled in the National Taipei University of Business. He graduated with a master’s degree in international business and then spent several years working in a North Korean front company. There, he helped funnel money and goods into his homeland before being tapped for a major mission — infiltrating the United States.
In this capacity, he spent fifteen years building up his import-export company. He became a U.S. citizen, married a lovely American woman, had three children, and became a leading voice of business in the city. By then, he knew that his leaders, had lied to him about everything. If he could have, he would have told the Kims to take their “worker’s paradise” and stick it up their asses. He enjoyed his life here, where food wasn’t rationed, where he could say and read anything he wanted, and where the government didn’t watch his every move and word.
Of course, it wasn’t as simple as that. He still had family in North Korea, brothers, sisters, parents, and several nephews and nieces, all one step away from being arrested and thrown into one of the prison camps the Kims and their toadies kept for those who disobeyed their whims. It didn’t matter if they were innocent; the state believed in family guilt, the actions of one tainting the entire family, and it would be three generations before any of the family saw the outside of the camps, assuming they survived long enough. Part of Kwan’s training took him to some of those camps and he had seen firsthand what happened to those who opposed the state.
So it was that when Pyongyang ordered him to run for an open seat on the Board of Supervisors for the City and County of San Francisco, he had no choice. He’d tried to run a lackluster race, but his opponent bungled his campaign so badly that Kwan still beat him handily. At the victory party, he’d received a message written in Korean congratulating him, with a picture of his brother as a reminder of the consequences of failure.
He won reelection several more times, and was elected President of the Board of Supervisors in the most recent election. He was now the second most powerful city official after the mayor. Pyongyang’s demands were constant and straightforward; the status of the military bases in the area, even the closed ones, federal anti-terrorist plans in the city, U.S. navy fleet movements through San Francisco, and any other information the People’s Republic thought could be important.
But it wasn’t just the spying. It was a stream of demands for various items that were taken for granted here but were extremely rare in North Korea. Hollywood film and porn DVDs, liquor, electronics such as MP3 players and large-screen TVs, and other luxuries were demanded of him. People in North Korea were starving and what were the Kims and the country’s elite doing? Living well, eating well, watching programs forbidden to most of his countrymen, and generally doing what they accused America and her allies of being — arrogant, self-centered, and petty.
Despite all the demands, Kwan felt comfortable enough in his dual roles as spy and politician. He gave his superiors what they demanded, most of which was public source or easy to buy. He didn’t know what plans they had for him, but for now he was content to follow orders.
He was so deep in thought that he didn’t detect Rhee’s presence until the major said in Korean, “You are a disgrace.”
Kwan’s head snapped up, fear and surprise quickly replaced by anger. “What are you doing here?” he hissed in English.
“I came for an update on the task I gave you.”
“You gave me twenty-four hours.”
“Things are moving faster than I expected. What have you found out?”
Kwan downed the rest of his glass’ contents and set it down next to the bottle. “I met with Casey briefly this afternoon. I asked him about reports there was a CIA hit team in the city and I demanded he tell me the truth.”
“Did he?”
Kwan snorted. “Of course not! He told me there was no CIA team in town, as they are forbidden to act inside the U.S.. He then said that he was here to brief the mayor and the Board of Supervisors, and nothing more.”
“I see.” Rhee’s expression was ice cold. “Did the police make any headway at the pier?”
“The feds took over — FBI, DEA, ATF. The SFPD is only assisting now. The investigation is being managed by D.C., and they are not releasing information yet.”
“I thought you were an important leader.”
Kwan shrugged. “Important city leader. My power base is here in San Francisco, with some pull at the state level, but zip at the federal level.”
Rhee tilted his head. “There is a U.S. senator retiring soon, is there not?”
Kwan nodded. “Two years.”
“Excellent. For right now, do you know where the mayor will be tomorrow?”
Kwan pointed to the dining room. “I have her itinerary on the table.”
Rhee strode to the dining room table and picked up a sheet of paper. He walked back into the living room, stood next to the lamp that was on and read the paper. When he was finished he looked up at Kwan. “Where will you be when the mayor visits the DEA office?”
“There’s a Board of Supervisors meeting at the same time. I will be there.”
“Good.”
“What’s so good about it?”
Rhee smiled coldly. “It is time you took on more responsibility, sachon.”
Kwan felt his stomach twist when Rhee called him cousin. “What do you mean?”
“You don’t need to know. I—”
Something in Rhee’s coat pocket buzzed. The major scowled and plucked a cell phone from the pocket. “Ne?” He listened for a few seconds, then said, “I want a full alert at the ranch! I will be out there shortly. Did the doctor and the shipment make it? Good. You have your orders — carry them out!”
He put the phone away, then stared at Kwan. “The Americans are becoming a problem. They attacked an important facility tonight.”
“Any of our people hurt?” Kwan asked, though the words felt bitter as he uttered them.
“Aniyo,” Rhee replied. “It was only Triad jang-gae, no one important. But the Americans missed destroying our plans by a few hours. They seem to know much.”
“They must have a spy inside the Triad.”
Rhee frowned, but nodded. “It is the only thing that makes sense. I must see to a few things. For now, do not deviate from you normal schedule. You are a vital part of the fight against American Imperialism. Now you will begin your rise to heights where you can help the state the most.”
Kwan felt his stomach twist again. “Of course, Major.”
Rhee left as silently as he had come. Kwan waited a few minutes, then searched the house, but Rhee was gone. He locked all of the doors and returned to the living room. He reached over and poured another glass of scotch.
“Goddamn jongpuk,” he muttered.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Ninety miles Northeast of San Francisco
6:46am
The new Red Ice lab was located in the heart of the state’s historical Gold Rush territory. Less than ten miles from Sutter Creek, the ranch’s former owner had fallen on hard times due to the ongoing drought and ended up selling the property to a front company set up by North Korean intelligence.
The sun edged over the horizon as Rhee got out of the car and walked toward the house. The ranch covered two thousand acres of mostly open land. The southern half of the ranch, the part closest to the road, was flat and open, while the rear northern half consisted of low rocky hills that rose above the rest of the spread. The facilities included a covered corral next to a large barn, while a low, wide ranch house lay to Rhee’s right. The ground was mostly a dull brown, the dried grass and dirt roughly the same color. The only green came from the occasional tree that dotted the hills.
Muhn and another soldier stayed with the car. As Rhee stepped up onto the porch, the front door opened and another Asian man stepped out. He wore jeans, a flannel shirt, with work boots. He had the compact body of someone who did heavy work frequently, but his eyes in the light of the porch light were hard and cold like diamonds.
He stepped aside and bowed, then spoke to Rhee in his native Korean. “Sir, please come to see our progress.”
Inside the house, the place resembled more of an army barracks than a home. Furniture was minimal, with patriotic posters of the three Kims who had ruled the homeland for seventy years exulting the soldiers to work hard and complete their mission. Several of the front-facing windows had been turned into machine-gun posts, each with a tripod-mounted DShK heavy machine gun ready to be moved into position should the ranch be attacked.
Rhee was led to a kitchen at the back of the house. “Coffee, sir?”
Rhee shook his head. “Any problems, Myoung?”
Senior Captain Myoung Kyung-ju, in charge of the ranch, shook his head. “The supplies and chemists, including Dr. Mori, arrived as expected. According to P’il, the prisoners are behaving.”
“Where is Mori?”
“In the lab. Ryuk says the first new batch of Red Ice will be ready in twelve hours.”
“Has he learned the patbingsu formula yet?”
Myoung shook his head. “She’s still keeping it a secret.”
“What about the ammonia nitrate?”
“Slow. The Americans are regulating sales of fertilizer, and we have to be careful not to buy too much from the same dealer. Also, the government is replacing the ammonia nitrate with a new formula that is not explosive. We currently only have twenty bags.”
“We need twenty times as much. We will only have one shot at causing massive casualties using this method, and I will not accept any excuse for delay of this stage.”
“Understood, sir. I have located four storage facilities within a hundred miles where there is fertilizer in sizable quantities. With your permission, we will raid one of them tomorrow night.”
Rhee shook his head. “No, we will raid all four of them tomorrow night. We will have only one chance to secure ammonia nitrate. After that, the Americans will get wind of our plan and crack down. They will not allow us a second chance. Better to have too much of the fertilizer than too little. What about the other items?”
“The trucks are rented. The other ingredients required to make the bombs have already been secured. Everything is in the barn.”
Rhee smiled. “Excellent. I’m going to the lab.”
“Now? Breakfast is nearly ready.”
“I will eat when I come back. I will not be here long.”
“Of course sir.”
#
The tunnel was in the basement, accessible by a hole dug in one corner. The tunnel itself was narrow, only six inches wider that Rhee’s shoulders, and the height of the tunnel would have brushed Muhn’s head. Wooden support frames were spaced every twenty feet, from which hung bare bulbs that illuminated Rhee’s path. Despite its dimensions, the tunnel was straight and level and the walls, floor and ceiling were smooth.
Less than two minutes later, the tunnel opened into a small underground room twice the width of the tunnel. In the center, surrounded by a waist-high barricade of sandbags and protected by a shield was a DShK heavy machine gun pointing down the tunnel. The two guards, each wearing a set of plain brown fatigues, stood and snapped to attention.
“Where is Captain P’il?” Rhee asked.
“Control center, sir!” one of the guards replied.
Rhee nodded and walked past the machine gun nest into the next tunnel, a short one that took him to the adjacent chamber, a barracks for eight of the base’s thirty-two man security force. The four guards sitting around the table came to attention as soon as Rhee entered the room. He nodded and walked around the table and into yet another tunnel on the other side.
The next area was a natural cavern the size of the first barracks Rhee had lived in. The ceiling was twenty feet overhead, and unlike the man-made tunnels, the walls and floor were rough and unfinished. Stalactites and stalagmites reduced line of light to only a few yards throughout most of the chamber.
Rhee knew that myriad tunnels, somewhat hidden among the cavern’s layout, led from the main space to other parts of the facility. Rhee ignored the tunnel hidden in the shadows to his left, knowing it led to the escape shaft, and instead proceeded through the spacious cave, following the worn path made by others. He found the passage he wanted and soon found himself in the heart of the hidden base.
The central chamber was almost the same size as the main cavern, but unlike it, it had been entirely excavated by the hundred or so imported slaves. This area acted as the central hub for the complex and the dozens of people who lived here. Tunnels branched off to staff quarters, storage areas, a generator room, the prisoner holding areas, and most importantly, the Red Ice lab.
Rhee spotted P’il in the doorway of the security station. The captain turned and saluted. “Major Rhee.”
Rhee returned the salute. P’il Min-hyuk was large for a Korean, a full head taller and broader than Rhee, with a shaved head, a flat face and hard, cold eyes. Rhee didn’t like the base’s guard commander. He and his men were drawn from The Ministry of People’s Security’s kwalliso camps, where those who had betrayed the state were kept prisoner and forced to atone for their crimes. P’il was in charge of the lab’s security and the slaves.
“What brings you here, sir?”
“I want to see Dr. Mori.”
P’il looked at a clock over the door. “She is working in the lab now. Is there a problem?”
“For her, yes. She is still refusing to reveal the patbingsu formula.”
“My specialists could get her to reveal it. They have experience in that sort of thing.”
Rhee shook his head. “As a last resort. She is still necessary for Uiloun Gyeoul to succeed.”
The captain nodded. “Let’s go talk to her.”
The lab represented the most sophisticated technology in the entire base, larger and more modern than the test lab at the warehouse. Sets of lab benches were engulfed by glass beakers, flasks, burners, tubes, and other equipment Rhee didn’t recognize. The floor was tiled, gleaming white in the overhead lights. At the far end, the wall was lined with steel racks loaded with plastic drums and jugs of hazardous liquids.
Rhee, followed by P’il and two guards, each wearing an industrial-grade filter mask, entered. There were a dozen people in the room, also wearing masks. Four were P’il’s guards, standing in the lab’s corners, wearing respirators and armed with Type 56 assault rifles, clubs, and cattle prods. Five were political prisoners unfortunate enough to have a background in chemistry, distinguished by the leg manacles and collars they wore. On the other hand, Rhee knew, they may not be alive at all were it not for their special skill sets.
The last three were the professional chemists. Mori turned to look at them as they entered, and even from across the room, Rhee could discern the fear in her eyes. She spun away, placing her hands on the counter to support her weight.
Rhee walked over to her, motioning Ryuk and Chung away from the woman. “I will ask you once again. Give us the patbingsu formula, Dr. Mori. Give it to us, and we can end this farce.”
With a scream muffled by the mask, Mori spun toward him, quicker than Rhee expected, her fist aimed for Rhee’s throat. Rhee blocked the fist, but had to hop backwards to avoid the kick aimed at his groin. He sidestepped Mori’s second punch, grabbed her extended arm with one hand and delivered a stunning backfist to the side of her head.
Before the chemist could recover, Rhee was behind her, her trapped arm yanked hard up against her back, while Rhee’s other arm was barred across her throat. “Now, now, Doctor,” Rhee said in a chiding tone. “Losing your temper is never a good thing, especially with me.”
He tightened his arm across her throat, just enough to constrict her windpipe. “I still need you alive.” He looked at P’il. “I think the good doctor needs some rest.”
The security commander signaled for two of his men to come over. Rhee released his hold on Mori and shoved her toward the guards. “Confine her to her room. Half rations from now on.”
Mori spun toward Rhee, but before she could do anything, the guards grabbed her. “You won’t get the formula!” she spat. “I’ll die first!”
Rhee shook his head. “It is only a matter of time. I can either break you now, or I could wait until we locate your daughter and trade the formula for her life.”
The chemist’s eyes widened in fear. “You wouldn’t!”
Rhee’s face held an expression that said, Oh really? “Why not do it the easy way? Give me the formula now and I will call off the search for your daughter. But if we have to find and take her from whoever is protecting her, you will find the price for her freedom that much steeper.”
He flicked his hand toward the door. “Think about it in your room, Dr. Mori. My people are closing in on her. It may only be hours, minutes, before we have her.”
A stunned Mori was escorted from the lab and then Rhee turned to Ryuk. “She still hasn’t revealed anything about the patbingsu formula, not even partial details?”
Ryuk shook his head. “Nothing.”
“How much patbingsu is there?”
“About a kilo and a half.”
“I’m taking all the finished patbingsu with me.”
“Of course.”
“In the meantime, continue making Red Ice.”
P’il frowned. “Begging your pardon, sir, but I do not understand the urgency in the situation. When we run out of the patbingsu, it is not like we have to be out of business.” He waved an arm at the elaborate facility before continuing. “Why not just kill her at that point and go back to making normal meth?” Ryuk also took on an expression of interest as they both looked to Rhee for an answer.
Rhee directed his icy gaze at P’il. “Because the Red Ice is more potent and brings a greater return on the street. One kilo of Red Ice is currently four times more profitable than crystal meth.”
P’il shrugged. “So why not make four times the meth?”
Rhee’s stare was unwavering, his tone even as he answered. “Because the Marshal’s orders were clear; we are to flood America with Red Ice. We will bring the country to its knees.”
P’il nodded, acquiescing at the mention of their supreme leader. “Of course.”
Rhee relaxed a bit, glad to continue on with the business at hand. “Captain, keep a close watch on Dr. Mori. She may do something stupid to protect her daughter, such as try to kill herself. Once I have the patbingsu, I am going back to San Francisco to start stage two of Operation Bam Beulleideu. I want the first Red Ice shipment ready to ship by this time tomorrow. We have people waiting for it, and I do not wish to disappoint them.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

San Francisco, California
10:55am
It was a weary group of people who filed in to the DEA’s conference room. Liam and Naomi immediately headed for the coffee machine in the corner. The only two people who looked fully awake were John Casey and George Glimsdale.
After the raid, the team had returned to their hotel for some much needed sleep, a shower and something to eat before heading to the DEA office. Casey, who had a suite in the same hotel, met them for breakfast, but had refrained from asking them about the mission of the warehouse, preferring to wait until the more secure setting of the meeting.
Yesterday’s incidents were all over the news. The sniper attack had wounded three police officers, one critically, but the pursuit of the suspects had cost three SFPD officers their lives and left another in critical care. The bomb at the hotel had killed three and injured another fourteen. San Francisco Mayor Nicholle Pagliei had spent forty-five minutes at a press conference railing against the federal Government, the DEA, FBI, and the DHS for ‘endangering the citizens of the city with high-handed and foolish actions.’ There were already a few reporters outside the building, looking for answers from the federal law enforcement agencies located inside.
After Naomi and Liam distributed cups of coffee to the rest of the team, Vessler walked in, carrying an even larger mug of high potency brew, followed by Choi, who closed the door behind him. They took a pair of empty seats and nodded to the others.
Casey, at the head of the table, said, “Good morning everyone.”
“It is morning,” Liam said, sitting down next to Tanner. “The good part is debatable.”
The former FBI director shrugged, leaned back in his chair and looked at Vessler. “Maybe you can bring everyone up to speed on the current situation at the warehouse?”
Vessler glanced down at a sheet of paper in front of her, then looked up around the table. “We have sixteen bodies in the morgue, all Black Dao Triad members. An additional nineteen Triad members are under arrest, seven of them seriously wounded and currently in the hospital.”
She looked at Tanner, who sipped his coffee before replying. “We missed Mori by several hours.”
Vessler nodded. “Fortunately, by the time we showed up the Triad scum were too shell-shocked to put up much resistance. We seized one hundred and ten kilos of finished Red Ice, enough supplies to create a couple thousand kilos of meth, 110 Chinese nationals, including your friend the chemist, and enough stolen electronics to open up a store with.”
“Score one for the good guys,” Liam said.
Vessler folded her arms and stared at Tanner. “Now tell me, what the hell happened in there? A couple of the bodies look like they were fed through a meat grinder.”
“We met with some resistance,” Tanner said. “I told you we weren’t there to arrest anyone.”
Vessler sat bolt upright. “I’ve got other agents asking me what happened! What do I tell them, the government has a black ops team who got there before us? I need some sort of official answer!”
Casey interjected, “Tell them a mercenary team hired by the family tried to rescue Dr. Mori. Neither they nor you knew of the others’ presence, and they retreated when the DEA showed up. We’ve been in contact with the Mori family in Japan and they will back up the story.”
“The defense will have a field day. They’ll claim the mercenaries planted the evidence.”
“They can try, “Tanner said, “but the entire warehouse is evidence, with a hundred witnesses to testify to who was guarding it. No jury is going to believe a cry of planted evidence, even if we had planted any, which we did not. No need.”
Vessler leaned back in her chair and rubbed her temples. “I still don’t like the idea of having your team running around like a bunch of cowboys.”
Liam’s expression looked pained. “We are far from cowboys. It stopped being a law enforcement issue when Rhee and his men showed up. They’re fighting a war — a war you’re not prepared for. We are.”
Tanner leveled a steady gaze on Vessler. “You just worry about building the case against the Black Dao. Leave Rhee and the North Koreans to us.”
Vessler dropped her head to her chest for several seconds, then looked up. “I need some air.” She stood and left the conference room.
After the door closed behind her, Choi leaned forward. “Please forgive her. She hasn’t slept more than four hours in the last three days, even before the pier raid. She’s running on fumes.”
“I’ll order her to get some rest,” Glimsdale said.
Naomi rose. “Let me talk to her. I know her.”
Both Tanner and Glimsdale nodded. Naomi got up and followed after Vessler.
“Tanner, what’s your next move?” Casey asked.
“We’re looking at several more targets. I want to put pressure on Hong and the Triad leadership. If we can get them to stop supporting Rhee, we can make it harder for Rhee to move the Red Ice.”
Danielle looked up from the laptop on the table in front of her. “I’m still working through the records, but I’ll come up with a list of Black Dao businesses. We’ll chose a few and hit them.”
Glimsdale raised an eyebrow. “Hit them?”
“Best not to ask,” Casey said.
“I won’t.”
“Rhee will respond,” Choi explained. “If he’s as much of a fanatic as you say, he will push back, and in a high profile manner.”
Tanner nodded. “I don’t think Rhee is here merely to supervise the Red Ice. The ambush at the pier, the explosion at the hotel, and the sniper attack indicate to me that he’s here to cause mayhem on a larger scale than flooding the U.S. with a new drug. Intel indicates he has about thirty Special Forces soldiers under his command. That’s a whole lot of potential trouble.”
Casey agreed. “But he still needs Hong and the Triad to get the Red Ice into the illegal drug distribution network.” He looked down the table at Glimsdale. “Is there anyone else locally that Rhee could go see if his relationship with the Black Dao goes bad?”
Glimsdale pursed his lips and thought for a second. “Local players include the Russian mob, but they’re not likely to deal with Rhee. Most of the others don’t have the resources Hong does. The Mexicans would never deal with him — they seem him as a threat. If Rhee wants new allies, he’s going to have to branch out. Los Angeles would be the obvious choice, but that’s the Mexican drug cartels’ turf. If Rhee tries forcing his way into their markets, there will be all-out war, and he knows it.”
“Which is probably why Rhee is doing what he’s doing,” Liam chimed in. “He’s going to show the Mexicans how tough his army is by taking on the entire country. If the might of the U.S. government isn’t going to faze him, the Mexican cartels won’t either.”
Dante nodded. “Especially since the North Koreans don’t have families to target while the Mexicans do, and the Koreans don’t mind collateral damage in the form of innocent bystanders.”
Glimsdale glanced at his watch. “I have the mayor due in at any moment for a briefing about the recent wave of violence. As you can imagine, she’s under a lot of pressure from the police union and her political opponents to do something.”
“Which means the DEA is under pressure from the mayor’s office,” Choi added.
“I’ll brief her,” Casey said. “I can shift most of the public focus onto the federal investigation.”
Glimsdale nodded and looked at Choi. “If Sarah doesn’t want to give the DEA briefing, will you do it?”
“Of course.”
Casey looked at Tanner. “Your team better make itself scarce in the meantime. I’ve already had the Board of Supervisors President asking if there’s a federal black ops team in town, and definitely don’t want to have to explain to the mayor what OUTCAST is, okay?”
Glimsdale shook his head. “Don’t be too hard on the Board president. Kwan’s good people. He’s already announced that there will be a member of the Board of Supervisors at each police officer and DEA agent’s funeral. He’s always been a strong supporter of the police and federal efforts against crime. He’s faced off against Pagliei more than once when she’s wanted to cut funding to the police department.”
Tanner stood, followed by the other members of his team. “Gentlemen, we need to do some planning. If you’ll excuse us.”
#
Naomi caught up with Vessler in the building’s lobby. “Vess, can we talk?”
Vessler exhaled slowly, but didn’t stop walking. Naomi lengthened her stride to keep up with her. They passed through the security checkpoint that led outside, each woman displaying their federal ID badges to the security guards. Naomi noticed a group of people and two news camera teams on the plaza, observed by a pair of uniformed security guards positioned to keep the reporters away from the front entrance. A light rain drizzled, wetting the ground and forcing a few people to hurry along or produce umbrellas.
Vessler turned right and walked down the sloping sidewalk bordered on the left side by a six-foot wall, on the right by a railing, the exit to the underground parking garage beyond that. Naomi matched her stride for stride, their footsteps echoing between the wall and building. The wall ended and Vessler headed for a small seating area surrounding a triangular patch of grass.
Around them the city bustled, some of the noise reflected by a tall stone wall between them and the main entrance. People filled the sidewalks, cars and trucks slogged through the intersections as the traffic lights directed. The surrounding buildings towered above them, making them feel as though they occupied a private nook in the heart of the city.
When Vessler put her foot on a bench, Naomi sensed it was time for the conversation. “Spill it, Vess. Something’s eating you.”
At length, Vessler said, “I’m tired. Not just of this case, but of the job in general and the scum I deal with day in and day out.”
“You’re a damned good agent,” Naomi said.
“Not good enough to keep eight DEA agents and a dozen SFPD officers under my command from the grave.”
“You didn’t know what you were walking into.”
Vessler turned toward her friend, her eyes blazing with anger. “I should have!”
Naomi put a hand on Vessler’s shoulder. “You’re going through a rough patch right now.”
Vessler shook her head. “It’s not just the last couple of days. I’ve been a DEA agent for fifteen years, and I’ve seen more suffering and wasted lives in those years than a dozen people will see in a lifetime. I’ve busted drug dealers with a tenth-grade education, gold-plated AK-47s, two hundred thousand dollar cars, and three million-dollar mansions.” She closed her eyes for a few seconds. “I’ve seen more money in one place then you and I will ever make in three lifetimes, just waiting to be picked up and taken away. I’ve poured my heart and soul in this job, and what do I have to show for it? Not a damn thing.”
“You’re a good agent.”
“Not good enough. The bad guys are winning. When we take one down, another pops up to take their place like some twisted whack-a-mole game. I’m tired, Nay. Tired of not stopping the drugs, tired of watching people get rich on other people’s misery, watching the wasted lives, and seeing that no one giving a damn. Or worse yet, calling to legalize it like that bitch Pagliei.”
“You’re thinking of quitting?”
“After this, yeah.”
“And do what? You’d be bored as a civilian.”
“I don’t know. Maybe teach at a college, or transfer to another federal agency, maybe go into the private sector as a security consultant.”
“Vess, when was the last time you had a vacation?”
“Been a couple of years.”
“When this is over, why don’t you and me take some time off and head for the Caribbean? Tanner has a deal with a friend of his to let us use a villa in the Bahamas whenever we want. We can party, find a couple of island men and cut loose.”
Vessler eyed Naomi. “Jamaica? Warm sand, drinks with umbrellas, nude sunbathing?”
“And more.”
Vessler smiled. “Count me in.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Naomi noticed four men standing on the sidewalk near the intersection, thirty feet away. All were Asian, wearing long coats against the cool rain. The four looked like they were discussing something, but as she watched, they would stop and look around, then go back to talking. They passed a piece of paper around, each man peeling a skin patch from it and applying it to his wrist.
Alarm bells went off in Naomi’s mind. She glanced around. She felt Vessler’s arm stiffen under her hand. “What’s wrong?” the DEA agent whispered.
“Four o’clock, four Asian males in a cluster.”
Vessler nodded, then moved her head casually from head side to side, as if to loosen a stiff neck. “See them. You thinking what I’m thinking?”
“Trouble? Do they wave targets of opportunity here?”
They both turned away from the men. “Besides the federal building?” Vessler motioned her head toward Polk Street. “Credit union over there, and the building across Golden Gate is nothing but state offices.” She exhaled slowly. “I’m thinking the credit union. Both the federal and state buildings have heavy security and armed law enforcement officers all over the place.”
Naomi took out her phone. “I’ll call Tanner.”
He answered on the second ring. “What’s up? Vessler feeling any better?”
“Still working on that. But speaking of feelings, I have one of those feelings right now that says now would be a good time for you and the rest of the team to come out and meet me.”
Tanner’s tone became more focused. “Anything solid?”
“Not yet, but the feeling’s strong.”
“We’re on our way down.”
“Okay, meet us near the Polk Street side of the building.” She hung up and pocketed the phone. “They’re coming.”
Just then, Naomi noticed three cars, a limo bookended by a pair of sedans, come down Golden Gate Avenue, cross over Polk Street and roll past the federal building. All four Asians stopped talking and watched the cars roll by.
“Oh, joy,” Vessler said sarcastically. “Her High Honor the Mayor, Nicholle Pagliei has arrived.” She motioned to a news truck following her. “Showboating bitch.”
All four Asians turned and strode past the women, ignoring them and heading up the sloped walkway to the federal building’s front entrance. As they passed, something about the way the men’s coats hung on their bodies warned Naomi that they were armed. “Vess—”
Vessler turned slowly, her hand moving toward her pistol. “I noticed. Trouble confirmed.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Johnny Liao considered himself a member of the new breed.
He’d grown up on the streets, with no father and a mother too busy drinking herself into oblivion. By the time he was fourteen he was leading his own street gang, but he always wanted more. He rejected joining one of the Triads — relics of the past that wanted his unreserved loyalty in return for some crumbs of the pies. Even the Black Dao and that fossil Hong wanted years of bowing and scraping in order to get power.
Screw that.
Liao wanted power, wealth and women, but he wanted them now. Lots of people did, but the difference between them and Liao was that Johnny was willing to do something about it, and a little thing like the law was not about to stop him.
When a Mr. Rhee had offered him a chance to carve his own empire, he had agreed and brought his whole gang in with him. They were given clothes, weapons, a place to stay, and of course some drugs, including samples of a new high called Red Ice. There had been friction with members from another gang, but Ko Lee and his boys had been almost wiped out at the pier, leaving Johnny Liao as the go-to guy for Mr. Rhee.
Now the right-hand man, he wanted this done right. He had arrived at the ambush site— the plaza in front of the federal building — a couple of hours before. After spending fifteen minutes walking around and looking at the scene from every angle, he decided to keep it simple: four of his men would come in from Polk Street, while he and three others would approach from Larkin Street behind the mayor’s party. They would hit the target in a crossfire while they were out in the open. Ten seconds of full auto and run. By the time the feds got their act together, Liao and his team would be a couple of blocks away, weapons dumped, nothing more than faces in the crowd.
Right now Liao and Jimmy Wong were inside a small donut shop across Larkin Street from the federal building. Norman Chung and Daryl Lee were across Golden Gate Avenue, inside a coffee shop. All four were armed with compact submachine guns — two Ingram model 11s, a Spectre M-4, and Liao’ Uzi. Over on Polk, Billy Ko and three others, armed with Skorpion machine pistols and a pair of MAC-10s, also waited. All eight men were dressed in dark business suits with long overcoats against the light rain and to hide the firepower.
Through the store window, Liao saw the target coming into sight, along with two security cars and the mayor’s limo, pulling into spots reserved for screening deliveries to the federal building. Liao watched as three men in suits got out of each escort car. Four stood on the sidewalk, establishing a security zone while the other two bodyguards met at the back door of the limo. While one watched the surroundings, the other opened the limo door. A young man in a suit exited first, opening an umbrella as he did so. He turned back to the limo and held the umbrella over the door, allowing the target to come out.
No one would ever accuse Mayor Nicholle Pagliei of being beautiful. She was a hatchet-face woman in her mid-50s with gray-blonde hair cut in a pageboy style, thin framed, wearing a charcoal-gray pantsuit. She said something to the aide carrying the umbrella, and they began walking toward the federal building. The six-man bodyguard team fell in around them, skirting a short wall and walking up a sloping walkway toward the front door. A news van stopped long enough to let a reporter and cameraman team out before driving on. Other media crews already on the plaza immediately gravitated toward the approaching politician, shouting questions as they clustered around her.
Liao knocked back the rest of his coffee and then nodded to Jimmy Wong. Both took out a small piece of paper, peeled off the skin patch stuck to it and slapped it over the right wrist, where the veins ran. Almost immediately, the world sharpened and a surge of confidence flowed through them. Wong, eyes sparkling as the drug’s euphoria hit him, stood and rapped his knuckles on the table. “Let’s do this!”
They strode out of the cafe like two men on top of the world. Looking like nothing more than a couple of businessmen, they stood at the corner, waiting for the light to change. Chung and Lee were waiting for them when they crossed the street. By then, the target was halfway to the front door, slowed by the reporters. They started toward the building, pulling their coats back so they could access their weapons.
Before they could bring them up, gunfire from across the plaza indicated that Liao’s plan had gone wrong.
#
Naomi waited until the four suspects walked out of sight before she reached for her pistol. She took out her phone again and hit speed-dial while walking rapidly after the four. Vessler followed, pulling her own Glock-22.
“Code Omega,” Naomi told Tanner over the phone as she reached the corner of the wall. “Four armed suspects, all Asian males, heading toward the front entrance from the Polk Street side of the building. Objective uncertain, but the mayor’s just arrived.”
“Copy. ETA thirty seconds.”
Naomi leaned out and saw the four suspects halfway up the sloping path. As she watched them, they pulled submachine guns from under their overcoats. “We don’t have thirty! I’m engaging.”
“On our way.” Tanner disconnected.
She dropped her phone into a pocket, then looked back at Vessler. “Ready?”
Vessler nodded.
Naomi stepped out and raised her pistol. “Freeze!” she shouted. “Homeland Security!”
As one, all four men spun toward her, submachine guns rising with intent. Naomi aimed and fired twice, both .45 rounds slamming into one of the gunmen center mass as he raised his MAC-10. The double-tap should have knocked him down. Instead, he staggered and opened fire, his face twisted in anger.
Naomi pulled back while Vessler threw herself behind the wall, using it as cover as the corner was chewed apart by streams of slugs.
“What the hell?” Vessler gasped. “I hit the SOB twice in the chest and he didn’t go down!”
“Same here,” Naomi said. “Pretend you’re in a zombie movie — go for the head.”
The gunfire slackened and both women leaned out from cover. Naomi could see the blood all over the front of the man she had shot, but he was fumbling for a fresh magazine for his MAC-10. She aimed for his head and fired twice. Both shots punched through the gunman’s face and out the back of his head in a bloody spray. With the brain destroyed, the body dropped. A few feet away, Vessler’s target was also down from a head shot.
But the delay gave the other two time to reload and they opened fire. Both women pulled back into the safety of the wall, though the corner was obliterated as more slugs ripped through the concrete.
Naomi dropped to one knee, swung her pistol around the corner and fired twice more, then yanked herself back as another chunk of corner was eradicated by a swarm of lead projectiles. Vessler muttered a curse as a piece of concrete gashed her cheek. More gunfire echoed throughout the plaza, and Naomi realized there were more than four attackers.
So did Vessler. “Shit!” Blood streamed from the gash in her cheek, but her concentration remained intense. “Wait until they reload, then we hit them. Head shots.”
“Right.”
When the gunfire stopped Naomi charged out into the open, firing on the run. Vessler was behind her by a couple of steps and to her left, firing her Glock as fast as she could pull the trigger. The gunmen, caught in mid-reload were struck several times. Naomi’s target went down first, a trio of .45s decapitating him as he tried pointing his Skorpion machine pistol at her. Vessler’s target, also armed with a Skorpion, staggered as he managed to raise his arms to shield his head. Vessler’s .40 slugs slammed into his arms, breaking bones and causing him to drop the machine pistol. The shooter’s arms went limp, his face a frozen mask of pain and rage. He stumbled toward them, arms flailing uselessly and blood drenching his arms and torso. Ten feet from the female pair, he keeled over and laid still, copious amounts of his blood draining into cracks in the concrete.
Vessler was nearly in shock. “What the hell? These guys must be on something!”
More gunfire reminded the pair there was still a gunfight going on. Armed people charged out of the building. Naomi saw Tanner and Dante among them. She changed magazines, loading a full one into her H&K as she and Vessler ran up the ramp.
#
Tanner led the charge out of the federal building. The scene in front of him was straight out of a nightmare. A dozen bloody bodies were sprawled on the plaza, and more were still falling. Equipment including TV cameras, digital recorders, notepads and a couple of pistols were scattered around the bodies.
Three Asian men in suits and overcoats were firing into a shrinking crowd of reporters and civilians who only moments earlier had simply been going about their workday. A fourth killer was reloading his Spectre M-4.
Tanner raised his SOCOM and fired twice, striking the reloading gunman in the chest. Instead of dropping, the man finished loading his weapon, though his movements weren’t as sharp.
“Shit!” Liam yelled. “Tanner, Headshots! Shoot them in the head!”
Tanner shifted his aim and fired two more rounds. This time, the gunman dropped without a sound. By the time he shifted targets, another gunman went down due to headshots. The last attacker, swinging an Uzi and already suffering from half a dozen gunshot wounds, went down in a bloody heap as federal officers from the courthouse slayed him in a hail of slugs.
The silence that followed was sudden and startling. Tanner turned to one of the uniformed guards in a shocked state. “Call for paramedics and ambulances! Any of you with first aid experience, help the wounded! The rest of you spread out and secure the perimeter!”
“Tanner!”
He turned and saw Naomi and Vessler appear. “You okay?”
“We have four more downed gunmen over here!”
Two men emerged from the federal building. “We’re medical doctors,” one of them said. “Federal Occupational Health.” He took one look at the carnage. “Holy shit.”
“Tanner!” Dante shouted. “The mayor’s been hit, but she’s still alive!”
Tanner motioned to the wounded. “Go help who you can.”
“Paramedics are on the way!” a uniformed officer yelled. Sirens could be heard in the distance getting closer.
Tanner’s phone rang. He looked at the caller ID and answered it. “It’s bad.”
“Understood,” Casey replied. “I’m sending the head of the FBI office down to take charge. Think Rhee’s behind this?”
“All the gunmen were Asian, but they didn’t fight like trained combatants. Also, they only went down after we shot them in the head or put a dozen bullets into them. I think they were on something.”
Stephen motioned Tanner toward where he was crouched next to one of the dead gunmen. Tanner walked over and the former CIA agent pointed to the dead man’s wrist. Tanner saw the skin patch at once. “Hold on a second,” he told Casey over the phone.
“All four of these guys have one on their wrist,” Stephen said. “Either all four were trying to quit smoking at the same time or—”
“Or they’re not nicotine patches,” Tanner finished. He turned toward Naomi. “Nay, you and Vess check the men you downed. Look for skin patches on their wrists.”
“No need. We saw them put the patches on just before they attacked.”
Tanner went back to his phone. “We may have something. I’m going to need a full tox screen on every one of these attackers.”
“I’ll expedite it,” Casey replied. “You think the gunmen were on drugs?”
“That seems to be a safe bet.”
Liam walked over. “Better add the guys from yesterday’s attack on the pier for a tox screening. We had the same trouble with taking them down that we had here.”
“You hear that?”
Casey sighed. “I’ll add them to the list.”
Paramedics and EMTs were the first to arrive, followed shortly by multiple police units. More people came out of the federal building, mostly armed and uniformed federal law enforcement officers, and others wearing jackets that displayed their agencies. As the building housed offices for the DEA, FBI, U.S. Marshals and the U.S. District Court, there were plenty of armed agents on site.
Tanner signaled his people while speaking to Casey on the phone. “It’s getting crowded here.”
“Do what you need to do. Tell Agent Vessler to come back up to the office. We need to make sure we have the story straight before she gets waylaid by the FBI.”
“Understood. I’ll call later.”
By the time the Special Agent in Charge of the local FBI office took over, the OUTCAST team had vanished.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

San Francisco
7:25pm
OUTCAST assembled on the eighteenth floor of the Trans-Continental Marsh Hotel in Tanner and Dante’s suite. The view of the city was stunning, but their enthusiasm for it was tempered by the recent violence. The rain had stopped, but it was still overcast.
But the team wasn’t looking at the scenery. Instead, they were standing around a dining room table along with Sarah Vessler and Danny Choi. Maps were spread out on the table, along with printouts provided by Danielle. An air of purpose permeated the room.
The aftermath of the shooting was sending shock-waves throughout the city and they were moving out across the country, a political earthquake that would only get worse if the team failed in their assignment. In addition to the gunmen, ten people were dead — three reporters, a news cameraman, the mayor’s aide, four members of the mayor’s protection detail, and a woman who had come to the federal building to get a passport. Eight others were wounded, three critically, including Mayor Pagliei, and taken to area hospitals.
Board of Supervisors President Norman Kwan had assumed control of the city’s government. He immediately called for calm and sent out a plea for information about the incident.
The FBI was in charge of the investigation and had publicly called it an act of terror. Three of the gunmen, those who still had faces, had been identified as known criminals, but had been found not to be associated with the Black Dao Triad or any other Triad.
Tanner laid out the basics of the operation the team was planning. OUTCAST would strike several Black Dao holdings, shut them down, and leave a message for Hong: give up Rhee and his followers, or suffer even more losses.
Vessler listened, then shook her head. “Won’t work. Hong is old school. He won’t break the alliance without evidence that Rhee’s been screwing him and the Triad in some way. He’d lose too much face.”
“Rhee’s and his boys are on a rampage,” Liam said sourly. “Triads don’t like the attention or the heat, and it’s a sure thing Uncle Sam and the local law enforcement agencies are going to be bringing it in buckets.”
Tanner shook his head. “I think Rhee’s playing his own game, separate from the Red Ice operation, one that Hong isn’t involved in. The question is what game and what is his next move?”
“Chaos is his game,” Stephen said.
Dante nodded. “Yes, but for what purpose?”
“The North Koreans are still technically at war with both the U.S. and South Korea,” Choi said. “And they have the largest Special Forces in the world — two hundred thousand soldiers by some reports. They’ve been sending infiltrators into South Korea for decades. Imagine how much damage just a couple hundred of them could do to this country.”
Vessler frowned. “What I don’t understand are the gunmen today. They weren’t well-trained, but they didn’t go down easily.”
“I think Rhee’s recruiting locals,” Tanner said. “Using money from Red Ice sales to hire local thugs and finance his operations.”
Liam nodded. “Use the locals as cannon fodder, while keeping his own soldiers in reserve for important missions. Also makes it harder to pin down incidents involving him.”
“Rhee’s going to need bodies when he faces off against the Mexican cartels for control of the meth market, so it makes sense.”
Tanner’s cell phone trilled. He saw who the caller was he answered it. “Yeah?”
“I’m calling with an update,” Casey said. “I’m still here at the DEA office and I don’t plan to leave for a while. Preliminary tox screens came through — had to call in a few favors to get it done this fast — but there is definitely some sort of drug in the bloodstream of the people who tried to kill the mayor and the ones Liam and Stephen handled yesterday. And it’s the same substance in all of them. But it’s going to take days, if not weeks, to determine what drug it is. It’s definitely some form of amphetamine, but that’s all they can be sure about at the moment.”
“Has anyone asked the Mori family what she was working on?”
“No. Do you think it might have a bearing?”
“Won’t know unless we ask.”
“I’ll ask.”
“You hear anything on the mayor?”
“Nothing good. She’s still in critical condition, and if she does survive, doctors say she’ll never walk again.”
“I see.”
“I’ll keep you informed if anything else turns up. Good luck.”
After Casey broke the connection, Tanner pocketed the phone and filled the others in on Casey’s information.
Liam frowned. “Rhee and his boys could be anywhere.”
“Which is why we’re going to lean on Hong and his boys.” Tanner looked down the table at Danielle. “How is it going?”
Danielle looked up from her laptop. “Wombat and his people cracked the Triad’s database ten minutes ago. I’m waiting on the data now.”
Vessler’s eyes narrowed. “Wombat?”
“Danni knows people in the hacking community,” Naomi explained. “She’s a respected white-hat hacker. She sent out word that she needed help cracking a certain database, and a few of her people responded.”
“The Black Dao’s database?” Vessler asked.
Naomi nodded. “We’re not making arrests or opening cases. We’re looking to hit Hong in the pressure points so that he gives up Rhee.”
“And here we go.” Danielle tapped a few keys and the wireless printer on the sideboard began spitting out papers. “All the data we’ll ever need.”
Tanner nodded. “Let’s get started.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

San Francisco, California
10:35pm
William Hong’s home wasn’t located in Chinatown, but in Presidio Heights, one of the city’s more affluent neighborhoods. A brick Tudor sat behind the garage, nestled between two other homes that reflected two completely different schools of architectural design. The house was quiet and dark when Rhee, Muhn, and Lieutenant Kim Won-shik walked up to it.
The long set of stairs led up to a door set back in an alcove. As they climbed the stairs, Rhee could feel he was under observation, a sense that was confirmed when he spotted the security camera under the alcove’s overhang. Now that knew what to look for, he spotted two more cameras, one covering the street, the other on the front of the house.
As soon as Rhee stepped into the alcove, the front door opened. “Inside,” a rough voice commanded.
Rhee crossed the threshold, senses alert for trouble. Kim went left, while Muhn leaned heavily on the door, his hand close to his pistol. As Rhee’s eyes adjusted to the low light level, he saw someone step out of the shadows.
“You’re right on time, Major,” Meng-hau Cheng said. He held his hands up to show they were empty.
“Is Hong here?”
“I will take you to him.” Cheng lead them down the hall, Rhee feeling more than seeing the two 49s that fell into step behind him and his men. At the end of the short hallway was a featureless door. Cheng knocked on it twice, waited, then knocked twice more before opening it. “Three seekers from the north to see the Dragon Lord.”
A voice from inside the room replied with, “Enter, seekers from the north.”
The Koreans stepped inside, followed by Cheng and the 49s. The study was opulent, richly decorated in a Chinese motif. Rhee glanced around quickly, dismissing the opulence as nothing more than a sign of Hong’s decadence. Instead, he focused his attention on the room’s occupants.
Hong sat behind the sizable desk, anger clouding his face. Cho Lee and Kuang Lieh sat in chairs fronting the desk, and both had to turn to see Rhee and Kim. Their expressions matched that of their boss. Rhee couldn’t see Cheng’s face, but he felt the Red Pole’s glare on his back.
Cheng closed the doors and stood before them, his expression less readable than the others. Rhee glanced back at Hong. “You wanted to see me?”
“What in the hell were you thinking?” Hong’s eyes were dark and narrow. “Assassinating the mayor? Are you insane?”
“I needed to show that their success in capturing the warehouse was a fluke.” Rhee shrugged. “I don’t see why you’re complaining since none of your men are involved.”
“That’s not the point!” Lieh snapped. “There have already been calls for a crackdown on the Triads in the city! That President of the Board of Supervisors is already demanding a police task force to combat the ‘crime wave’!”
Rhee kept his expression neutral, but inside he was satisfied. Kwan was following his instructions. “What is the mayor’s condition now?”
“Medically-induced coma,” Lee replied. “Her spine was shattered and one of her lungs collapsed. She’s in ICU at Saint Francis in critical but stable condition.”
“That might be as good as killing her.”
“You can’t assassinate a major public official without consequences!” Lieh shot back. “The police have already picked up a dozen of our men unrelated to the warehouse. What do you think is going to happen now?”
“There is no evidence that the Black Dao is involved the assassination attempt.”
“It doesn’t matter. The police will see all of us guilty! We will never be able to go back to business as usual.”
Rhee put a hand up. “Enough. The police will have enough trouble in the next couple of days. The first batches of Red Ice have been produced by the new lab.”
The three Triad leaders around the desk looked surprised. “That was quick,” Lee said after a few seconds of silence.
“My people are motivated. I also suggested that the first samples be free, to encourage the market.”
Another round of surprised expressions lit up around the desk. Hong was the first to recover. “How long will it take to complete the current batch for distribution?”
“Three or four days. By this time next week, Red Ice will be on the street and nothing will stop it from sweeping across the country.”
He let the words sink in for a few minutes. “In the meantime, I need your help in another matter.” He drew several photos from an inside jacket pocket and walked over to the desk.
“I have managed to identify members of the American mercenary team that interfered with the ambush on the pier.” He dropped the prints onto the table. “There are at least five of them — four men and one woman.” He put a finger on one photo, pinpointing two women and a man. “The white woman is a DEA agent, but the black woman and the man are not. They were the ones who visited the drug dealer’s place. The three men in the other photo were at the pier and chased my people. The third photo is this John Casey and a female aide of some sort.”
Hong scrutinized the photo briefly before asking, “What do you want from us?”
“I want your contacts in the city to find out where they are operating from. Once you find out, my men will take care of them — for good.” Rhee’s eyes glittered and he smiled. “Five thousand dollars to whoever furnishes the information.”
Hong picked up the photos. “You will pay the reward?”
“Of course. In cash.”
“I will put the word out.”
“I want to leave Lieutenant Kim here to act as my liaison in this matter.”
Lieh scowled. “Liaison or watchdog?”
“I have other matters to attend to, so I will not be available for the next couple of days. Lieutenant Kim has my full confidence, and his orders will not conflict with your operations.”
Hong nodded slowly. “Very well, we will allow him to stay with us as your liaison until this threat you’ve perceived has been eliminated.”
“Good.” He stared at the three. “You see danger. I see opportunity. We are on the verge of a major event here, gentlemen, one that will bring you millions. Do not let fear override your vision. The Americans have no inkling of what’s about to hit them. By the time they do, it will be too late.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

San Francisco, California
11:53pm
The brothel was located on the edge of the city’s Cow Hollow district. It was a three-story brick colonial on a corner, listed as the Sons of The Western Gentlemen’s Social Club. Dues were five thousand dollars a month and prospective members were vetted more thoroughly than a CIA job applicant. Danielle’s research indicated there were between fifteen and twenty prostitutes in the building at any given time, mostly Asian and other illegals forced into the life. The number of powerful people who were members stymied any investigation before it could start. It was one of the Triad’s biggest money makers, raking in millions of dollars per month. The establishment sat there, confident no one would dare challenge its right to debase women for profit.
That would change tonight.
The dark sky was cool and cloudy and the neighborhood was quiet, most residents turned in for the night. Street lights were the main source of illumination, but Tanner could see that the club itself was well-lit around the outside. Heavy curtains hid the interior lights. According to Danielle, the club was heavily soundproofed to avoid complaints from neighbors.
“Able Team in position,” Tanner radioed. Both he and Liam were half a block west of the club, dressed in designer suits and overcoats, with balaclavas hidden beneath their hats. Standing on a slope, the pair of operators could see the lights of downtown San Francisco twinkling in the distance.
“Bravo Team in position.” Stephen and Dante were a couple of houses east of the club, halfway up a steep hill. Unlike Able Team, Bravo was dressed in black jumpsuits under heavy overcoats, balaclavas pulled up on their heads to reveal their faces.
“Charlie Team set.” Naomi, Vessler, and Choi occupied a cargo truck parked in a lot next to a chapel down the street from the club. Choi drove while Vessler and Naomi sat up front next to him. All three wore black jumpsuits, balaclavas on their heads.
“Base is set. Snow-out is set to go.” Danielle was back at the hotel, monitoring communications and preparing to execute remote operations.
Liam and Tanner started walking toward the club. On the way, Tanner pulled out a pint of liquor chosen for its strong smell, took a swig, rinsed his mouth, then spat out the liquid before deliberately spilling some on his overcoat. He handed the now half-filled bottle to Liam who did the same, then pocketed the now-empty bottle. They walked with a slight weave in their step as if they were drunk.
When they reached the intersection, the pair swayed as they looked at the building, picking out the security cameras they had spotted on recon drivebys earlier in the evening. Approaching the site without being seen by one of the cameras would have been impossible, which is why the team had chosen this disguised approach.
“Able to Bravo,” Tanner subvocalized, “this is Prime. Execute Snow-out.”
“Executing now.”
Part of the plan involved neutralizing the brothel’s security system and phones, both land lines and cellular. Danielle had hacked into the brothel’s wireless computer network and uploaded a virus that would delete the security programs, any recorded video, and the building’s telephone system.
“Snow-out is running,” Danielle reported. “Total network failure in ten seconds.”
Tanner and Liam started across the street, stumbling. They reached the sidewalk and headed for the front door. At the same moment, Stephen, carrying a briefcase-sized cell phone jammer, and Dante, walking quickly from the opposite direction, reached an iron gate leading into the house’s grounds.
Danielle’s voice issued over the comm channels. “Snow-out is active. All security cameras, building alarms and phone lines are off-line.”
Tanner reached the front door. “Prime to all elements: Execute.”
Dante stuck a thumbnail-sized piece of C4 into the gate lock, stepped back a couple of paces and triggered the charge. With a “pop”, the lock was destroyed and the gate sprung open. While Bravo went through the gate, Tanner hammered on the front door and started swaying as if inebriated. He waited a few seconds, then hammered on the door again, as hard as he could. Next to him, Liam also acted drunk, but one hand was in his overcoat pocket, clutching a stun gun.
The door opened and a hard-looking Asian with a weightlifter’s build glared at them. “What?”
“Hey, is Bulldog here?” Tanner asked, slurring his voice.
“No.” The doorman moved to shut the door.
Tanner stuck his foot in the doorway, putting his weight on the foot to keep the door open. “But he said he was going to meet us here! He said … There was a new girl who was so flexible!”
The doorman glared at him. “This is a member’s club, sir. You are not a member.”
“Yes I am!” Tanner yelled.” He began patting his pockets as if to look for something. “I have my member’s card right here!”
With all his attention focused on Tanner, the doorman never saw Liam take the stun gun from his coat pocket. With a quick thrust, Liam jabbed the doorman just under his ribs with the device and triggered it. Two million volts surged through the doorman’s body and he started convulsing. Waiting for a count of three, Tanner then slammed his shoulder into the door, sending the doorman reeling into the hallway. The two men surged through the door. Liam pocketed the stun gun and yanked down his balaclava with one hand. With his other, he reached under his overcoat and extracted a Ruger MP-9 submachine gun that hung under the coat by a shoulder strap. Tanner kicked the still stunned doorman in the groin while pulling out his own MP-9 and pulling his balaclava into place. The pair swept the compact submachine guns through the hallway, alert for immediate threats.
An Asian on the stairs to Tanner’s right shouted something in Chinese and reached for a pistol on his belt. Tanner fired first and the guard shuddered as several 9mm bullets ripped through his torso. He stumbled, then fell down the stairs, landing in a heap at the base of the stairs.
To Tanner’s left the hall opened onto a large room with chairs, couches, a few tables, and half a dozen people. Three were men, well-dressed and clearly customers, while the other three were women, two blondes and a brunette. One of the blondes was middle-aged and once a looker, but life and drink had robbed her of most of it. Wearing a conservative dress, she glared at the intruders. “Who in the hell are you two?”
“We be here to deliver a message,” Tanner said in an Irish brogue.
“You have no idea who you’re fucking with.”
“On the contrary, madam. We be knowing who we’re fucking with. We be fucking with Billy Hong and the Black Dao Triad.”
Tanner saw the madam’s eyes narrow. “You’d better run, you dumb bastards.”
“Not yet. First a little work to show how serious we are.”
Overhead a balcony ran the width of the house. Men and women gathered there, drawn by the sound of gunshots. Most were naked or nearly so, and they all paled at the sight of the masked men.
Tanner called up to them, gun barrel held in the air. “Ladies and gentlemen. Get down here now. If we have to come up and get you, you will not like the results.”
#
At the same time Tanner was banging on the door upstairs, Bravo team was making their entrance into the Sons of The Western Gentlemen’s Social Club.
It took Dante only ten seconds to use a lockpick gun to unlock the lower door. They pulled down their balaclavas and went through the open door, MP-9s up and pointing down the short hall. According to the floor plans Danielle had supplied, the bottom floor was the kitchen and storage, although there were a couple of rooms next to the boiler that weren’t marked and needed to be investigated.
The kitchen was large with a dozen cooks, servers, and food preparers, all male. Shouts and conversation in Chinese echoed throughout the room, backed by the strains of a singer butchering a song in Chinese. The smell of cooked food was thick and rich.
A single guard watching the kitchen perched on a stool in one corner. He stared at the two masked men for too long, too slow to react. His pistol had just cleared his holster before a double burst of 9mm rounds sent him flying back into the wall. The gunfire cut through the conversation like a knife, and every man turned to look at the intruders. One moved his hand toward a knife, but when Dante pointed his MP-9 at him, the man yanked his hand back, his glare doing what he wished to do with the blade.
“Bravo to Able,” Dante said into his radio. “Kitchen secured. One Tango down.”
“Copy,” Tanner replied. “Charlie Team, move in.”
“Copy Prime,” Naomi said. “Charlie is moving. ETA twenty seconds.”
Stephen placed the jammer on a counter, then pulled out a digital recorder, held it up and pushed a button. None of the team spoke Chinese, so there was a need to communicate with those illegals who couldn’t speak English. Vessler had a friend who spoke both fluent Mandarin and Cantonese Chinese, so he had recorded messages in both dialects for the team’s use. While the team couldn’t understand what was being said, they knew what the messages were; an appeal for those Chinese who were working as slaves to leave with the team and escape the Triad’s clutches. As they surveyed the crowd, both Stephen and Dante noticed some of the servers and a couple of the cooks perk up with interest. Many of the other kitchen staff, mostly older men, looked at the masked intruders with fear, but a couple of the others’ expressions were undisguised hate.
After the messages finished, one of the servers stepped forward, hands up. “You are here to help us?”
“You can speak English?” Stephen said.
“Yes, I took English in school in China.”
“What is your name?”
“I am Ko Chan.”
“How many of you are here are being held against your will by the Triad?”
Chan looked back at the group. “Most of us,” he said. He pointed at some of the staff. “They not held against their will.”
Stephen motioned to the dead guard near the wall. “Any more guards down here?”
“He is the only one down here all the time. There are three others upstairs.”
“All right, tell your friends who want to leave to stand over there.” Stephen flicked his MP-9 to the right.
Ko turned and began speaking rapidly in Chinese. As he did so, Naomi said over the radio, “Charlie to Bravo. We’re at the gate. Moving to the back door.”
“Copy.” Dante stepped back so he could see the open back door. In a few seconds Naomi appeared in the doorway, waving. Dante waved back.
Ko turned around. “They are ready.”
“One last thing I need you and your friends to do,” Stephen said.
“What?”
Stephen took out a pack of riot cuffs and tossed them to Ko. “I want you to restrain those people who don’t want to come along. We’ll make sure they cooperate.” He hefted his gun.
Ko nodded eagerly, then turned and spoke to the others. In less than two minutes, the remaining kitchen staff were bound by their wrists and ankles, then secured to table legs or other immovable objects with more riot cuffs. A couple of them resisted, but a few blows from Ko’s comrades ended resistance quickly. Ko looked at Stephen. “Are you here for the girls, too?”
“Yes. We have people upstairs handling that.”
“What about those in the punishment cells?”
“What punishment calls?”
“There are cells down here.” Ko pointed down another hall. “They use them for new girls or to punish girls who defy them. No food, little water.”
“Are there girls in the cells now?”
Ko nodded. “Two, maybe three.”
“Bravo to Able,” Dante subvocalized. “We have a complication. One of the staff speaks English and he’s telling us there are girls being held in cells down here.”
“Get them all out,” Tanner replied. “Then get you asses up here, ASAP.”
“Copy.”
Stephen said to Ko, “Tell your friends to go out the back door. One of my team is there. A truck is waiting at the gate. Get in it and wait.”
“Yes.” Ko spoke rapidly to the others and in a matter of seconds, the kitchen was a lot less crowded. Ko was the only one of the freed illegals remaining. “I will help you get the girls from the cells.”
“Okay,” Dante said. “Stay behind us.” Then he subvocalized into his radio. “Three, I need to guard the kitchen and the hall.”
“Copy.” Naomi appeared a few seconds later. “Go.”
Dante and Stephen moved down the hall, which was fifteen feet long, dark, and had a cold, damp feeling to it. At the far end were two jail cell doors facing each other, cold gray steel solid doors with a pair of covered slots, one at eye level, the other at waist level. A set of keys hung on a wall hook a few feet from the door on the right. Stephen snatched the keys from the hook as they went by.
They started with the door on the right. It took Stephen a couple of times to find the right key, one of six on the ring. The lock went thunk and the door opened. Dante went in first while Stephen covered him from the doorway. The cell was small, the size of a walk-in closet. Two women lay on rickety cots, dressed in crude smocks that were little more than thin rags. The smell of sweat, human waste and dampness was strong and unpleasant. Chains bound the girls’ ankles. Both women were cringing, babbling in Chinese, and shielding their faces from the newcomers they thought were their captors.
“Ko,” Date said. “Get in here.”
It took three minutes of Ko talking to them to make them realize they were being rescued. In the meantime, Stephen used the keys to unlock the cuffs and help the girls to their feet. Neither was very steady, forcing Ko and Stephen to assist them. While they helped the two girls down the hall, Date unlocked the other jail cell. A third girl lay face down on a cot, chained to the wall and wearing a smock like the others. She didn’t move when Dante entered. He reached down and felt for a pulse. He found a weak, but steady one. When he lifted her arm, it was limp. “Bravo to Charlie. Send Eight in. I have an unconscious woman here.”
Choi’s reply was immediate. “On my way.”
By the time the DEA agent appeared at the cell door, Dante had unlocked her shackles and turned her over. He turned on his flashlight and hissed when he saw the victim’s battered face.
“What?” Choi asked from the doorway.
“She’s been worked over,” Dante replied angrily. “I need you to carry her out to the truck and stay there. We have to go help Able.”
Choi lifted the slight woman into his arms. “I saw the other two when I passed them in the hall, and they looked like hell.”
“She’s worse than they are. Get going.”
#
“Bravo to Able. We’re on our way up.”
On the main floor, Tanner and Liam had separated the illegals from the ones who had been strong-armed into prostitution. The johns, madam, the doorman, and several of the older prostitutes sat against one wall of the main room, their wrists and ankles bound with riot cuffs. The freed slaves stood on the other side of the room, with Tanner and Liam standing in the doorway leading into the main hall. Tanner had forced the male clients to give up their coats and jackets, in order to cover all of the women. Tanner hadn’t heard any movement upstairs since they ordered those on the balcony to come down, but they hadn’t swept the bedrooms yet for any other occupants.
Bravo team stepped into view from a doorway under the stairs. “We’re clear downstairs.” Dante put on a Cuban accent. “Three’s waiting at the bottom of the steps, and Seven’s at the back door.”
“Sweep the rest of this floor,” Tanner said. “Two: go with them.”
The three OUTCASTs were back minutes later, along with an Asian man, his hands bound behind his back.
“Security room,” Liam said. “He surrendered quickly. Looks like the place is completely wired for video and sound — including all the bedrooms. Looks like it’s independent of the security system, which means it’s still working. Plenty of video storage space.” He held up a messenger bag. “I pulled all the hard drives. Should be some interesting viewing here.”
“You’re insane!” the madam hollered. “If you take those, not only will the Triad hunt you down, so will a lot of powerful people.”
“Shut up, lady,” Tanner said, ignoring her indignant look and turning to Liam. “Leave by the stairs for now.”
“Rest of the floor is clear,” Liam said.
“Put the guard with the others, then send the women downstairs,” Tanner ordered. “We’ll sweep the other floors. Two, stay here and watch the Madam and her guests.”
The prostitutes were hustled down the stairs. As soon as the last one disappeared through the doorway, Tanner moved to the stairs, followed by Dante and Stephen.
There were two floors above the main floor, one for the clients, and the top floor where the women lived. The sweep through the second floor bedrooms found no one, so they moved up to the third floor. They found three more Chinese women hiding in the cramped rooms, and again utilized the recorded messages to entice them out and lead them downstairs.
Once the new women were headed down to the basement, Tanner stood in the doorway and eyed the Madam. “I want you to give Billy Hong this message: We want Rhee Kyu-chul.”
“Who?”
“He’ll know who I’m talking about.”
The madam glowered at him. “You have no idea what the Black Dao will do you,” she spat.
“Hong will find out what we can do first. Remember, tell Hong that we want Rhee Kyu-chul, or we will take his entire empire down. His choice.”
He turned to the others. “Let’s move.”
#
The team retreated down the stairs, grabbing the hard drives as they went. Naomi was waiting for them and they retreated through the kitchen, picking up the cell phone jammer on the way to the back door and out the gate. While the rest of them climbed into the back of the truck with the freed slaves, Tanner hopped into the front seat. Choi put the truck into gear and the moved away from the curb. He made a right at the intersection and accelerated, putting distance between the brothel and them.
Tanner pulled off his balaclava. “Prime to all teams. Everyone okay?”
Liam answered for the group. “We’re fine. Some of the prostitutes are going to need medical attention.”
“Casey said there would be medics at the drop-off site. Vess, have you called your friend yet?”
“As soon as the last prostitute was onboard,” the DEA agent replied. “She wasn’t happy to be woken up, but as soon as I told her why I was calling, she was on her way out the door before the conversation was over. I figure she and her news team will be there in fifteen minutes.”
“I’ll make sure she gets the interviews with the prostitutes,” Tanner said. “But it’ll take a few hours to set up, and she’ll have to bring her own translator.”
“Not a problem.”
“Base: Once you get the videos we grabbed, set up an FTP site so Striker’s reporter friend can download the juicy stuff without tracing it back to us.”
“Copy, Prime.”
“Do you have the next target lined up?”
“Sure do. Finalizing the details now. It’ll be tight, but you should be able to hit it and the next one before dawn.”
“Good. I’ll contact you when we’re done delivering these people to safety.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

San Francisco
2:00am
Norman Kwan unlocked the front door and walked into his home. In the hallway, the grandfather clock rang twice, the bell sounding hollow in the empty house. He closed and locked the door behind him, then tossed the keys into the dish on the side table next to the door and walked into the living room.
He was tired. It had been a long day that had started off hard and gotten progressively worse — meetings about the recent incidents, exhaustive discussions about increasing police funding, and making arrangements to personally attend a couple of the slain police officers funerals. It had been the most sober morning he’d ever had as a supervisor.
Then the mayor’s attempted assassination destroyed the last vestiges of normality. The abrupt entry of several SFPD plainclothes detectives into his office while he was talking to the police chaplain was the first sign that the day had gone very, very wrong. His first thought was that he was finally being arrested for spying, but then the senior detective told him what happened to Nicholle Pagliei and that City Hall was on lockdown. He’d been immediately taken to a safe room, along with other city supervisors and senior administrators. They had sat there for hours, trying to piece together what had happened via TV news reports, social media posts and phone calls to anyone who might know what the hell was going on. By the time six o’clock rolled around, they were certain only of the most basic facts.
Kwan had demanded to go to Saint Francis Hospital in order to visit the mayor. The detective in charge had demurred, but Kwan, already drained and stressed out, angrily put his foot down. Seeing no way out, the detective backed down, and they had ridden to Saint Francis in a convoy of half a dozen cars and two dozen armed police officers. The ride had been long enough for Kwan to regain control over his temper, and once they arrived at the hospital, he had apologized to the detective for his earlier outburst over demanding to see the mayor.
The time at the hospital was filled with dread. Kwan had known Mayor Pagliei for fifteen years, and while her personality made it hard to like her, he respected her for her convictions. But seeing her in the bed, surrounded by monitors and IV bags, it was hard to reconcile that with the image of a tart-tongued politician who had been a force in the city for nearly two decades. After three hours, he was told to go home. Home he went to an empty house, with a police presence out front. The morning was going to be a mess — his mess. As President of the Board of Supervisors, he was now the acting mayor.
“Congratulations, Mayor.”
Kwan spun around, at first wondering who would be stupid enough to offer congratulations under such circumstances, but then he realized the words were Korean. Once he framed the speaker in that light, he recognized the voice instantly. Rhee stood there, a thin smile on his face.
“How did you get in here? Police are all over the neighborhood.”
Rhee snorted. “It wasn’t hard. I am trained. They are not.” His smile turned colder. “I didn’t even have to kill anyone.”
“What the hell did you do? The city’s in an uproar. I spent thirty minutes on the phone with the President of the United States trying very hard not to give in to his request and declare a state of emergency. What are you trying to do?”
“It was decided by the Marshal himself that it was time to increase your worth to Pyongyang.”
Kwan felt the fear form in his stomach like a mini-iceberg. The Marshal — Kim Jong-un — was seen by most North Koreans as the closest thing to a living god. But Rhee had come to realize that the current ruler was no different from his father or grandfather — brutal men who ruled with an iron fist and punished entire families if one person stepped out of line. “By trying to kill the mayor? Are you thinking at all?”
Rhee’s smile disappeared. “Are you questioning direct orders from the Marshal?”
“I am asking for an explanation. The federal government wants me to declare a state of emergency so they can come down on you and the triads!”
“The Triads are my concern, not yours. The mayor’s removal was for your benefit. It was decided that some time as mayor would look good when you run for the Senate.”
Kwan felt his knees go weak. He took a couple of steps back before he found a chair and sat in it. “That is the height of insanity! The feds will investigate everything! If they uncover any link between me and the Triads—”
Rhee smiled again. “Which doesn’t exist. There is no one who can place you or any Triad leader in the same place at the same time. You can honestly say you have never met any of them. You are safe.”
Kwan realized he was right, but he crushed the relief he felt. “What about the feds? If they do catch you, they’ll find out about me.”
“They will not catch me.”
“Why are you even here? To congratulate me in person?”
“I had hoped the mayor would die in the assassination attempt, but she is still alive.”
Kwan made a spitting sound. “If you can call being in a coma alive. Her spine’s shattered in three places. Her liver, stomach and large intestine are damaged and one lung has collapsed. It will be a minor miracle if she lives out the week, and she’ll never recover enough to hold political office again.”
Rhee held Kwan’s gaze. “Nevertheless, she needs to die.”
“Why are you—” Kwan stopped in mid-sentence as the realization dawned on him. “You want me to do it.”
Rhee smiled again. “Call it a loyalty test. You have been too long outside the borders of the fatherland, comrade. You might have forgotten who the real enemy is. It’s time to remind you.”
Kwan’s hands became fists, though he kept them by his side. “How am I supposed to kill her? She’s heavily guarded! How will I ever run for Senate if I’m in prison?”
“I doubt you’d be the first. But seriously…” Rhee chuckled at his own joke while he reached into a coat pocket and withdrew a small case. “With this. It contains a syringe with a fast-acting poison that the best scientists in the Democratic People’s Republic assure me will look like simple heart failure. Eject the contents into one of the IV bags. It’s colorless, tasteless and impossible to detect.”
He held it out. “Consider this as an opportunity to increase your standing in the world.”
Thoughts and emotions clashed in Kwan’s mind. The thought of taking the case and flushing the contents down the toilet in front of Rhee was on the heels of the overwhelming urge to either shout for help or punch the smug bastard. But the cold harsh reality was that Rhee had him over a barrel and they both knew it.
As if Rhee was reading his mind, the major said, “Remember your family here and back home. I don’t need to harm you to hurt you.” He raised the case so that it was in front of Kwan’s face. “Your choice.”
Kwan snatched the case of out Rhee’s hand. “Some choice.”
“Excellent. You have forty-eight hours. Remember your brother, his wife, your niece and nephews. Are they worth less than one person who is nearly dead anyway?” The major tilted his head. “Or maybe your own wife and children are more of an immediate concern.”
Kwan felt his stomach flip-flop. For a brief moment, Kwan considered attacking Rhee. If he could catch the man by surprise, he might be able to injure him, or maybe even kill him. But the idea died as fast as he thought of it. Rhee was a soldier, a highly trained killer, while Kwan was a spy — one who stayed in shape, but twenty years older than Rhee, with little fighting skill and no experience in combat. Rhee would kill him, kill his family, and then put his brother and his family into a prison camp.
“I have no choice, do I?” Kwan held the case in his hand. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to get over to the hospital again. I have a city to run.”
“It won’t take but a few minutes to administer. But she will die in the next forty-eight hours, either naturally or by your hand.”
“Fine,” Kwan snarled. Get the hell out of my house and never come back.”
Rhee’s smile was icy as he walked out of the room. Five minutes later, Kwan searched the house and found no sign that Rhee had ever been there.
#
Kwan sat in his home office long after Rhee left.
He kept the room’s main lights off, preferring the small desk lamp. An open bottle of scotch sat on the desktop, along with a half-filled glass. The office, like the house, was quiet and dark.
He was living a lie. It was clear the despot that ruled his homeland was living in a fantasy, too, except that people were dying for the Young Leader’s delusions, just as they had with his father and grandfather. Kwan had read everything he could to find out what he could about the American view of North Korea. He learned the Americans regarded Kims as dangerous wackos, kids with a penchant for western pop culture playing with lethal weapons, but otherwise nothing more than a minor irritation when compared to China, Russia, and the Islamic religious fanatics. To most, North Korea and the Kims were a joke, something to be made fun of.
But Kwan knew the family was not a joke. They ruled with iron fists, and there were men like Rhee who would follow their orders without hesitation, who would kill people without a second thought.
Now he was caught up in his homeland’s insane plans. He wasn’t sure why Rhee had allied himself with the Triads, but he knew it wasn’t good. But what could he do? To refuse Rhee would mean his death and that of his wife and children, as well as the imprisonment of his brother. He was trapped. He could see no way out.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

San Francisco, California
2:15am
The next target for OUTCAST was an overnight casino fronted by a 24-hour mini-market in the Ingleside Heights section. The area was a mix of small stores and two-and-three story residences not far from Route 1 and less two miles from the Pacific Ocean. From the outside, the place looked like an ordinary small business. The only thing slightly out of ordinary was the excessive security cameras. Unlike most mom and pop shops in the neighborhood with a single lens over the front door, this establishment had multiple cameras covering all approaches to the store.
Danielle’s voice came over the radio. “Base to Prime: I’m in their network.”
Standing a block west of the store, Tanner and Naomi observed the store. Both were dressed in rough clothing different from what they’d worn when they hit the brothel. As before, both wore balaclavas on their heads and weapons under their coats. In addition to the clothes, they wore gas masks around their necks under their coats. “Copy, Base,” Tanner said. “What are we looking at?”
“I count three employees, all Asian. There’s a hallway in the back that ends at a door, one man on guard, also Asian. The door is steel, with a viewport.”
“Can you access the camera system beyond the security door?”
“Negative. The system must be internal only.”
“Two to Prime,” Liam interjected. He and Choi sat in a car parked in a driveway of a house for sale a block east from the store. “I can see a couple of guys heading toward the store coming from my direction. They should in your view right about … now.”
Tanner watched two men walk into view and go inside the store. “Base, do you have them?”
“Affirmative— they’re heading directly for the back. Past the guard…knocking on the door…three long, count of three, two more, count of four, and three more. Viewport opened and guys are inside. I can see at least one blackjack table, and — door closed.”
“Got it. Five, we’re going to need the door knocker.”
In a second car, Vessler, Stephen and Dante were on the move around the neighborhood surrounding the store. “Copy that, Prime,” Dante said. “Whenever you say the word.”
“Prime to all teams, Execute.”
“On our way in.”
Tanner and Naomi stepped into the street and walked toward the store. Both had MP-9s under their coats, as well as their SIGs. In addition, each carried a large can of pepper spray and sets of riot cuffs.
“Seven to Prime: Police bands are hopping with what happened at the brothel. Major attention-getter.”
“Good. Five, ETA?”
“Thirty seconds. You should see our car lights coming toward you.”
The approaching car was easy to spot. “Right, I see you.”
The two OUTCAST members crossed the street and went directly into the store. A bell on the door rang as they opened it. One of the employees, an Asian with dull eyes and crooked teeth, was mopping the floor right in front of the door. He nodded to them and continued pushing the mop back and forth without any obvious success in cleaning the dingy gray floor.
The business had the look and the feel of a neighborhood store. There were five aisles running front to back, with a refrigerated section loaded with beverages lining both sides of the back wall. Music played at low volume, a classic rock tune Tanner remembered from his early days of college.
A counter was on the right, surrounded by thick glass, with a register and cigarette cartons on the shelves behind it. It was manned by a second Asian, a little older than the mopper, with a scar above his right eyebrow and a smile when he greeted them that didn’t reach his eyes. They didn’t see the third employee.
Tanner and Naomi went down the aisle farthest away from the register. “Base,” Tanner subvocalized. “Where is that third employee?”
“Aisle nearest the counter. He stocking and — he’s armed. Pistol at the small of his back.”
“Copy. Firearm status on the other two?”
“Cashier has a pistol-grip shotgun under the counter, and number three has his pistol in an ankle holster.”
Tanner glanced at the shelf. “Four, Five: ETA?”
“Entering the store… Now.”
The bell on the door rang again and Dante, carrying a guitar case on his back, was followed by Stephen, who was saying, “— is the better band.”
Dante shook his head. “But the Stones have been around for decades and they’re still going strong!”
“That’s the problem.” Stephen walked past Tanner and Naomi as if he didn’t know them. “They’re too damn old! Keith Richards looks like an unwrapped Egyptian mummy.”
“Seriously—”
“They’re old enough for social security!” Continuing to argue, Stephen and Dante made their way toward the back of the store.
“Two,” Tanner subvocalized. “Come on in.”
“Copy, Prime. On my way.”
Tanner nodded to Naomi and they separated, each moving over to one of the employees/guards on the floor. They did it slowly, picking up a couple of items that could be carried in one hand and be easily dropped when the time came. In the back, Stephen and Dante were still loudly debating rock bands.
“Five to Prime. In position.”
“Two to Prime. Coming in now.”
“Prime to Base. Commence Snow-out.”
“Snow-out is on in three… two… one. Snow-out active.”
Tanner and Naomi drew their pistols as Liam entered, pistol already up and pointed at the man behind the counter. As Tanner’s target made a move for the gun at the small of his back, the OUTCAST leader grabbed him by the shoulder and jammed his SIG into the base of the man’s skull. “Stop or die,” he hissed in the would-be gunman’s ear. The man froze.
There was a scuffling in the back, followed by a thud. “Door guard down,” Stephen said. “Cuffing him now.”
“Five, watch the target door. Four, come up and cuff these others.”
In less than a minute, all four Asians were restrained with riot cuffs and deposited behind the counter. The front door was locked and a “Back in Ten Minutes” sign went up in the window. All the guards’ weapons were unloaded, the ammo flushed down the restroom toilet, the weapons themselves tossed into the trash can.
While the team finished up, Dante opened the guitar case, revealing not a musical instrument, but an instrument of war. The Franchi SPAS-15 looked like a bulky assault rifle, but was actually a shotgun that could be fired either as a pump-action or as a semi-automatic. Added to the muzzle was a breaching attachment designed to help the shotgun breach a door, and the six-round magazine was loaded with breaching rounds, with one in the chamber.
They moved toward the steel door, Dante carrying the SPAS-15, the other four switching their pistols for MP-9s. In addition to the compact submachine gun, Tanner carried a can of pepper spray in one hand. The others, except for Dante, carried CS canisters.
After signaling the others to pull up their gas masks, Tanner knocked on the steel door. As soon as the view slit opened he stuck the pepper spray can in the opening and sprayed back and forth. Someone on the other side of the door screamed in pain and surprise.
Tanner stepped back and Dante moved forward. He pointed the shotgun at the door lock and fired twice. The lock and the frame around it shattered, but the door didn’t open. Dante fired twice more and this time door sprang open. Shouts and screams from beyond the doorway filled the air.
Three CS canisters sailed into the room, causing yelling mixed with coughing and the sounds of many footsteps moving away from the billowing white smoke.
“Go!” Tanner moved through the doorway, going right, his MP-9 raised at the ready. Liam was next, moving left, mirroring Tanner. The rest of the team followed, with Dante coming last, the shotgun slung in favor of his MP-9.
Inside, thick smoke was everywhere, reducing visibility to mere feet. Tanner led the way, flanked by Dante and Naomi. Liam and Stephen were five feet away to Tanner’s left. A suited man was on the floor near the door, pawing at his eyes, the butt of a pistol barely visible under his jacket. Tanner kicked him in the head and he stopped moving.
An Asian male in a suit rose from behind a table several feet in front of Tanner with a double-barreled shotgun in his hands. He was half-blinded by the tear gas, but his body language screamed defiance. “Motherfucker!” He screamed, raising the shotgun. Tanner fired first, and more than one 9mm round struck the Triad hitter in the chest, knocking him back and into another table. He disappeared into the smoke as he fell to the floor.
The team passed poker, blackjack and roulette tables as they continued deeper into the surprisingly large room. More people, overcome by the gas, lay curled up near the tables, tears streaming down their faces and breathing in ragged gasps. Chairs were overturned and items like purses and cash were left on the tables they passed.
Two more formally dressed men charged out of the gas cloud to Liam’s left. Both had wrapped cloths over their faces, though their eyes were red and swollen from the CS, and each wielded foot-long knives. They charged Liam and Stephen wailing something in Chinese. Stephen stepped back and triggered a quick burst from his MP-9 that took his attacker in the upper chest and throat. The fighter’s feet went out from under him and he fell.
Liam’s attacker was too close for the ex-SEAL to fire at. The Triad thug thrust with his knife, intent on gutting Liam with the blade. Liam used his MP-9 to deflect the thrust to the left and kicked the person in the knee with a steel-tipped boot. There was a ‘crack’ as bone, tendon and ligament gave way and the leg collapsed, dropping the knife wielder on his face. Liam slid back and fired a burst into the killer’s back.
Another door and a croupier’s cage appeared out of the smoke, which was beginning to dissipate as incoming air from somewhere began to thin it. With Liam and Stephen covering them, Dante blasted the door open with two blasts from the SPAS-15, then covered Tanner and Naomi while they darted through the doorway.
Half a dozen tables stacked with money and counting machines took up the center of the room, along with half a dozen unarmed employees herded toward the back of the space by three armed Triad gunman.
Tanner’s first blast hammered a 49 holding an AK-47, dropping him. The other two enemies dropped into cover while the employees stampeded for another door. Tanner went left, Naomi right. Both crouched and stayed low as they reached the nearest table. Both Triad enforcers reared up, one with a S&W revolver, the other with a pump-action shotgun. Gunfire from the doorway ripped into them, shredding their torsos with a dozen lethal rounds.
A moan to Tanner’s right made him swing the MP-9 in that direction. A middle-aged Asian man with thinning hair, thick glasses, and a suit lay huddled under a table, sobbing. Tanner went over and grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. “You in charge here?”
“I–I’m just an a-accountant! Don’t k-kill me! I–I-I have a family!”
Tanner hauled the man to his feet. “Where’s the manager?”
“H-he escaped!” The man’s eyes were red-rimmed from the CS gas and Tanner could feel him trembling.
Tanner leaned in and spoke close to his ear. “I want you to call Billy Hong and tell him to give up Rhee Kyu-chul. Do you understand?”
“H-he’ll kill me!”
“Hong’s going to be more worried about us than you. I suggest you call Hong, give him my message, take a vacation for a week — then find a new job. Got it?”
The captive’s head nodded like a bobblehead doll. “Got it. I got it!”
Tanner turned toward the back of the room, then back at the accountant. “Is there an exit out that way?”
“Yes. Fire exits and escape doors in case we were raided.”
Tanner released him and moved to the nearest table. He grabbed a handful of money bundles, turned and tossed them into the bean counter’s lap. “Here, for your trouble. Now, get out.”
Stopping only long enough to stuff his pockets with the money, the accountant ran out the same door the other employees had fled through.
Vessler’s voice was heard over the radio for the first time since the store operation began. “Seven to Prime, police have the call. ETA, three minutes.”
“You heard her,” Tanner transmitted to the team. “Move out.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

San Francisco, California
2:24am
George Glimsdale slept soundly, and that is what killed him.
He had spent sixteen hours doing what he could to help the FBI in the Mayor’s assassination attempt, as well as aiding Director Casey and his team of special operators. He wasn’t overjoyed at having these spooks in his city, but he also realized this was a fight with a different set of rules, with an enemy that ultimately wasn’t driven by profit, but ideology. An enemy that would kill people simply because they were Americans.
Despite being the head of the DEA’s San Francisco office, the city was an expensive place to live, and Glimsdale did his best to stay well within his means. His house was modest sized and located in an upper-middle class neighborhood, where he and his family had lived for the last five years. He had arrived home a little after midnight, eaten the dinner his wife had left him, looked in on the two youngest kids, then gone to sleep next to his wife, too tired to do anything more than murmur good night to her as he slipped into sleep.
The first realization something was wrong came when a gloved hand covered his mouth and pinched his nose shut, waking him up. As his eyes flickered open, he saw someone leaning over him. A sudden weight on his legs prevented him from kicking out. With a sudden jerk, he struggled, but then he saw and felt the cold hard muzzle of a pistol pressed against his forehead and heard the cocking of a different pistol. He stopped struggling.
“Very good,” a voice whispered. Glimsdale couldn’t see much of the man’s face because it was still dark, but he estimated the individual to be taller than six feet and solidly built. The man turned his head and said something in a language that sounded a lot like what Danny Choi used when talking to his family. A cold certainty gripped Glimsdale. The enemy had come to his home.
“Good evening, Agent in Charge Glimsdale,” the accented voice said. “Or should I say, ‘Good morning’?” He released the fingers pinching Glimsdale’s nose shut, allowing him to breathe. “We have a few things to discuss.”
Glimsdale tried opening his mouth, but the strong hand over it was wedged under his chin, holding the jaw firmly in place. The intruder — still nothing more than a dark shadow in the dim light — kept the pistol still while rotating Glimsdale’s head to the left, to see his wife of twenty-two years, Maria, staring back at him in wide-eyed panic, another intruder’s hand over her mouth and a pistol pointed at the side of her head. He glanced down and saw two more intruders pressing down on his and Maria’s legs. Seeing no chance to escape, Glimsdale relaxed completely, admitting defeat for the moment.
“Good.” The intruder turned Glimsdale’s head back to face him. “You will answer my questions completely and truthfully. The lives of you and your family depend on it.”
#
“Well?” Muhn asked when Chief Master Sergeant Hyoung In-sook walked into the Glimsdale’s kitchen forty-five minutes later.
“I think he told us the truth.” Hyoung walked over to a dishtowel and wiped the bloody knife he was carrying on it. “He resisted when I cut him, but weakened when I started cutting his wife and son. He surrendered completely when I started cutting his daughter’s throat.”
“Did he tell us everything?”
“As much as he knows.” Hyoung sheathed the now-clean knife and pulled off his black ski mask. “He confirmed the American mercenaries’ identities, and that they are working directly for Casey. They are apparently rogues from several U.S. agencies, including the FBI, CIA and NSA.”
“That does not surprise me. Did he give you a location?”
“He said that Casey is staying at the Trans-Continental Marsh Hotel. Twentieth floor, Presidential suite. The mercenaries are also staying there, eighteenth floor.”
“Good, I—”
The phone in Muhn’s pocket trilled. The scar-faced captain took the phone out and answered it. “Yes?”
“Are you done?” Rhee’s voice was demanding, hard.
“Yes, sir. We have information.”
“Good, because we have a problem.”
“Sir?”
“The American special team has been busy. Kim called me with the news that Hong has lost a brothel, a gambling hall, and half a dozen men in the last three hours.”
“You think it’s this group of mercenaries?”
“I know it’s them. They left the same message for Hong at both locations — they want him to give me up.”
“But how—”
“They know who I am — they used my name when they left the messages.”
“My team and I will go right now and kill them.”
“No. It is likely the mercenaries are not done yet, so striking at their base now will yield nothing. You will continue with Phase two of Night Blade. Seonwoo will take care of the mercenaries, using your actions as a cover and a distraction. In addition, he will be going after the mercenaries’ paymaster, Casey, to capture or kill him. It is time for the Americans to be reminded that no one is safe anywhere.”
“Yes sir. We are leaving now.”
“Do not let me down.” The connection went dead and Muhn pocketed the phone while addressing Hyoung. “Tell the men we are done here.”
Hyoung nodded. “What about the agent and his family? He and his daughter are still alive.”
“Kill them. Make it look like the Colombians did it.”
“Yes, sir.”
21 miles northeast of Sacramento, California
2:55am
Seonwoo Hun-Jai frowned as the truck he was riding in slowed to make a turn into Pace Farming Supply’s parking lot. There was a pickup truck parked in front of their target, and Seonwoo didn’t know if people were inside it or not. He raised his handheld radio to his lips. “Yoon, when we stop, we need to make a security sweep. We may have someone in the truck.”
“Yes, sir.”
The business consisted of a main store and four closely grouped warehouses next to it. The steel buildings were painted a grass green with white trim, featuring the company name on the sides. Inventory included garbage cans, bags of dirt, paving stones and other landscaping and farming supplies lying around in neat stacks.
Two of Myung’s unit had visited the business, picked up a few bags of fertilizer and marked the location of the ammonia nitrate. It was now up to Seonwoo and his team to grab as much as they could, as quickly as they could. Seonwoo’s driver, Rang, had been one of those recon operators.
Seonwoo pulled out his Baek Du San and threaded a suppressor onto the muzzle. With Interstate 80 only fifty meters from the parking lot in back, the last thing they needed was for anyone passing to hear gunshots. Like his men, he was dressed in all black and wore gloves and a ski mask, currently pulled up so that his face was exposed.
“Rang, stop here. Once we’re out, head for the warehouse.”
“Yes, sir.”
As soon as the truck stopped, Seonwoo pulled his ski mask down over his face, climbed out of the truck’s cab and dropped to the ground. From the rear of the truck, Yoon and the other two members of the team appeared, each carrying their own silenced Baek Du San pistols, also wearing ski masks. The truck rolled past the building and headed for the warehouse.
“Ready sir,” Sergeant Yoon said softly. Under the ski mask, he was moon-faced, with a shaven head and wide brown eyes that had fooled more than a few people into thinking he was naive. Many never lived long enough to realize it was a mistake.
“You and Dae check the warehouses. Ryeon and I will check the truck and the store. Be alert for alarms and cameras. Leave no witnesses.” The pairs split up and moved off in different directions.
Seonwoo lead the way, Ryeon behind and six steps to his captain’s left. They reached the building’s shorter side and flattened themselves against the wall as a car passed on the main street only twenty meters away. The pair was concealed in darkness and in shadow, but Seonwoo watched the car until it drove out of sight. He counted to ten, sidestepped to the corner and leaned around to take a look at the pickup parked in front of the store. He could see two figures inside, neither moving.
He pulled back and signaled to Ryeon with his free hand. The corporal nodded and the two threw themselves around the corner and charged the truck. Seonwoo took the driver’s side, Ryeon the passenger’s. There was still no movement from the vehicle’s occupants. With a nod from the captain, the pair grabbed the door handles with their free hands, their pistols pointing into the pickup’s cab. They yanked the unlocked doors opened.
The strong aroma of alcohol hit Seonwoo like a slap. The driver — overweight, thinning hair and red face — was asleep. Seonwoo fired twice, the two 9mm rounds striking the drunk driver in the head and spraying blood over the back window. On the other side, Ryeon killed the sleeping passenger in similar fashion. They closed the doors and continued along the storefront, checking the front door but finding it locked.
They turned and headed for the warehouses. Seonwoo brought his radio to his mouth. “Yoon, we found two drunks and eliminated them. Any problems?”
“None. We found no one.”
“Get to the nearest warehouse. We are behind schedule.”
By the time he reached the warehouse, Dae had already picked the lock and opened the doors.
“Get the truck inside.” Seonwoo said.
Rang backed the truck far enough into the warehouse so that the doors could be closed. Seonwoo ignored the earthy smell of the fertilizer stacks and watched his men work. As Rang guided the truck deeper into the warehouse, Yoon was showing Dae where the ammonia nitrate was, in a chicken wire and wood enclosure twenty meters from the door. They made short work of the padlock and opened the doors.
Seonwoo considered the dozen pallets inside the enclosure. “Rang, get the forklift. Yoon, stand by to secure the cargo. Ryeon, locate the fuel oil. Move!”
In less than five minutes the first pallet of ammonia nitrate was on the truck. Ryeon returned with several cans of fuel oil and joined his captain and sergeant in shoving the next three ammonia nitrate pallets into the truck.
In twenty-five minutes, the truck was crammed full of ammonium nitrate. Seonwoo pulled out a knife and motioned to the remaining bags “Open them and spread it around. Ryeon, spread the fuel oil around, including that wood. Yoon, find the sprinkler system and disable it.”
It took them a few more minutes to carry out these steps, at the end of which Seonwoo surveyed the handiwork. Satisfied, he nodded. “Let’s go.”
Rang eased the truck out of the warehouse and stopped. Seonwoo climbed out of the vehicle and walked back to the warehouse, a road flare in one hand. As he reached the now-nearly closed doors, he lit the flare. He stepped up to the opening and threw it inside. He watched it fly end over end until it landed in a patch of fuel oil, instantly setting it alight. He turned and walked away as Dae closed the doors and locked them again. The truck left the business without anyone noticing them.
Seonwoo waited until they had merged onto Interstate 80 before he used his phone.
“Yes?”
“Job’s completed, a couple of minor problems taken care of.”
“Good. After you deliver your cargo, I have a new task for your team for tomorrow. I will explain when you arrive.”
“Yes, sir.”
The line went dead and Seonwoo settled back to watch the road ahead.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

South San Francisco, California
3:55am
The third objective of OUTCAST’s busy night was a warehouse in South San Francisco, a separate town south of the major city. According to Danielle, the warehouse was a shipping point for weapons and contraband. The building, a massive one-story affair with a brick front emblazoned with the name Kopen Brothers Shipping, was less than a mile from Interstate 101 to the west and San Francisco International Airport to the south.
Dante, driving a dirty white delivery truck with no logo or other identification anywhere on it, turned onto the cul-de-sac where the warehouse was located. His Colt Command/M-203 combo was under a blanket next to him, and wore his SIG-Sauer P229 under his coat. He spoke into his radio transmitter as he approached the target.
“Objective in sight. One guard at the gate, armed with an AK.”
“Copy, Five.” Tanner occupied the rear of the truck, along with the rest of the team. They were dressed in black and wore NVGs. “Base: Ready for blackout.”
Danielle’s reply was instantaneous. “Copy, Prime. Blackout will commence in five…four…three…two…one. Blackout in effect.”
All the lights in the vicinity cut out, plunging the area into darkness with the exception of the truck’s headlights.
Tanner looked at his watch. “We have three minutes from now.” He and the others pulled their balaclavas into place.
Naomi opened the truck’s rolling door, the sound grating in the still night air. She and Tanner positioned themselves on the edge and waited for Dante to slow the vehicle to a crawl before climbing down and hopping off.
When Dante turned into the warehouse’s driveway, he accelerated, going from a crawl to twenty miles an hour in seconds. The gate guard momentarily froze as the truck came at him before self-preservation took over and he threw himself out of its path. By the time the truck smashed into the gate, it was doing more than twenty-five miles an hour, the truck’s speed and weight more than the gate was designed to stop. The barrier smashed apart and the truck shot through the opening with little loss of speed.
Tanner pointed his Commando at the warehouse office’s front door and stroked the trigger of the M-203 under the submachine gun’s barrel. The HEDP round smashed through the office’s front glass door and exploded, the sound and sight shattering the peaceful night. Replacing the spent grenade with a buckshot round, they quickly moved toward what had been the front door but was now a gaping hole.
Danielle’s scouring of the records indicated there were somewhere between six and twelve guards at the warehouse at any time of the night. There was no telling how many there were now, so Tanner had opted for a two-prong attack — he and Naomi would approach from the front and draw the enemy to him while Liam and the others hit them from the rear.
The gate guard staggered to his feet and tried raising his AK-47 at them, but Tanner hit him with a five-round burst from his Commando that dropped the 49 in his tracks. He and Naomi ran for the smoking hole where the office door used to be and stepped inside.
The office lobby and waiting area ceased to exist in the aftermath of the explosion. With great caution, both OUTCASTs moved into the adjacent office area using their NVGs to see in the darkness. Three computer desks — two to the left and one to the right — occupied the space along with a receptionist desk behind them. All were blanketed with dust and debris from the explosion, with the closest desk on the left broken in half from the force of the blast that ripped apart the sheetrock separating the office from the lobby.
Tanner swept left while Naomi swept right, each turning one-eighty but finding no one. Tanner spotted two doors in the corner next to the receptionist desk. Signs identified them as restrooms.
As he watched, one of the doors opened and bloody man stepped out, raising his Mossberg 500ATP shotgun. Tanner and Naomi hit him with twin volleys of 5.56mm rounds. The projectiles punched into the Triad hardman’s face and upper chest. The dying thug slammed into the doorjamb and fell back into the restroom.
Satisfied he was dead, Tanner moved off to the left. Naomi took right, and both progressed toward the swinging doors at the far end of the office.
Upon reaching them an explosion, rocked the rear of the warehouse.
#
The truck raced the entire length of the warehouse before Dante slammed on the brakes and turned the wheel to the left. The big vehicle slid to a stop, its open rear facing a trio of empty loading bays.
“The one in the middle!” Liam raised his Commando and fired the M-203. Stephen was half a second slower and both HEDP grenades obliterated the loading bays’ wooden door.
“Five! Floor it!”
Dante shifted the truck into reverse and pressed down on the accelerator, sending the truck hurtling back toward the still-smoking opening. He waited until the last second before twisting the wheel to the left to send the truck into the middle bay, slamming on the brakes had hard as he could. Wheels screaming, the truck slid into place, striking the dock’s bumpers with enough force to flatten them and nearly knock Liam and Stephen over. Liam opened the M-203’s chamber, letting the spent shell drop to the truck bed. He slipped in a buckshot round before closing it again.
“Four with me. Five, stairs to your right, twenty feet away. Move!”
Liam slipped through the thinning smoke with Stephen behind and to his left. A pair of bleeding bodies lay on the ground, not too far from the destroyed door. A third man, bloody but still on his feet, tried to raise his Daewoo K2 assault rifle, but Liam’s Commando spoke first and the man became even bloodier as he buckled.
Gunfire from their left forced the pair to take cover behind a cargo pallet stacked with wooden crates. Three Triad hitters fired blindly from an open doorway fifty feet away, the two AKs and single FN FAL rifle slamming dozens of 7.62 rounds into the wooden crates, shattering their contents. Stephen and Liam moved to opposite sides of the pallet and returned fire.
“Two to Prime,” Liam transmitted. “Entry made. Three Tangos down. Your status?”
“Pinned down,” Tanner returned. “Shipping office. Two Tangos are down on our end.”
The shipping office was a small room with barely enough space for a pair of desks and a counter under a large window looking into the warehouse. Swinging doors on either side of the window gave access into the warehouse, and the door behind them led into the office. They could both hear gunfire echoing in the warehouse.
Both OUTCASTs were crouched behind the desks as at least three streams of bullets tore through the air over their heads and ripped holes in the sheetrock behind them. The large window was shattered in the first volley, leaving shards of glass everywhere. They raised their Commandos high enough to fire short bursts over the desk and out the window.
Somewhere in the back of the warehouse there was another explosion. Dante’s tense voice erupted over the radio. “This is Five. Entry made. Three more Tangos down.”
Tanner nodded to himself. It looked like the guard force was on the high side. “Two, bring Four and Five forward. We’ll catch the rest of the Tangos in a crossfire. He glanced at his watch. “Two minutes.”
#
Liam leaned out and motioned for Dante to come over. Behind Dante, the three Triad shooters were in a pile by the doorway, dead from the one-two punch of the exit door behind them exploding from a 203’s grenade and Dante’s Colt follow-up.
Stephen faced the front of the warehouse, his Commando covering the closest approaches to their location — a pair of aisles leading toward the front offices. They could hear the gunfight ahead of them.
Dante reached them. “How do we do this?”
Liam motioned as he spoke. “You two take the left aisle, I’ll take the right. We go down and shoot anyone that isn’t our side.”
They started down the aisles, moving at a fast walk. The aisles were bordered by twenty-foot tall shelves, each steel shelf five feet above the one below it. The shelves were stocked with a mix of wooden crates and cardboard boxes. Liam noted that several of the crates bore markings from both the U.S. Army and the Marine Corps. He snapped a phone cam picture of the crate’s serial numbers before moving on. Ahead, the gunfire became less intense as each side either ran low on ammo or planned how to end the stalemate.
Liam spotted a man in a three-piece suit with an AK-47 slung over his back, climbing up a ladder thirty feet ahead of him. Liam moved to the left until he was standing next to the shelves. He raised his Colt Commando and fired two bursts. The 49 released the ladder and fell to the concrete floor with a wet smack. “Two to Prime. Another Tango down.”
Gunfire erupted out of the darkness ahead, aimed at Liam. He dropped to the floor and made himself as small as possible while returning fire. Sparks from the bullets’ impacts on the shelf above showered him. After a long burst, the gunman pulled back. Liam moved ahead and to the opposite side of the aisle, where he changed magazines.
Tanner spoke into his radio “All members: Stand by for some thunder and lightning.”
#
Tanner pulled the pin on a flash-bang grenade and lobbed it through the shattered window. Naomi’s flash-bang was a couple of seconds behind his. They hunched down behind the desks, put their hands over their ears, shut their eyes tightly and opened their mouths. The bright light and ear-shattering boom, despite being shielded by a wall and two desks, was still enough to stun the pair for a couple of seconds. Tanner wasn’t sure, but he thought he could hear screams amid the explosions.
Ignoring the dancing lights over his vision and the ringing in his ears, Tanner rose and started forward. Naomi was a couple seconds slower to recover, but she quickly followed. On Tanner’s gesture, they split up, the OUTCAST leader taking the door on the right, Naomi taking the one on the left. They stormed through the doors together, Commandos up and ready. Naomi sighted her target first, a heavyset Triad thug with a bald head trying to raise his K2 rifle while blinking rapidly to clear his eyesight. Naomi didn’t give him the chance. She stitched him waist to neck with five 5.56mm rounds. The gunman went down without a sound.
Tanner caught movement to his left. He spun, dropping into a crouch as an AK-47’s muzzle flash heralded the arrival of half a dozen 7.62mm rounds. As the bullets sped over his head, Tanner returned fire, sending a dozen 5.56mm slugs back. The Triad gunman, using the edge of a storage shelf as cover, pulled back as Tanner’s return volley clanged against the steel supports. Before the 49 could recover, Tanner ran forward, loosing shorter bursts. Naomi followed, her own weapon blasting short, rapid volleys at the same target.
“Wait!” a voice yelled out from the shelves. “I give up.”
Both Tanner and Naomi stopped firing. “Throw out your weapon!” Tanner yelled. The AK flew out from behind the shelves and landed on the floor twenty feet away, sliding a ways before coming to a stop. “Now, come out with your hands up!”
Liam and the others emerged from the aisles at the same instant the last 49 walked out, hands over his head. He looked no older than twenty, with uncombed hair and a cheap suit, his eyes wide in panic.
“Pistol!” Tanner pointed to the gang member’s waistband. “Pull it out slowly with your left hand.” The kid did it, slowly extracting the automatic from his belt.
“Toss it.” The 49 chucked the pistol in the same direction as the AK, then put his hand back in the air.
“Five, cuff him.”
Dante moved forward, careful to stay out of his teammates’ line of fire. The Triad survivor’s arms were bound behind him with flex cuffs. Dante guided him to the nearest shelves and used another set of cuffs to bind him to the support frame.
Tanner walked over to the prisoner. “Two things. First, as soon as you can, call Billy Hong and tell him that we want Rhee. Understand?”
“Yes.”
Second, the Black Dao Triad is going down. When it does, don’t be on that ship. This is your only warning.”
The kid stared up at him with wide, unblinking eyes, then nodded slowly.
Tanner consulted his watch. “Time’s up. Let’s move.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

OUTCAST was picked up by Choi and Vessler in a cargo van. The five climbed in and Choi drove away from the warehouse.
“Nothing yet on the police scanners,” Vessler said from the front passenger seat. “What’s next?”
“We get some rest.” Tanner removed his NVGs in the back seat. “I think we’ve sent a strong enough message to Hong tonight.” He spoke into his radio. “Base, what’s the latest from the Triad?”
Danielle’s reply was loud and clear. “Large number of conversations on the Triad’s phone system. All in Chinese. I have translation programs running on them, but it’s going to take a little while.”
“We’re half an hour out,” Tanner said. “Go to bed.”
“Not until you’re back.”
“Is Casey there?”
“Yes.”
In a couple of seconds Casey came on the air. “What do you want, you old dog?”
“I think it’s time to call in the FBI. That’ll put more pressure on Hong and his Triad to give up Rhee, or at worst, to break the alliance.”
“What’s the federal angle?”
Liam answered, “I spotted several U.S. Army and Marine Corps cases of firearms in the warehouse. I got photos of their serial numbers. Ready to receive them?”
Danielle came back on the channel and said that she was.
Liam sent the photos and then after a couple of minutes Danielle came back on. “Those weapons crates were reported missing over a two-year span from Army and Marine Corps bases throughout the Western United States.”
Casey sighed. “Okay. I’ll get both the Army CID and the NCIS involved in the warehouse investigation.”
“What about the brothel slaves we rescued?” Tanner asked.
“As of half an hour ago, they were still giving their statements. If even half this stuff gets leaked to the press, the political shockwaves could last for years.”
“What did the president say about them staying in the U.S.?”
“He agreed to it. Classify them as political refugees and take it from there. How about Rhee? Any sign of him and his force?”
“Negative,” Tanner said.
“Be careful. Rhee’s like an angry rattlesnake. No telling where he’ll strike.”
“We’ll handle him.”
“I hope so, for all our sakes.”
Nob Hill, San Francisco
8:35am
After a quick meal, three hours of sleep and a shower, the team reassembled in the Trans-Continental Marsh Hotel’s Presidential Suite. Vessler and Choi joined them, looking a little less rested than the team. After each had grabbed themselves a cup of coffee, the team, Casey, and the DEA agents convened in the suite’s main room.
The Presidential Suite wasn’t just a title; U.S. presidents, foreign leaders, and the richest people in world regularly stayed there when business took them to San Francisco. As such, it was luxuriously appointed and equipped with all the amenities that the leaders who stayed there were accustomed to, including secure communications. The views of San Francisco from the suite’s windows were only eclipsed by the vantage point of the hotel’s world-famous restaurant two floors above.
Liam sipped his coffee and leaned back. “We miss anything while we were asleep?”
“Just the press going rabid.” Vessler stifled a yawn. “ Internet, TV, radio, newspapers— you name it, they are all over it.”
“I briefed the president earlier.” Of all the people in the room, Casey looked the most refreshed. “He’s already taking flack from all directions over this, especially from this district’s congresswoman. But for now, anyway, he’s leaving this in our hands.”
“That’s nice of him,” Stephen joked.
Danielle stared at the screen of the laptop open in front of her. Naomi noticed her friend’s expression. “What’s wrong, Dani?”
“There were explosions and fires at four different farm supply stores around northern California overnight.”
“Farm supply stores?” Naomi frowned. “Uh-oh, I just had a nasty thought.”
“About me, I hope.” Liam grinned like the devil.
“You wish.”
“Ammonia nitrate?” Tanner interjected.
“Yeah. Oklahoma City was a few years before my time, but I worked with some ATF guys who investigated that scene. They had nightmares for years.”
Dante raised his eyebrows. “Do these stores carry ammonia nitrate?”
“In fertilizer form? Yeah. Still popular, though strangers buying a lot of it at once will raise a few flags.”
Tanner nodded “This sounds like Rhee. Hit four different stores, steal the ammonia nitrate, then set a fire to cover the theft.”
“Sounds like he has something big planned,” Liam said.
“They also found two bodies at one of the sites,” Danielle continued. “Both shot in the head at close range. Neither one is Asian.”
“What’s he going to do?” Choi asked.
“Anything that will help to complete his mission.” Tanner looked around the room. “He and his people are highly trained and capable of extreme violence on their own.”
A phone started chiming. Vessler reached for her device and glanced at it. “It’s the office.” She stood. “I have to take this.” She walked over to the window and answered it.
“So back to Rhee’s next move.” Choi leaned forward. “What could it be?”
“I don’t know,” Tanner replied. “I thought protecting the drug lab was his top priority but—”
“Oh my God.”
Everyone turned to look at Vessler, who had uttered the oath.
“How many?” she snapped. She paused, listening. “How many agents are in the office?” Another beat, her face darkening. “Brock, listen to me. Take Meechim, Howes, Daniels and Gonzales. Get over to University, find Gloria Glimsdale and take her into protective custody now. And Brock? I want you and the others in full tactical gear, and don’t take shit from anyone. Until I say otherwise, Gloria is your only concern. Understand? Get going.” She broke the connection, shuddered and took a deep breath.
Everyone waited for her to speak.
At length, Vessler said, “George Glimsdale’s dead. Him, his wife, and his two youngest kids.” She closed her eyes. “They were all found dead in their home, tied up, tortured, their throats cut.”
“Rhee,” Tanner rose from his chair.
“We don’t know that,” Casey said.
“The local cops think it was Colombians.” Vessler stared out the window as if mulling this over.
“But you don’t think so?”
“Hell, no! The Colombians got pushed out of the area a couple of years back by the Mexican cartels and haven’t reestablished a foothold in the local drug trade since then. The DEA has no operations running against them either here or over in Oakland. So them killing George and his family don’t make any sense.”
“Who’s second in charge?” Casey asked.
“Bill Derer. He’s on vacation with his family, skiing at Mammoth.”
“I’ll get him back.” Casey, rose to his feet. “Until then, Agent Vessler, I’m putting you in charge of the local DEA office.”
Vessler took a deep breath. “Then I better get back to the office. Come on, Danny.”
“Right behind you.”
After the two left, Danielle brought up a new screen on her computer and pecked some keys. “I’ve got something. Hong’s calling a meeting of the Black Dao’s senior leadership. It’s at the Black Jade Dragon Restaurant, today at noon.”
Tanner glanced at his watch. “Three hours.” He looked at Casey. “How fast can you get Derer back here?”
“We have to find him first.”
“Black Bear Lodge,” Danielle said. “I have the phone number right here.”
Casey closed his eyes and shook his head slightly. “Give me the number.”
“What are we going to do, Boss?” Liam asked.
Tanner exhaled. “No telling when and where Rhee is going to use that ammonia nitrate. So, the gloves come off. We’re going to have a talk with Billy Hong about a drug lab.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

San Francisco, California
11:31am
The day would go down in San Francisco history as the Day of Fire.
It started on the world famous Golden Gate Bridge. Two tanker trucks, filled with a combined 17,000 gallons of gasoline, were being escorted across the bridge by a pair of Golden Gate Security vehicles, heading north. They stayed in the right-hand lane, traveling at the bridge’s posted speed limit of forty-five miles per hour.
The three-man North Korean team waited until the tankers were on the bridge before they made their move. Driving a blue cargo van, the trio prepared to show the Americans the folly of opposing the Marshal’s Will.
“Ready?” the driver asked.
“Ready,” replied the gunner, checking the Type 69’s 85mm warhead. “How’s the wind?”
“Steady at nine knots,” the third man reported. “Coming out of the west-northwest.”
The gunner hefted the RPG launcher over his shoulder. “Stand by with the second launcher, in case I miss with this one.”
“Standing by.”
“Here we go.” The driver accelerated to fifty, then sixty. The van shot past the trailing security car, then the rear tanker. By the time it reached the lead tanker, it was doing seventy-five, the driver weaving through the late morning traffic in and out of the other two lanes. By the time it flew past the lead escort car, it was going eighty miles an hour before the driver shifted into the right-hand lane and slowed to thirty-five.
A hundred and fifty yards ahead of the lead tanker, the gunner climbed a step-stool and pushed open a hatch cut into the van’s roof. As he rose, he leveled the RPG launcher in the direction of the tanker, adjusted for the wind, and fired.
Traveling at over six hundred miles an hour, the four and half pound warhead closed the 130 yards between the van and lead tanker in about half a second, passing over the truck’s cab and striking the trailer tank two feet below the top. As it passed through the steel, the warhead exploded, sending a plume of white-hot molten copper into 8,500 gallons of gasoline.
The equivalent of twenty-one tons of dynamite exploded, obliterating the tanker, the lead security vehicle and the trailing tanker, which also exploded. The twin fireballs smothered all six lanes, incinerating nine cars, melting the asphalt and super-heating two dozen of the bridge’s steel cables. The shock-wave smashed into another fifteen vehicles, throwing most into death rolls that shattered windows and killed the occupants. Three cars crashed over the side and plummeted into the water below. Cables that were already red-hot snapped under the sudden pressure. Forty people died in a blink of an eye, and another twenty-one were severely injured.
As for the instigators of the attack, they were already off the bridge, moving north at sixty miles per hour. They took the Vista Point exit right after getting off the bridge and parked the van. As the sightseers assembled to watch the thick, dark smoke rising from the smoldering bridge, the three North Koreans walked over to a waiting sedan. They got in, left the tourist lookout and headed north, driving the speed limit.
11:33am
San Francisco’s BART system is the fifth busiest heavy-rail rapid transit system in the country, carrying over 400,000 people on a typical weekday. As such, it was easy to miss the two Asian men in dark suits who walked into the 16th Street Mission Station. Both carried briefcases and looked like ordinary businessmen. No one noticed them separating and getting onto different trains.
One got on the Richmond — Millbrae line, heading south, while the other headed north on the Dublin/Pleasanton line. Both men slid the briefcases under their seats. Despite the dozens of people around them, no one noticed the action, so caught up were they in texting, checking their e-mails or social media, talking on the phone or otherwise not paying attention to their surroundings.
When they reached the next station, both men exited the train, abandoning the briefcase under the seat. New people boarded and still no one noticed the briefcase.
When the north-bound train slowed as it entered the Powell Street station, the timer inside the briefcase detonated the ten pounds of Semtex inside with it. The explosion ripped through the train car with lethal force, killing everyone in the car and severely damaging the cars in front and behind it. All of the windows blew out, sending shards of glass and steel into the passengers on the platform like a monstrous shotgun blast. Smoke and flame poured out of the destroyed car. The only sound some people could hear (those whose eardrums weren’t blown out) were the wails of the injured.
Two minutes later, as the southbound BART train pulled into the Glen Park station, the second briefcase bomb exploded, with much the same results.
The final casualty toll for both bombs was eighty-three dead and 107 injured.
11:35am
The boat was a Robalo R300, designed for fishing and enjoying a day out on the water. Powered by twin Yamaha four-stroke 300 horsepower engines, the thirty-foot vessel left South Beach Harbor a little after eleven, heading south-southeast at a leisurely twenty knots. Deep sea fishing rigs occupied the boat’s brass rod holders. The three men onboard, all Asian and wearing polo shirts and slacks, looked to be nothing more than friends ditching work for some fishing.
But these men weren’t fishing.
They were hunting.
One of the men stationed in the boat’s bow shouted back to the pilot while pointing ahead. “Buoy’s coming up. Front starboard side.”
Muhn nodded and adjusted the boat’s course so that it ran parallel to the line of buoys that marked the water boundary for the San Francisco International Airport Security Zone. This exclusion zone extended a mile and a quarter (2,000 meters) from the shoreline into the bay. Any boats that crossed into that zone were subject to being boarded and arrested by either the U.S. Coast Guard or the SFPD Harbor Patrol. Particularly for these individuals, that was a scenario to be avoided at all costs.
The third member of the team sat next to Muhn, adjusting controls on a radio. To anyone watching, he looked like just another boater monitoring the VHF marine channels for at-sea emergencies, weather or fishing reports. He was actually using an airband scanner, a legal device used to pick up the radio exchanges between air traffic control and incoming and outgoing aircraft, but not usually found on boats. He suddenly straightened and tapped the scar-faced captain on the shoulder. “Head south! Jetliner approaching from the southeast!”
Muhn nodded and changed his course even more, taking him away from the security zone. Both the man in the bow and the one listening to the radio moved to the boat’s stern, where what appeared to be additional fishing rod holders sat. They both knelt and worked fast to pull the real contents out and place them on the deck.
As they made final checks, a commercial passenger plane appeared in the distance to the southeast.
11:39am
Oceanic Flight 674, en route from Dallas/Fort Worth to San Francisco, was making its final approach to San Francisco International. The pilot noticed the thick black smoke cloud on the Golden Gate Bridge in the distance and reported it to the air control tower.
The Boeing 747–400 crossed over the San Mateo Bridge at eighteen hundred feet, five miles out from Runway 28R. The aircraft continued descending, everything textbook…
…until three North Koreans in a boat just offshore fired two anti-aircraft missiles.
11:41am
The anti-aircraft missiles the North Koreans fired at the descending aircraft were 9K38 Igla, the successor to the older Strela-3 man-portable air defense system. Known in the west as the SA-16 Gimlet, the Igla (Russian for “Needle”) was similar in warhead size to the Strela-3, but had a longer range and was much quicker than its predecessor. The result was that both missiles covered the distance between boat and aircraft in a little over six seconds.
The first missile struck the starboard wing between the two GE CF6-80C2 engines, shearing off more than half the wing and the outside engine, while sending shrapnel into the inside engine, causing it to explode. The second missile struck a fraction of a second later, ripping into the 747’s underbelly near the tail and sealing the plane’s fate. The 747 turned over and fell nose-first into the bay less than two miles from the end of the runway.
388 people died in the crash.
The three Special Forces operators immediately sped across the bay at wide open throttle. They cruised into a cove not far from Hayward, abandoned the boat and climbed into a waiting car. Ten minutes after that, they were driving into Oakland.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Chinatown, San Francisco
11:47am
Tanner picked up his phone and was greeted with an urgent-sounding voice.
“Where are you?” Casey asked without preamble.
“Chinatown, three blocks away from the target. What’s wrong?”
“We just had a shitload of hell roll into town, courtesy of Rhee and his men.”
Tanner straightened in his seat, instantly alert. “What happened?”
“Simultaneous attacks on the Golden Gate, BART and San Francisco International in the last ten minutes. The body count at the airport alone is already in the triple digits.”
“Do you want us to abort?”
“No. Rhee’s your only concern.”
Tanner glanced at the rest of the team. Dante was driving and the others were in the cargo bay. Like Tanner, they were dressed in dark blue jumpsuits, and the cargo bay was filled with painting equipment. “Understood.”
“If the investigation finds anything that pertains to Rhee and his people, we’ll pass it along.”
“All right. Where are you?”
“Still at the hotel. I’ve ordered the federal offices here in the city to give any help the city needs, but otherwise, I’m staying out of the way. Relations between the city and D.C. are not the best, and they don’t want me looking over their shoulder. If they need me, they’ll call. Otherwise, I’ll monitor the situation from here.”
“Right. Keep us informed.”
“You know I will. Bye.”
“What’s wrong?” Dante asked.
Tanner told them. Liam scowled. “There could be other attacks happening.”
“We have no idea when or if they’re going to happen,” Tanner said. “Right now, we have a clear mission. Let’s stick with that instead of chasing after an enemy we have no intel on.”
“I know,” Liam said sourly. “Doesn’t mean I like it.”
“Neither do I.”
Nob Hill, San Francisco
11:48am
The lobby of the Trans-Continental Marsh Hotel was large, stylish and displayed the luxury that awaited the guest. As the highest-end hotel in the city, its clientele were among the richest and most politically connected people on the planet.
To Seonwoo, it was an example of the corruption that infested the west. Hidden behind designer sunglasses, his eyes scanned the lobby, looking to pinpoint potential threats such as security cameras and guards. He noted three men in the lobby who were armed, and several well-placed security cameras. The Americans pretended to take security seriously, but to Seonwoo it was a joke.
For the past four hours, members of Seonwoo’s unit had been drifting into the hotel in ones and twos. Most headed up to the world-renowned restaurant at the top of the hotel and had breakfast, in perfect position to see the explosions on the Golden Gate. Taking it as a signal, they had hurriedly paid and left. Instead of going down to the lobby, the soldiers descended to the seventeenth floor, where two members of the unit had rented a room. They were now preparing for the mission.
Seonwoo leisurely headed toward the elevators. The business suit he wore was high-end, as were the shoes and the briefcase he carried. No one noticed him as he walked through the lobby, one of a dozen people coming and going.
Three other passengers occupied the elevator, a pair of businessmen and a woman wearing a dress that ended above the knee. In Saenwoo’s worldview, the businessmen were parasites, feeding on the world’s downtrodden masses, while the woman was a whore, prostituting herself for wealth. He was confident he could kill all three without effort.
Keeping his sunglasses on and his face impassive, he looked around the elevator car. The elevator was all dark paneling, with recessed lighting and soft music from hidden speakers. He noticed the obvious security camera in the corner, but after more surveillance, he spotted a second camera in a less obvious location among the recessed lights. The elevator’s control panel wasn’t much different than any other one Seonwoo had seen before, only the brass plate was polished to a high sheen and the lights were all lit, except for the target floor. The only other slightly unusual thing was the card reader attached to the control panel.
The whore got off on the tenth floor while the businessmen left on the twelfth. Now alone, Seonwoo stared at the control panel, memorizing the security system. To access the target floor, a magnetic card would have to be run through the reader in order to activate that floor’s button. The number of cards in use at any one time was limited, issued by the hotel security office, and limited to two days before the cards became deactivated and had to be replaced.
Seonwoo exited the elevator on the seventeenth and studied the hall for a few seconds before he headed for the room. Despite being alone in the hall, he was alert for trouble. The enemy was dangerous; it would not be beyond them to have eyes everywhere.
He reached the room and rapped a coded knock on the door. It opened to the width of the security chain and Seonwoo could see an eye and half a head.
“One moment, sir,” a man said softly in Korean. After hearing the chain lock being removed, the door opened all the way. The doorman, Ryeon Seung-won, stepped back, beckoning for Seonwoo to come in.
“Everyone here?” Seonwoo asked in Korean as he walked past Ryeon.
“Yes sir,” Ryeon replied.
The room seemed smaller with ten soldiers in it, even more so when they all stood and came to attention. Seonwoo motioned for them to be at ease.
The room was larger than Seonwoo’s own quarters back in North Korea, but still smaller than the suite they would be attacking. The double beds had weapons lain on them; one bed supported a mix of VZ-61 Skorpion machine pistols, MAC-10s, Uzis, and a pair of AR-15s, The pistols on the other bed were also a mixed bag — S&W Model 39s, Colt M1911A1s, Browning Hi-Powers and a single Desert Eagle. There was also a pair of Russian-made KS-23 shotguns, along with a dozen grenades and magazines for the different weapons.
Seonwoo glanced around the room for a moment, gauging his men’s mood, then turned to Yoon Kwang-ho. “Do you have the floor plans?”
The sergeant nodded and motioned toward a man sitting in front of a laptop at the desk. “Yuh has them.”
Seonwoo walked over to Yuh. “Let me see.”
Yuh, one of a group of North Korean Special Forces soldiers trained by the Chinese in computer hacking, turned the laptop so his commander could see the screen. Seonwoo studied the floor plans for a couple of minutes, then said, “What about security access?”
“Already taken care of. I cracked the network and gained access to the elevator and stairwell security systems.” He motioned to a pair of cards with magnetic strips lying next to the laptop. “They’ve been programmed with the right security code. We are lucky — the codes are to be changed later today.”
“What about the security cameras?”
“I can kill them anytime you want, as well as jam all the phones and cell phone signals on the top five floors.”
“Good.” He looked around the room at his men before reaching into a pocket and pulling out a strip of paper with skin patches on them. “The major has ordered all of us to wear one of these.”
“What is it?” Yoon asked the question on all of their minds.
“It’s a drug to help you fight better. It has been decided that you will be the first Democratic People’s Republic troops to use this in battle. It has already been tested by others, and now it is our turn. You will love it. I use it myself.” Seonwoo pulled a patch from the strip and stuck it to his wrist before passing the paper to Yoon.
“Everyone take one.”
After the patches had been passed out, Seonwoo glanced at his watch and addressed his men. “The target is to be taken alive if possible. If not, we are to kill him. Everyone else on the floor is to be killed on sight. Let’s go.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Chinatown, San Francisco
11:52am
The dark blue van painted with the logo of a commercial painting company moved at a leisurely pace. The street on which it traveled was narrow and one-way, with four and five-story buildings on either side, giving it an enclosed feeling. Most of the ground floors were businesses, with colorful signs in both Chinese and English. Traffic was heavy, both vehicle and pedestrian, most people not knowing what was happening only a few miles away. Here, there was no sign the city was under attack.
“There’s Waverly.” Tanner motioned to the street coming up on the left. “The entry should be … right there!” He pointed at a red sign with golden Chinese lettering past Waverly, on the same side of the street. He frowned when he saw two people standing there, one standing in an open parking space in front of the building, the other standing on the sidewalk. “Vessler?”
Choi, who stood in the empty parking space, stepped up onto the sidewalk, allowing the van to take the spot. Tanner climbed out, mindful of the traffic, and went around the front of the van. Vessler met him. “What are you doing here?”
“We lucked out. Bill Derer had to cut his vacation short because a case he’s lead on got rescheduled and the prosecutor wanted a meet today.” She exhaled slowly. “Good news, for once.”
“Not so good,” Tanner replied. He told her about what Casey had relayed.
Vessler’s face darkened. “Son of a bitch!” she hissed.
“Later,” Tanner said sharply. “We have something to do.”
“Top floor.”
Liam, who had climbed out of the van heard Vessler and looked up. “At the top?” he said. “Is there an elevator?”
“Nope,” Vessler replied with an evil grin, then her expression faded into grim determination. “We’d better get moving. We’ve already spotted a couple of the Triad’s senior leadership heading into the restaurant. The meet is on.”
“All right, people!’ Tanner called out loudly. “The sooner we get this painted the sooner we get paid. Move it!”
They unloaded the painting supplies and carried them inside, up five flights of stairs. Vessler led the way, unlocking the door to an office that had East-Asian Imports, LTD painted on the glass door. The paint was fading and the door was worn and scuffed from years of use.
The inside was just as faded and worn as the door. Liam looked around. “Very 1940s.”
A wooden desk sat facing the door. Several chairs were off to one side against a wall and a few filing cabinets lined the opposite wall. Some framed thrift shop oil paintings hung on the walls along with a map of the city that was four decades out of date. A wooden door marked “Private” sat opposite the glass door. A single window on the right wall let in enough light to see by. A fine layer of dust covered everything, adding to the room’s overall feel of disuse.
Dante, the last one in, closed the door behind him. “Nice place. Doesn’t look like it does a lot of business, though.”
“It’s a DEA front operation,” Choi explained. “We use it once in a while for undercover operations and for meetings with undercover agents or confidential informants who need a face-to-face. It’s cheaper to pay the rent then it is to scramble for a temporary office set up. We’re just lucky we happen to have this one so close to the meeting point.”
“I’m surprised you never used this place to listen in on Hong’s conversations.”
“Eavesdropping warrants are even harder to get. And even if we get one, there are other problems. First, it’s almost impossible to plant the devices — we’re certain there are Triad gunmen on the premises twenty-four seven, and there’s no way to get an undercover inside the walls. Second, Hong and his lieutenants meet at other places all over town that we know of, and probably some we don’t. So we could do it, but the cost would have Washington screaming like a stuck pig.”
“While they waste even more money billing for gold-plated toilets and holding lavishly catered conferences,” Stephen said.
The team opened the paint buckets, revealing pistols in holsters, magazines, gas masks and grenades. The tarps concealed the Colt Commandos and other equipment.
Tanner looked at Vessler. “Roof access?”
“Through there.” Vessler motioned to the inner office door.
“Liam, come with me and bring Ghost. The rest of you, gear up. Dante, when you’re done, go down to the van and wait.”
Stopping only long enough to pick up a case the side of a laptop bag, Liam followed Tanner and Vessler into the inner office, which matched the outer office in decor and the feeling of neglect.
Vessler pointed to another door. “Ladder’s in there.”
Tanner noticed the hatch in the roof. “I’ll get the ladder. Liam, prep Ghost.”
Vessler watched as Liam placed the case on the desk and opened it. “What’s that?”
Inside the padded case was a tablet and a drone of some sort. Liam lifted the drone out carefully. “This is Ghost.”
The drone was the size of a hardback book, a minimal frame supporting four rotors on each corner and a ball in the middle with a camera. The frame, rotors and the camera housing were all made from a clear material and the parts that weren’t clear were varying shades of gray.
“It’s designed to be used during the day for aerial recon. It’s whisper-quiet and hard to spot.”
Tanner returned with the ladder, placed it below the hatch and climbed up. He unlocked the hatch and pushed it open while Liam picked up powered on the tablet.
Vessler sighed. “You guys get all the fun toys.”
Tanner looked down at Liam. “How much longer?”
“Running system checks now. Not long if they check out okay.”
Stephen walked in. His Commando was slung over his shoulder and his pistol belt had a couple of canisters on it. A gas mask hung around his neck. “We’re ready.”
“We’ll be out in a minute.”
Liam stared at the screen for a few more seconds, then tapped it. At once, all four rotors started spinning with a barely audible hiss.” Liam tapped the tablet again and the rotors slowed to a stop. “It’s ready.”
“Hand it up here and gear up.” Liam took the drone and handed it up to Tanner, who placed it on the roof. The OUTCAST leader then followed Liam out into the outer office. Vessler joined them.
“Prime to Base,” Tanner said into his mic. “We’re gearing up.”
“Copy, Prime,” Danielle said. “The city is a madhouse. Traffic is snarled on the 101 in both directions, the BART has been shut down, and all SFO flights are being routed to other airports. Reports are still fragmented, but it looks like all three incidents are terror acts. The acting mayor is calling for a dusk to dawn curfew.”
“Keep an eye on things, Base. Prime out.”
The team moved back to the inner office, where Liam picked up the tablet. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
Tanner eyed the tablet screen, which showed the roof and its pebbled surface. He tapped the tablet multiple times and gradually, the roof grew smaller as the drone lifted off. After a few seconds the entire roof came into view. Liam tapped the screen and the drone’s camera shifted to face forward. All they could see was a wall.
“Move it to the left,” Tanner said.
Liam tapped the tablet screen and the drone moved left until it was clear of the wall. The view showed nothing but rooftops, each building separated from the next by low walls. In the distance, black smoke rose into the air. “I don’t see any guards on the roof.”
“Take it up another thirty feet and make a run over the restaurant,” Tanner directed. “Then take it over the street so we can see the front door.”
“Taking it up and over.”
The drone moved forward, the camera angling so it could see the rooftops it was flying over. The drone flew all the way down the row of buildings until it was over the next street. “No rooftop guards,” Liam said. “Going for a street shot.”
The drone swung around, located the street then moved above it until it came to a hover over the street. A cluster of men congregated in front of the Black Jade Dragon Restaurant. From this view, the fire escape was visible in front, with a set of stairs that ran up to the roof.
“Can you get a better shot of those men around the door?” Vessler asked. She had drifted around to stand behind Liam’s other shoulder.
Liam shifted the drone and tapped the camera’s zoom to focus on the faces. Vessler squinted at the screen. “I recognize the two on the left. And the guy on the right doing the talking is Meng-hau Cheng, the Triad’s senior enforcer.”
A car pulled up in front of the restaurant and four men got out. “That’s Hong.” Vessler pointed to one of the men getting out of the car.
Tanner clipped a tactical flashlight into place on his belt while eyeing the screen. “Good work, Liam. Bring back the Ghost. Let’s get moving.”
“Could you hold off for five minutes?” Vessler asked.
Tanner glanced at her. “Why?”
“Me and Choi will cover the front door, in case Hong gets away from you.”
“I don’t know—”
“We can also tie up the thugs guarding the door.”
“All right, you have five minutes.”
12:05pm
Sangwi (Senior Lieutenant) Kim Won-shik watched the Black Dao leaders quietly talk among themselves. An air of unease hung in the second-floor conference room, the triple blow of three Triad businesses being violently shut down had struck deep, shaking Hong and his lieutenants’ confidence.
Kim stood in a corner, watching the discussions with an impassive face. Inside, he had nothing but contempt for these men, parasites on the backs of the bloated American carcass. If he had his way, he would have just killed all of them. But he was a soldier and his orders were to observe and report.
He felt the phone in his pocket vibrate. He took it out, looked at the number and accepted the call. “Yes?”
“How is it going?” Rhee asked in Korean.
“Not well. They are scared.”
“They are weak.”
“They have suffered losses.”
“I know why. The enemy is trying to drive a wedge between us and the Triad, to force them into breaking our alliance.”
“What do we do?”
“It has already been taken care of. Check the news.”
A man hurried into the room, went to Meng-hau Cheng and whispered into his ear. The senior Red Pole’s shocked expression put Kim on alert. Cheng shot to his feet and hurried around the table to a television in the corner of the room. He turned it on in time to see an aerial shot of the Golden Gate Bridge. A huge black cloud of smoke rose from the road bed and a massive fire blanketed the entire width of the span. Underneath the video, a running banner in big yellow letters read, “Terrorists Attack San Francisco.”
“I see what you mean,” Kim said to his commander. He wanted to smile, but kept his expression neutral. “My orders?”
“Stay there. The Americans might decide to come after Hong to get to me. If you cannot keep him out of American hands, kill him.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Keep me informed.”
“I will.” Kim disconnected the call and returned the phone to his coat pocket.
“Who was that?” Kim glanced up and saw Kuang Lieh glaring at him.
“My commander, asking for an update.”
“Did you do that?” Lieh snarled, pointing at the TV screen, which had switched to a shot of San Francisco Bay.
“The major thought it was time to show the Americans the weakness of their society.”
“Are you insane?” Lieh stood and took a step toward Kim. “The U.S. government will fall on us like a ton of bricks!”
“The Americans are stupid. They will concentrate all their law enforcement resources and efforts on the attacks instead of tracking down the Red Ice distribution network.”
“I don’t care—”
An explosion shook the building. While the rest of the men in the room stood still, Kim spun and ran toward the door. As he reached it, a series of sharp cracks came from outside. He spun back toward the Triad leaders. “Gunfire. We’re under attack!”
#
Tanner dropped through the hole made by the breeching charge, flexing his knees to absorb the shock of the ten-foot drop. He was in a hallway, stairs going down to his left, with a wall to his right. A haze of smoke and dust hung in the air and the only light was from the hole above.
An Asian male wearing only pants and an undershirt appeared out of a room in front of Tanner. His eyes widened as he saw the intruder, and he snap-fired the MAC-10 in his hand. The burst went high, shredding the wall above and behind Tanner. Before the 49 could adjust his aim, Tanner’s return burst knocked him down in a bloody heap.
Naomi dropped in next to him. “Cover the stairs,” Tanner told her. The lithe African-American nodded and dropped to one knee, the muzzle of her Commando pointed down the stairs.
There were four doors along the hall, and only one was open, the one with the dead Triad thug lying in front of it. Opening each door carefully, Tanner found the first two rooms empty but for a couple of cots and an old chair in each one. The third room, the one the dead 49 had stepped out of, was the same as the first two, except for some clothing and a tray of empty plates and cups.
He moved onto the last room. As his hand closed on the door knob and began turning, the door was suddenly and viciously shredded by a wave of bullets fired from the other side. Standing against the wall, the OUTCAST founder yanked his hand away from the door. The gunfire stopped, and he heard loud cursing in Chinese.
Tanner stepped away from the wall and slammed his boot into the half-destroyed door. Pieces of wood went flying as the door sprang open with violent force. He quartered the room with his Commando until he saw the occupant, a skinny Chinese man with tattoos up and down his arms, frantically trying to change magazines on a mini-Uzi. Tanner fired, the 5.56mm burst knocking the 49 into the wall. The now dead gunman slid down, leaving a bloody smear on the wall.
After making sure the rest of the room was clear, they jogged back toward the stairs. “Prime to Two,” Tanner said into his radio. “Status?”
#
“Prime to Two. Status?”
Liam grimaced as another volley of gunfire ripped into the roof’s overhang. He and Stephen were still stuck on the roof; their attempt to climb down the fire escape ladder had been spotted almost as soon as they started. Forced to climb up again, with bullets nipping at their heels, Liam and Stephen were trapped.
“Problem, Prime,” he returned. “Door guards reacted quicker than expected. They’ve got us pinned down up here.”
Liam heard shouts and more gunfire from below. “Striker to OUTCASTs!” Vessler’s tone was tense. “We have five suspects outside the front entrance. Bystanders are clear.”
“Use CS, Two,” Tanner directed. “Striker, Fastball, get clear.”
“Copy, Prime,” Liam said. “CS is on its way.”
Stephen had already taken a CS canister from his belt, pulled the pin and tossed it over the side. Liam followed with a CS canister of his own, and both slipped on their gas masks. In a matter of seconds, they could see the thick smoke of the tear gas billowing from the street below. The gunfire stopped.
The pair climbed down the fire escape ladder, their movements hidden from below by the gas irritant. They reached the second floor and moved toward the balcony doors. Stephen pressed a small square of C-4 with a timer between the door handles, set it for ten seconds, and activated it. Then Stephen took a flash-bang grenade from his belt, pulled the pin, and nodded to Liam, who had his own primed flash-bang grenade in hand. “Two to Prime. Executing entry in Five … Four … Three … Two….”
The doors disintegrated when the C-4 exploded. Three seconds later, two flash-bang grenades rocketed through the now open doorway.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Nob Hill, San Francisco
12:08pm
From the window of his suite, John Casey could see the smoke over the Golden Gate Bridge. Looking out another window would show him the activity over at the airport, while a third would overlook where the BART bombings had occurred. Nob Hill was a perfect place from which to survey the city and the disasters befalling it.
Feeling depressed, he turned away. The presidential suite lived up to its name, a fitting place for a world leader to stay. If it was his choice, he would have booked a smaller suite, but his Secret Service protection team insisted on the suite, with which they were intimately familiar; the same security team that protected the president when he was in town also guarded the president’s special assistant.
The only thing out of place were the two tables set up at right angles in the center of the room, filled with computers, tablets, radios and other pieces of electronics Casey didn’t recognize. Danielle sat in an office chair, her eyes flicking back and forth between screens. Casey wanted to stand behind her and stare at the data she ogled, but decided it was better not to distract her.
“They’re executing entry.” Danielle ignored the other three people in the room. Milt Younger was the head of Casey’s security team. A former Green Beret, Younger took his job seriously. He didn’t like the OUTCAST team, whom Casey had introduced as “special consultants,” and was even less pleased at having one of them in the midst of his security cordon.
On the other hand, Jenifer DuPree was on her first protection assignment. A short-haired redhead, she kept her opinion about Danielle’s presence to herself, but Casey did notice she managed to place herself in a position to see what was happening on Danielle’s screens at all times.
“I still don’t like it,” a nasal-toned voice said.
Casey glanced at his aide. Morton Halverstaff III was from a blue-blooded New England family with strong political ties and a general support for left-of-center policies. Morton’s uncle was a retired U.S. Senator and his father a cabinet secretary. When the family had “suggested” that the newly minted Ivy League graduate needed a job as an assistant to the president, the POTUS had farmed the new generation of Halverstaffs off on Casey. “Maybe a glimpse into the reality of the world will benefit him,” the president had said.
Privately, Casey thought Halverstaff was an over-bred idiot whom he wouldn’t trust with anything more complex than a stapler. But he was stuck with him, so he kept him away from the team, knowing that their tolerance for stupidity was lower than his.
“You don’t have to like it.” Casey motioned to the television. “What’s the latest?”
“Ten confirmed dead and another fifteen injured at the bridge.” Halverstaff was slumped on the couch, his lean frame sprawled across most of it. “The BART and airport are still trying to get a handle on things.”
“I hate not knowing.”
Halverstaff sat up. “Maybe should I go down and see—”
Casey glared at his aide. “Stay right there.”
“But—”
“First rule of government, Morton; Stay out of the way of people doing their jobs. They’re focused on rescuing people, not photo ops or briefings. If they need us, they’ll call.”
Halverstaff flopped back into the couch. “Yes, sir.”
“Don’t think for a second I like being up here instead of down there. Twenty years ago, I would be down there. But not today. Today, we sit and —”
“We’ve got trouble.” Danielle rose to her feet, her eyes on a screen to her left. She reached for her pistol sitting on the table next to her laptop, much to Younger’s annoyance.
Casey looked at her. “Who’s got trouble — OUTCAST?”
“No, we do. We have an elevator coming up filled with Asians and at least four more taking the fire stairs.” She squinted at her monitor. “They just knocked out the elevator and stairwell security cameras.”
Younger frowned, his hand slipping under his jacket. “Are you sure? They can’t get to this floor — wait, how did you access the hotel security system?”
“I hacked it from here,” Danielle replied distractedly. “And they overrode the card reader system. They’re coming.”
Younger pulled out his SIG Sauer P229 with one hand while grabbing for his radio with the other. “All stations, this is Younger. We have a security breach, coming from the elevators and the stairs. Subjects are heading up and are to be considered armed and hostile. We are evading with BLOODHOUND, over.”
Halverstaff reached for the hotel phone, picked up the receiver and crinkled his forehead. “No dial tone.”
Casey produced his cellular and tried placing a call out. “No signal.”
“They’ve cut the landlines and are using a frequency jammer for the cell-phones.” Danielle pulled a P-90 from a bag at her feet and held it up. “Anyone know how to use one of these?”
“I do.” DuPree took the compact submachine gun and hefted it a couple of times, getting used to the feel of it.
The outside doors opened and three agents who had been guarding the suite doors came in. “Any ID on the attackers?” one of them asked.
“North Korean Special Forces.” Danielle holstered her pistol while answering.
“Bull—”
“Enough.” Younger began issuing instructions. “Dupree: Send the panic signal to the local office and to hotel security. Griffith, Jackson: Escort Director Casey to the emergency exit. Hobbs: You and the rest of the team watch the hallway from your end.”
Danielle pulled out her MP5 from her bag along with several magazines. “Need a hand?”
Younger considered her for a few seconds. “Stay with the director. He may trust you, but I don’t know your skill level with that weapon, and I don’t have time to find out.”
#
Once the North Korean strike team reached the target floor, they stopped only long enough to wedge the elevator doors open with a pry bar. They then moved with purpose toward the presidential suite.
The rest of the Secret Service detail assigned to Casey was waiting for them. As soon as the North Koreans came into view, the agents opened fire with their P-90s and P229s. The North Koreans returned fire and the hallway became a death zone, filled with live fire that tore into walls, fixings and humans with equal vigor. The Secret Service agents were driven back toward the suite, giving ground slowly, some trading their lives for time. The last one went down in a bloody mess just short of the suit’s double doors.
While they looked like other suite doors, the ones to the presidential suite were constructed differently. Made from steel, they were designed to withstand most gunfire and minor explosions. The same with the hinges — reinforced, heavy-duty, designed to withstand tampering and applied force.
But Seonwoo had already accounted for this engineering fact.
The KS-23 shotguns fired 23mm rounds, the equivalent of a 6-gauge. Loaded with “Barricade” rounds, shells with solid steel projectiles, the two North Koreans armed with the weapons began blasting the hinges of the doors. Steel deformed and buckled under the assault. When the shotgunners pulled back to reload, other commandos moved in and placed small packs of Semtex into the holes and dents. The strike team moved down the hall far enough to avoid any backblast and detonated the charges. The explosions ripped through the already weakened hinges send the doors topping into the suite.
“Go, go, go!” Seonwoo shouted.
#
The emergency escape route consisted of a hidden door in the back of the suite’s master bedroom closet. The door led to a narrow, steel-lined shaft with a ladder bolted to the opposite wall. Known only to a few senior agents in the Secret Service, the exit was designed for cases like this — to be used as an escape route in the event of a direct attack on the suite’s occupants.
DuPree went down the ladder first, followed by Casey, then Halverstaff. As Danielle was about to get onto the ladder, there was a string of small explosions followed by the sound of steel hitting something solid echoing through the suite. Younger, who was standing by the exit door, shoved Danielle onto the ladder. “Get going!” he snapped. “We’ll give you time to get away!”
“But you—”
“No buts! Move it!” He closed the door behind her and she could hear the steel bolts sliding into place.
“What happened?” DuPree called up.
“Keep going!” Danielle shouted.
#
The fight was short, but vicious. The suit’s doors fell in and the North Koreans charged, each man taking a different sector and cutting loose with their machine guns. The storm of bullets ripped into chairs and couches, shattered lamps and statues and tore through wood. Several of the suite’s windows turned opaque as the bulletproof glass was struck by the gunfire.
Secret Service Agent Dan Griffith was out in the open and died in the hail of fire before he could shoot back. Younger and Agent Winston Jackson fired back from the master bedroom’s doorway, Younger’s SIG and Jackson’s P-90 taking down two of the enemy soldiers. The enemy didn’t hesitate, but turned and fired as a group, shattering the bedroom’s door frame and the wall around it. Jackson was sent down in a spray of blood and gore, while Younger keeled over as both his legs were shredded and bullets slammed into his Kevlar vest, breaking several ribs. His gun skittered out of his reach on the floor. Before he could summon the strength to move toward it, the enemy was on him. A foot came down on his hand, pinning it to the floor. He tried to pull it free, but he felt himself weakening.
“Where is Mr. Casey?” a voice demanded.
“G-gone,” Younger managed to say. He was beginning to fade, the pain lessening along with his consciousness. “You’re too fucking late.”
Younger closed his eyes and died.
#
The escape shaft ended inside the closet on the fifteenth floor, in a room that was never rented when the POTUS was in town. Fortunately, it was vacant now, too. “Now what?” Halverstaff asked as he flopped onto the bed.
“We keep moving,” DuPree replied calmly, but Danielle could see the white knuckles as she gripped Danielle’s borrowed P-90 tightly.
“Surely they can’t find the escape shaft.”
“DuPree’s right,” Casey said, pulling out a SIG P229 from a kidney holster. “They may know about the escape shaft, we don’t know for sure. We need to keep moving until we’re completely out of danger. DuPree, you lead. Danielle, take rear guard.”
Danielle held up a gadget. “The radio doesn’t seem to be affected. I can call the team and let them know what’s happening.”
Casey shook his head. “They’re in the middle of an active mission.”
“Director,” Danielle urged. “I’m ninety percent sure that these are North Korean special forces operators, which means Rhee’s people. Do you really want them running loose in a hotel full of innocent, unarmed guests?”
Casey’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and then he nodded. “Go ahead, inform them. But their mission comes first.”
Danielle nodded while transmitting. “Base to OUTCAST Prime: We have a Condition Omega.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Chinatown
12:08pm
When the balcony doors blew in, they sent glass fragments across the room, slashing several of the men around the table. Kim threw up a hand to shield his face from the flying shards. Ignoring the stinging pain from multiple cuts, Kim started to draw his Baek Du San pistol as two grenades came hurtling in. Recognizing the grenade type, he aborted the draw. Instead, he dropped to the floor, curled into a tight ball, closed his eyes tight, crossed his arms in front of his face and stuck his index fingers into the opposite ears.
The two sets of flashes and loud explosions rocked him like a physical blow. He counted to three, then uncurled rolled to his knees. More on instinct that thought, he pulled his pistol and fired rounds in the direction of the balcony doors.
Lights danced across his eyes and his ears rang hard. Although his vision was blurry, he could see that the others in the room were stumbling around, unprepared for the stunning blow of the flash-bangs.
If there is no other way to keep him out of American hands, kill him.
With Major Rhee’s order echoing through his mind, Kim spun toward Hong, his pistol pointing at the Triad leader. Before he could pull the trigger, something hard slammed into his shoulder, sending him reeling back against the door. Pain shot through him, clearing his head. A second shot missed his skull by a few inches, burying itself in the door behind him.
Kim spun back toward the window and saw Cheng aiming a pistol at him. Kim fired quickly, three of his 9mm rounds finding Cheng and sending him back against the table. A masked figure darted into the room from the balcony, weapon raised. Kim and the intruder spotted each other and fired at the same time. Cheng stumbled into the line of fire and the Triad enforcer staggered as two sets of rounds struck him in the chest and back. As the Red Pole’s bloody body dropped to the floor, the door behind Kim popped open and the door guards came charging in, pistols drawn. Kim shoved his way past them and darted out the door as a burst of gunfire slammed into the 49s.
More gunfire from the third floor told Kim the enemy was also upstairs. Ignoring his pain, he pulled out a grenade from his pocket, yanked the pin and tossed it into the room he just left. The explosion was mild compared to the flash-bang, but it made his head ring again.
Despite the throbbing pain, Kim forced himself to head for the stairs. As he reached the top of the stairwell going down, three canisters fell from the floor above, landing a few feet from him and spewing a cloud of thick white smoke. As he caught a whiff of CS gas, Kim forced himself to run down the stairs, stopping at the bottom only long enough to replace his pistol’s magazine with a fresh one. He ignored his bleeding shoulder and the stares from the shocked kitchen staff.
Three armed Triad enforcers came charging into the kitchen. At the sight of weapons, the kitchen staff fled.
“Upstairs!” Kim yelled. “The Mountain Lord is under attack!” The three 49s raced past him and up the steps. Kim raced for the kitchen door.
#
Liam’s experience and reactions saved him.
As soon as he saw the oval sphere fly into the room, he shouted, “Grenade!” He planted his foot and threw himself backwards out the door. Stephen, who was about to follow him in, flattened himself against the brick facing next to the door. Liam mirrored him on the other side of the doorway.
The grenade exploded inside the room, the fragments ripping through anything in their path — flesh, wood, paneling and glass. The detonation blew out what little glass was left in the windows, sending it into the street.
Liam reversed direction and barreled into the room. He saw five bloody bodies lying motionless and two that were moving. One was an old man, blood-drenched and weakly trying to use a chair to pull himself up. The second person was William Hong, who was climbing to his feet, bloody, but otherwise looking relatively unharmed.
Liam launched himself across the table, slamming into the Triad leader and sending them both to the ground. Still stunned by the explosions, Hong tried to lash out, but Liam was faster, stronger and in full control of his senses. The former SEAL easily blocked the weak strike and rolled the crime lord onto his stomach. He pulled two riot cuffs from his belt and secured Hong’s arms.
Stephen followed Liam in but went around the table and checked the other bodies. Most of the others were dead. The old man, unarmed but still alive, glared at him. “Y-you will… pay for this-this…outrage!” he choked out.
Stephen recognized the speaker as Kuang Lieh, one of the senior Triad leaders. “You will pay before me,” Stephen said in fluent Arabic, then in heavily accented English, “Turn over.”
The old man spat bloody mucous onto the floor. “So you can shoot me in the back?”
“Have it your way.” Stephen let the Colt dangle from the sling and grabbed Lieh by the lapels. He hauled him to his feet, spun him around, and shoved him face down on the table. Two sets of riot cuffs were quickly used to bind Lieh’s arms, then he dumped the bound Triad leader into a chair.
Liam hauled Hong to his feet, but before he could say anything, Danielle’s voice came across the radio.
“Base to Prime. We have a Condition Omega.”
#
Tanner and Naomi had reached the second floor. They were sweeping the hall when Danielle’s transmission alerted them to new problems.
“What’s happening, Six?” Tanner demanded.
“An attack team penetrated the hotel’s security system. We’re off the floor but the Secret Service detail is dead. The panic signal was sent, but no telling when they get here. We can’t stay here but Casey insists your mission comes first.”
“Two here,” Liam said. “We have the objective. We just need to get him the hell out of here.”
The sounds of people rumbling up the stairs alerted Tanner. He spun as the first Triad gunman came into view. The 49 stumbled as the CS hit him and Tanner fired a long burst that nailed him from groin to shoulder. As he fell backwards, Naomi stepped forward and fired down the stairs, a dozen 5.56mm rounds tearing into the other two men on the steps. All three tumbled in a tangled heap.
“Prime to Five!” Tanner said. “Bring the vehicle now!”
“On my way!”
They heard yelling from below. “More trouble!” Naomi said.
“Two, get the objective out here now! Three, Flash-bangs down the stairs!”
Naomi nodded, took a flash-bang from her harness, pulled the pin and tossed it down the stairwell. Tanner followed Naomi’s grenade with his own flash-bang just as Liam and Stephen came through the door to Tanner’s right, dragging Hong between them. The explosions below were followed by screams.
The CS gas began to dissipate. “Three, Four, stay with Hong. Two, rear guard.”
Tanner descended first, his Colt Commando leading the way down the stairs. Six steps down, he saw armed men in suits below them, stunned by the flash-bangs. One 49 at the base of the stairs managed to clear his head enough to see the oncoming danger. He raised his Ruger .357, but Tanner nailed him with a six-round burst that ripped him from left shoulder to right hip. As he dropped, Tanner cut down a couple more still-stunned and blind 49s near the stairs with four-round bursts.
When they reached the bottom of the stairs, the OUTCAST operators stepped over the fallen and moved quickly through the kitchen, Tanner leading the way.
#
The shoulder wound hurt like hell, but the pain focused Kim’s perception. He had managed to get out via the restaurant’s front doors with a small cluster of customers who decided to flee. The CS had made his eyes water and caused him to cough a few times, be he got clear of it quickly. Inside a doorway a hundred feet up the street from the restaurant, he pulled the phone out of his pocket, despite the white-hot pain in his shoulder. He opened the outgoing call log and placed a new call to the most recently used number.
“Yes?”
“The Americans attacked the restaurant,” Kim said through gritted teeth. “I do not know if Hong is still alive.”
“Where are you?”
“Outside. The Americans came in through the windows and the roof, used tear gas and grenades. I cannot get back inside and I am wounded.”
Kim could hear the steel in Rhee’s tone, cold and sharp. “Make sure Hong is dead. Nothing else matters.”
“Understood, sir.”
#
The OUTCAST team rammed through the kitchen doors into a service hallway. To their left was a server station, along with three servers huddled in the alcove. All three blanched at the sight of the armed and gas-masked team, but Tanner put his finger up to his gas mask in the universal sign of quiet. The servers nodded, their eyes wide with fear.
OUTCAST moved out into the dining room. A number of customers were on the floor or behind a makeshift barrier in an attempt to stay out of any gunfire.
“Prime to Striker. We have Hong. Status?”
“Stalemate,” Vessler yelled. “Two or three hoods inside the front door are keeping us from entering. CS gas has almost dissipated. A few customers ran as soon as the shooting started upstairs.”
“Copy. Five, where are you?”
“On Washington,” Stephen returned. “Twenty seconds out.”
Tanner peered across the dining room. “Everyone stay down, you’ll live longer!” he shouted, the gas mask muffling his voice.” Two, you’re with me on point! Three, rear guard!”
Liam moved past Naomi, Stephen and Hong while Naomi dropped back. They fast-walked toward the glass doors separating the dining room from the lobby. Three gunmen stood inside the small lobby, uncertain what to do next. One of them saw the approaching intruders and shouted a warning to the others.
Liam and Tanner fired through the glass doors, shattering them and ripping into two of the 49s. As they fell, the third Triad gunner fired, but he shot high and wide, shattering a decorative lantern above and behind the team. Before he could adjust, Tanner and Liam killed him with a paired burst of 5.56mm rounds.
“Striker, hold your position.” Tanner stepped through the shattered doors. “There’s too many witnesses for you to greet us as friends. But stay low, because we’re sending a few bullets your way.”
“Copy.”
Tanner led the others out onto the sidewalk. The team’s van skidded onto the street and screeched to a stop a few feet away from them. Most of the CS gas had dissipated, though a few stray wisps still hung around.
Tanner spotted Vessler crouching behind a car ahead and to his left. He whispered into his radio, “Striker, down!” then fired several bursts in Vessler’s direction, ripping up the car’s trunk, hood and bursting the rear driver’s side tire. He heard shouts and screams and turned to see dozens of bystanders watching the action, many videoing it with their smartphones.
“Move it!’ Tanner bellowed. Naomi and Stephen hauled the now-struggling Hong toward the cargo door Dante had slid open.
Then Choi’s voice made their blood run cold. “Shooter!”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Chinatown
12:15pm
Choi’s shout from Tanner’s right made the OUTCAST leader spin in that direction. He spotted the shooter, an Asian male with a bloody shoulder pointing a pistol at the van. Choi rose from between two cars.
“Freeze!” the DEA agent yelled.
The wounded Asian spun toward Choi and both men fired at the same time. Choi staggered and dropped. The attacker lurched when Choi’s rounds struck him. As the DEA agent fell, Both Tanner and Liam opened fire, the twin 5.56mm streams of lead ripping apart the gunman’s torso. The assailant took another step, his face twisted into a hateful stare before he collapsed onto his chest and went still.
“Danny!” Vessler cried.
Tanner spun and fired another burst at the car Vessler was behind. “Stay where you are until we’re clear!” he said over the radio. “This is being recorded by those people over there. Need to maintain plausible deniability.”
“Fuck that. That’s my partner!”
Tanner turned to the van to find the rest of them already onboard. He jumped in and told Dante to go. The van accelerated down the street while he pulled the door shut.
As they reached the intersection, Dante leaned on the van’s horn. Ahead of him, cars slammed on their brakes and sped out of the intersection, allowing the van to shoot across the street without incident.
Liam pinned Hong to the floor while Stephen administered a tranquilizer patch to the Triad leader’s neck. After a minute the bound man stopped struggling as the drug took effect.
“Liam, Nay,” Tanner said, unzipping the jumpsuit. “Get changed and switch weapons. Dante, drop the three of us off at the hotel, then you and Stephen head for the safehouse. We’ll pick up Casey and Danielle and meet you there.”
#
“Why can’t we take the elevator?” Halverstaff moaned as the four stepped out into the hallway.
“Because if the enemy is smart, they’ll have blocked them off or turned them into kill boxes,” DuPree said.
“But we’re fifteen floors up.”
Then I suggest you save your breath for the climb down.”
“Which stairwell?” Danielle asked.
“East is closest,” Casey said.
“And probably guarded,” DuPree added.
Can’t be too many guards in the stairwell. Worse comes to worst, we can duck into a lower floor and change staircases.”
They jogged down the hall, DuPree leading, then Casey, with Halverstaff and Danielle bringing up the rear. They reached the fire door and DuPree used the small window in the door to check the landing. “Looks clear, but once we’re out there, keep moving unless I say stop. Danielle, keep an eye up above us. I’ll worry about what’s below. Stay as close to the wall as possible. Let’s move.”
DuPree opened the door quietly and started down the stairs, the P-90 to her shoulder and sweeping the next landing and set of stairs. Casey was next, his pistol sweeping high, then low. Halverstaff, who was unarmed except for a folding multi-tool sheathed to his belt, scurried after them. Danielle stepped out onto the landing and gently closed the door behind her before catching up to the others, her MP5 pointing up the stairwell.
They made it without incident to the fourteenth floor and then heard a shout from above. Gunfire rained down at them, bullets sending sparks flying as they struck the railing. Danielle judged the shooter to be four floors above them, and fired a pair of short bursts upwards. She heard a grunted curse and the gunfire stopped.
Dupree was already on the landing between the fourteenth and thirteenth floors. Casey was behind her, his pistol aimed up. Halverstaff was a few feet behind his boss, his expression bordering on panic. Danielle took the stairs three at a time, thankful for Tanner’s insistence that the team stay in shape.
#
In a fit of rage, Seonwoo placed four shots into the already dead bodyguard who had told him Casey was gone. For some reason’s the corpse’s expression of satisfaction annoyed him. “Are you sure he isn’t here?”
“Yes, sir.” Ryeon replied. The battle for the suite had been short and vicious, costing Seonwoo two of his henchmen, but they had killed the three foes they had found, all bodyguards. The suite was wrecked, inundated with bullets holes and buckshot from the KS-23s.
Yoon entered the bedroom. “Maybe he was never here.”
Seonwoo shook his head emphatically. “No, too many bodyguards here. He was here, but there must be a secret escape route or hidden room. We must—”
“Dragon Five to Dragon leader!” a voice on the radio called out. The man guarding one of the hotel’s two fire stairwells relayed his message. “Target is in the east stairwell, four floors below me!”
Seonwoo’s smile was unpleasant. “Yoon! Take two men, use the elevator and get below them, then go up the stairs.” Yoon nodded and left at a run, shouting out the names of the men he wanted with him.
Seonwoo turned to Ryeon. “Contact Cho in the west staircase, then both of you join Jee in the east stairwell and drive them down to the eighth floor. I’ll be on the eighth waiting for them. Go now!”
Ryeon ran out. Seonwoo reloaded his pistol and his Uzi, then turned and walked out of the bedroom. He couldn’t get the dead bodyguard’s expression out of his mind.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Nob Hill
12:21pm
The van roared into the Trans-Continental Marsh Hotel’s driveway at forty miles an hour. It slid to a stop in front of the hotel’s main doors, causing several people to stare at the vehicle in puzzlement as the side door slid open. The puzzlement turned to fear as three people wearing full combat gear came storming out of the van cargo hold, shouting “Out of the way!” By the time they reached the doors, the van was roaring out of the driveway.
Once inside, Tanner called out, “Homeland Security. I need everyone to evacuate in a quick and orderly manner, right now!”
A man in a suit with an engraved name tag hurried over. “I’m the day manager, Fredrick Langston. What’s going on?”
“You have terrorists here attempting to either kill or kidnap a Special Assistant to the President. I need the people on the ground floor to evacuate and everyone else to stay in their rooms and lock their doors.” Distant gunfire rattled as Tanner spoke the last three words.
“Of course.” The man pulled out a walkie-talkie and hit the push-to-talk button, relaying Tanner’s instructions to his staff.
Langston began to repeat the announcement as Tanner and the others raced for an elevator. One look was enough for Tanner to see they weren’t going up that way. He turned to Langston, who had followed them. “Any other elevator we can use?”
“There’s a service elevator for the banquet rooms, but that only goes up to the fourth floor. It’s around the corner, near the storage rooms.”
“No good. We’ll have to do this the hard way. He tapped his radio. “Six, this is Prime. We’re on the ground floor. Where are you?”
“We’re on the way down, east stairwell, just reached the twelfth floor. We have at least two Tangos above us in pursuit, but there’s no telling where the rest are.”
“Copy. We’re on our way.” Tanner addressed Langston. “Call the police and tell them east staircase!”
#
Danielle exchanged her nearly empty magazine for a full one. “Tanner’s in the building. Ground floor!”
“Might as well be on Venus for all the good it does us,” Halverstaff said.
“Morton,” Casey said in a resigned tone.
“What?”
“Shut up.”
They made it to the eleventh floor without incident. Danielle caught glimpses of the men above her when they leaned out for a quick glimpse or an even quicker burst of gunfire. What they weren’t doing was getting closer.
They started down the stairs to the tenth floor. “DuPree!” Danielle called out, her attention on the stairs above them. “I think we’re being herded!”
The young Secret Service agent stopped and bit her lip. “We keep going,” she said. “If your team’s coming, the farther down we are, the closer we’ll be to them.”
There was a loud boom from below that echoed through the staircase. Danielle’s radio came alive. “Prime to Six. We’re in the stairwell. “Your location?”
“Coming up on tenth. We are missing a lot of Tangos. Suspect they may be trying to cut us off from below.”
“Understood. We’re coming up now. Prime out.”
“Tanner’s in the stairwell,” Danielle called out to the others. “He’s on his way up.”
They reached the tenth floor and continued down. Danielle fired at their pursuers, her unease growing with every passing second. Where was the rest of the enemy?
As if answering her mental question, the sound of another door opened below, this one closer, but the echo made it hard to estimate which floor. It closed with a bang and DuPree fired down the stairwell. “Enemy on the sixth floor!”
“Six to Prime. We have Tangos on the sixth floor landing.”
#
With Tanner in the lead, the three OUTCASTs had reached the second floor landing when they heard a door somewhere above them open violently, then someone shooting down at them. The team stopped and hugged the wall to stay out of sight.
Tanner raised his MP5 so that it pointed up into the stairwell. “Copy. We’re four floors below them. We’ll close and engage.”
He motioned Naomi and Liam past him and they ran up the next flight of stairs. Naomi stopped at the next landing, stopped and raised her MP5 so that she covered the landings and stairwell above. Liam continued on to the third floor. As soon as he was out of Tanner’s sight, the OUTCAST leader charged up the stairs, past Naomi and up the next flight of stairs. Liam was on the third floor landing, doing the same thing as Naomi. As Tanner raced past him and started up the stairs leading to the fourth floor, Liam fired a short burst up the stairwell. Tanner heard the bullets striking the railing three floors above him, but kept charging up the stairs.
He reached the next landing, between the third and fourth floors just as a man leaned over three landings above and fired. Tanner backpedaled as the swarm of slugs slammed into the railing and the concrete floor around it. Somewhere above, he could more gunfire, but couldn’t tell where it was coming from.
Tanner stepped to the left and fired up at the enemy. The Triad gunman grunted and pulled back, discouraged. Naomi passed behind Tanner and raced up the stairs to the fourth floor. “Liam!” Tanner shouted, “Move!”
The ex-SEAL sprinted up the stairs, sliding a shell into the M-203PI under the MP5’s barrel. “Go!” He pointed the grenade launcher up the stairs and pulled the trigger. The shell rocketed out of the barrel with a poomf. It raced up three floors, struck underneath the landing above where the gunmen were and dropped to the ground, spewing thick blue smoke. Before Tanner could say anything, Liam shoved a gas mask into his chest. “Take this!” He was already wearing one around his neck.
Tanner slipped the gas mask on, then took the stairs three at a time, ran past Naomi and continued up. Liam was a few steps behind, slowing only long enough to toss Naomi another gas mask from his satchel, eject the old shell from the M-203 and slip in a new one. Naomi put on her gas mask and followed them.
#
“Dragon Two to Dragon Leader. Armed intruders below us.”
Seonwoo scowled. He stood in the eighth floor hallway with Yuh. “Kill them.”
“We are trying! The enemy is—” Gunfire drowned out Yoon’s words.
“Dragon Two! Are you there?”
“S-still here, Dragon….Leader. I am wounded, but I can still fight.”
Seonwoo considered the facts and made a decision. “All Dragons, this is Dragon Leader. Kill the target and anyone with him. Dragon Two, keep those intruders from getting past you. Dragon Seven, press them. Leader, out.”
He looked back at Yuh. “We’re moving.”
“Yes sir.”
They ran down the hallway to the stairway entrance. They heard the gunfire echoing while they closed in on the door. A door ahead of them opened and a man stepped out. Before he could say anything, Seonwoo fired his Uzi from the hip, ripping the man from stomach to throat from a distance of twenty feet. As the bloody figure slumped to the hallway floor, Seonwoo and Yuh ran past him, reaching the stairwell door. After a glance though the window to make sure it was clear, the two charged out onto the landing.
Below them, Seonwoo saw blueish smoke hiding the stairwell below the eighth floor. He felt his throat begin to burn. “Dragon Two! What is happening?”
No answer.
Seonwoo stifled a curse and snarled at Yuh. “Up the stairs!”
“But Sergeant Yoon and—”
“Dead or almost. Now move.”
#
“Smoke below!”
Danielle glanced down and saw the smoke filling the stairwell wafting up the shaft. “It’s my people!”
They were between the ninth and tenth floors, DuPree on the landing between floors, Casey and Halverstaff on the stairs and Danielle on the tenth floor landing. The sporadic gun battle had worn away both their nerves and their ammunition.
DuPree saw two armed men racing up the stairs from the eighth and opened fire, sending a dozen 4.7mm rounds downrange. Some struck the railing, but the rest hit the trailing man in the leg, hip, chest, and arm. The combatant stumbled sideways, smashed into the wall and buckled at the knees.
“We need to get out of here!” Halverstaff screamed. He turned and ran back up the stairs, bumping into Danielle and knocking her off balance. She stumbled to her left just as gunfire from above struck the floor where she had been standing. The aide screamed as bullets smashed into his left leg and arm, spinning him around in a pirouette as he went down.
Danielle regained her balance in time see three gunmen race across the landing between the eleventh and twelfth floors, firing over the rail in her direction as they ran.
“They’re charging us!” she shouted as she ducked and stepped back under the cover of the landing.
DuPree was forced back from the railing as the man she had just wounded opened fire, despite the amount of blood he was losing. She yelped as hot steel struck her gun hand, and the P-90 fell from her hands.
On the landing above, Danielle changed magazines, pulled the MP5’s bolt back and moved to her right, standing in front of the staircase going up. She heard the men on the landing above, heading for the stairs that would take them down to the next landing and the staircase she stood in front of.
As soon as she saw the legs on the stairs, she opened fire with her MP5 on full auto. Sparks flew as the steel railing was pummeled by a number of bullets. Enough of them ripped into the enemy’s legs to take them down, sending both men tumbling to the landing, twenty feet from Danielle.
The third North Korean dropped from the landing above onto Danielle’s landing. The soldier landed off-balance, his hand slamming into the rail. His Skorpion machine pistol flew out of his hand and disappeared over the rail.
She swung her MP5 around and pulled the trigger, but the “click” of the hammer falling on an empty chamber sent a sharp adrenaline jolt through her system.
Her intended target went for the pistol in his belt. Danielle hurled the MP5 at him and the spinning machine gun struck the gunman in the arm with an audible crack. The man’s eyes to “widened in pain as his pistol went flying out of his hand. His expression morphed into to hardened determination as he pulled a dagger from a belt sheath.
Danielle was scared shitless. Fear. She had her SOCOM on her hip, but the knife-wielder was only seven feet away and he would be on her before she could draw and fire.
Her hand went for her pistol anyway.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

By the time they reached the fifth floor, the trio of OUTCASTs couldn’t see anything due to of the smoke. They slowed to a crawl, staying low as they moved up the stairs to the landing between the fifth and sixth floors. Without the masks, the smoke would have burned their lungs, as some of the chemicals that made up the smoke — Zinc chloride and chlorosulfuric acid — were toxic to humans.
With visibility reduced to only a couple of feet, they listened hard for the enemy as they moved forward, keeping the wall on their right as the team advanced.
When Tanner felt the corner where the two walls met, he heard shuffling, coughing and gasping. He aimed the MP5 in the direction of the noise and opened fire, moving the German-made weapon back and forth to widen the bullet sweep. Liam followed with a shorter volley of his own, as did Naomi. They heard a grunt and at least two people crashing down the stairs.
Tanner slid his feet across the landing floor until he felt a body with his feet. He pointed the MP5 down and knelt. The body was Asian, and from the bloody chest and unblinking eyes, he was dead. A MAC-10 was clutched in his dead hands. Still, Tanner pulled the weapon from the slack fingers, tossed it across the landing, and pressed his fingers to the man’s neck. There was no pulse. He stood and pressed forward again. “One down,” he said softly.
He saw another pair of legs and went to the head, kicking away a Skorpion machine pistol as he did so. He checked for the second Asian’s pulse. “Two down.”
Stepping past the body and starting up the stairs, the smoke was beginning to thin out, but was still a hazard. He heard coughing ahead of him. Near the rail and the top of the stairs, he took two more steps up and the smoke thinned just as a red-eyed man leapt at him from the landing above.
#
The knife-wielding fanatic took a step forward, but a hand gripped his other leg by the ankle and yanked. Danielle’s hand grabbed her pistol and pulled it clear of the holster. She saw Halverstaff, face twisted up in pain, but with an expression of determination, pull hard on the North Korean’s leg with his good hand. The commando hissed something and stomped down on Halverstaff’s wrist with his free leg; there was a sickening crunch as the wrist shattered under the blow.
But it gave Danielle the precious seconds she needed. She brought the pistol up and fired twice. Both .45 slugs slammed into the man’s chest with audible thuds. The man staggered and blood spread across his shirt. Still, he didn’t go down.
She adjusted her aim upward and fired twice more. This time, both rounds slammed into the attacker’s face, one in the mouth, the second right above the nose, both exploding out the back of his head. The nearly headless man collapsed instantly, knife still tightly gripped in his fist.
Danielle heard scraping from the landing above her and saw movement from the two men she had wounded in the legs. She turned and bolted up the stairs, taking them three at a time. She reached the landing just as one of the opponents, leaving a blood trail from his crawl, grabbed the MAC-10. Before he could swing the blocky submachine gun, Danielle fired twice, both slugs erasing most of the man’s face and dropping him hard. She swung her pistol toward the second foe, but from the way the man’s head was twisted, he was already dead from a broken neck.
She looked up, seeking another target, but there was nothing. She heard gunfire from below and launched herself down the stairs, her hand reaching for a fresh magazine for her pistol.
#
Seonwoo emptied a full magazine up the stairs, grinning with vicious pleasure as his target, the pesky woman, scrambled to safety. When the Uzi ran dry, he reached for a fresh magazine, only to find he hadn’t any left for the Israeli-made submachine gun. He dropped the now useless weapon, pulled out his Baek Du San and started up the stairs.
He reached the landing and kicked a strange-looking weapon into the corner. The woman, a short-haired redhead, was crawling up the stairs to the next landing. He stayed close to the railing and raised his pistol, but before he could fire, someone yelled, “Hey, asshole!”
The shout came from the stairs to Seonwoo’s right. He spun as three bullets struck him in the torso. His knees buckled, but he stayed up, eyes blazing with rage when he saw the shooter was John Casey, his target. He muttered a curse and raised his pistol, only to die when DuPree fired her own SIG Sauer P229 three times, each round finding its target in Seonwoo’s neck and head. The North Korean captain fell over the rail and dropped into the wispy smoke. He was dead before he hit the bottom of the stairwell.
#
If Tanner had been standing with both feet on the same stair, the charge would have knocked him down the stairs and possibly killed or crippled the OUTCAST leader.
Instead, his left foot was two steps higher than his right, giving Tanner a strong base with which to put his weight forward. So when the North Korean commando slammed into him, it was the commando who was off-balance. A knife appeared in the soldier’s hand and he slashed at Tanner, the blade bright in the still-smoky stairwell.
Tanner smashed the MP5’s barrel into the knifeman’s forearm, then fired off a burst into the man’s chest. The assailant writhed in pain, but managed to grab the MP5’s barrel with his free hand while thrusting at Tanner with the knife.
Two shots distorted the man’s face before exploding out the back of his head. The attacker dropped to the stairs like a puppet with cut strings. Tanner turned to see Liam reholster his pistol. He nodded to him and then moved up the stairs to the next landing, just as a shadowy figure fell past them beyond the rail and disappeared into the swirling smoke.
“Prime to Six! Who just fell down the stairs?”
“A Tango, Prime. We have one critically injured team member up here — Casey’s aide — and the Secret Service agent with us has a wounded hand.”
From somewhere below, doors opened and the clamoring of boots echoed up the stairwell. Tanner looked down and saw that the smoke had dissipated enough to see armed police officers racing up the stairs, as well as a body sprawled at the bottom of the stairwell.
“Police are here,” Tanner radioed.
“Casey says to get up here. He says it’s easier to explain to the police if we’re all together.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

It was after 2pm when Tanner and Liam walked into the incident command center. The center was in one of the hotel’s smaller ballrooms, guarded by several SFPD SWAT and police officers in riot gear. The pair made their way through the personnel, tables, and equipment to a small table in the back of the room. Casey sat in a chair with DuPree standing behind him, her hand bandaged, but holding Danielle’s P-90, and still trying to look alert. Naomi and Danielle sat at the table with Casey, both women looking drained.
“Well?” Casey asked as Tanner and Liam sat down.
“The protection team was nearly wiped out,” Tanner said. “Only two survivors, both of them wounded. We’ve counted ten Tango corpses, two in the suite and eight in the stairwell. One innocent bystander is dead, and the police are sweeping the building floor by floor with their SWAT teams, making sure no more Tangos are hiding. We checked the attackers’ bodies, and I’m certain they’re all North Koreans.”
“I think we have Rhee’s attention,” Casey said.
“What about Halverstaff?” Tanner asked, concern etching his face even though he knew the young man was not well-liked.
Casey exhaled. “In the hospital. Multiple bullet wounds, broken arm, leg and his other wrist is broken, but it looks like he’ll live.” His chuckle was short and almost amused. “He told me before he was wheeled into surgery that he resigning as my aide.”
“Can’t say as I blame him. So what’s the latest out there?” Liam asked.
Casey leaned back in his chair. “The acting mayor has declared a state of emergency and requested state and federal assistance. He’s also enacted a dawn to dusk curfew for the city. The National Guard has been activated and there’s a Marine battalion en route from Twenty-Nine Palms. Both Oakland and San Jose are sending first responders to help. I’ve talked to the president and he’s already set things in motion at the federal level.”
Tanner eyed his other two squad members. “You two all right?”
“Legs ache,” Naomi said. “Otherwise, we’re ready to roll.”
Tanner stood. “We’d better get going. If Rhee’s behind this, we need answers and we need them now.”
Casey tipped his head toward the door. “Go. I need to wait for the replacement protection team from the local Secret Service office. They should be here any minute.” He shifted his gaze to Danielle. “You want to go up and get your equipment?”
Danielle shook her head. “I have my main laptop in my bag. Everything else up there I can replace with a run to any electronics store.”
“We do need to get our stuff from our rooms,” Tanner said.
“Let’s get moving,” Casey reminded. “Rhee’s upped the ante and we have no telling how far he’s going to go. Call me if you need something.”
#
The San Francisco Emergency Response command center was a beehive of activity. With four major scenes of disaster, the tension was high as the city’s emergency management team tried to coordinate rescue and recovery on a scale none of them had ever expected to see. Everyone was speaking at once, communicating with the small band of senior decision makers who looked harried as they deployed resources to the crime scenes.
In the back of the room, Acting Mayor Norman Kwan watched the people and systems he had helped fund and hired do their jobs. He was exhausted in both mind and body, having slept only a couple of hours in the last day and a half. He had no proof, no insider knowledge of the attacks, and yet he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt who was behind them.
Rhee.
He felt a spark of anger ignite within him. That bastard had invaded his city, killed hundreds of innocent people, and for what? Why had he done this? He inhaled slowly. The bastard had done one thing — he’d destroyed any lingering loyalty Kwan felt for his homeland. Too much time and too much blood had flowed for him to feel anything but contempt for the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.
“Sir?”
Kwan turned his head slowly to see his aide. Sammi Jakes had been his personal assistant for ten years, and the youthful, stunning blonde had fueled rumors that she was his mistress. The reality was more mundane — Kwan loved his wife and family, while Sammi had her own wife with whom she was in the process of adopting children.
“What now?”
“The press is demanding an update.”
“What time is it?”
“Two-thirty.”
“Tell them we’ll have a news conference at three. That’ll give us time to get the latest updates on the scenes.”
Sammi nodded. “You should get some rest, sir. Right after the press conference.”
Kwan snorted. “Not likely. The city’s going to hell. I’ve got no time for rest.”
“I think you should go and freshen up, at least.”
“All right. Stay here and monitor the situation. If anyone asks me where I am, I’ll be in my office.”
“Yes, sir.”
As soon as Kwan stepped outside, he was surrounded by police officers wearing vests and armed with M-16s. “My office,” Kwan told them.
They walked to his office in silence. The tension in the halls was nearly as high as that in the emergency center. Armed National Guardsmen and SFPD officers were everywhere, either guarding areas or on roving patrol. People hurried along, their expression anxious and a few looking like they had been crying. Kwan decided that as soon as he could, he’d call the entire staff together and thank them for their service.
Two more heavily armed peace officers were guarding his office. Kwan waited until two of his detail went into the room and checked for hidden threats before he entered himself. Inside, his staff had the same look of worry and fear as everyone else. His secretary glanced up as he passed her desk, but before she could say anything he told her, “Press conference, three pm.”
After the officers with him completed the sweep of his office, Kwan motioned for them to stand outside while he went in alone. He headed to the attached bathroom, where he let the water run for a few seconds, then splashed some on his face, letting the coldness seep into his skin.
His private cell phone rang. His mouth tugged down at the corners. Only a few people knew about it, close friends and family members. He took the phone out of his pocket and eyeballed the number, but didn’t recognize it. He answered it, ready to hang up. “Hello?”
“Enjoying your new job, Mr. Mayor?”
Kwan felt his body shake, out of both fear and in anger. “How did you—”
“It wasn’t that hard, Mr. Mayor.” Rhee’s voice was relaxed, and Kwan knew he was enjoying this.
“What the hell do you want?” Kwan demanded in a soft, though strident tone. “The city’s in shambles!”
Rhee sounded amused. “Consider it a chance to demonstrate your leadership potential.”
“What insanity are you committing? The police are scouring the city for you and your people.”
“They won’t find us. Americans are mostly stupid and lazy.”
“Why are you calling me?”
“I’m checking to see if you’ve had a chance to carry out your instructions.”
Kwan felt a shiver go down his spine. “In case you haven’t noticed, you son of a bitch, I’m a bit busy at the moment!”
“Temper, temper, Mr. Mayor.”
“I’m too busy trying to get a lid on the damage you and your murderous bastards did to this city.”
Rhee’s tone grew colder. “Careful, Mayor Kwan. Or I might begin to think your loyalty lies elsewhere.”
A knock at the door. “Sir?” a guard’s voice asked. “Are you all right?”
“I have to go,” Kwan said softly. He disconnected the call, walked to the office door and opened it. A trio of guards clustered around the door. “I’m fine.”
“We thought we heard voices—”
“I was practicing some opening lines for the news conference.”
“Are you ready, sir?”
“Yeah. Just let me turn off the bathroom light and I’ll be right with you.”
“Please leave the door open, sir.”
He walked back to the bathroom, turned off the light, then looked around the office. Was all this worth the price innocents had to pay? He reached into his pocket and slid his fingers over the case Rhee had given him.
“Everything all right, sir?”
“Fine, yes.” Kwan withdrew his hand from his pocket. “Let’s get this press conference over with.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The safehouse was located in the city’s Mission District, less than two miles from the pier where the DEA team had been ambushed several days ago. The street was narrow, barely wide enough for two cars to pass each other and only if they did so slowly. Garages and houses lined the street, none of the structures taller than two stories.
The safehouse itself was in the middle of the block, a blue-gray painted rectangular building with white trim, garages at both ends. Above one end, a second story had been added, leaving the building looking unbalanced. There was nothing remarkable about the structure, nor the occasional residents. As far as the neighbors were aware, the house was owned by a high-tech company who used it to house employees from out of town working temporarily at the company’s San Francisco location.
In reality, the place was a U.S. government safe house, one of several in the city. This one was CIA’s, used to debrief defectors coming out of China, and ironically, North Korea. As such, while the outside was unremarkable, the inside was very different.
As soon as the van carrying Tanner and the others from the hotel turned onto the street, Tanner called Dante and let them know they were coming. Once they reached the house, the large garage door at one end opened. Liam eased the van into the garage.
Tanner went over to a door with an attached keypad and tapped in a series of numbers. The door’s lock disengaged. He pushed the steel door open, revealing a staircase leading up to the second floor.
Liam groaned. “I’ll stay down here.”
“Come on, chicken,” Danielle said as she walked past him.
The stairs led up to an open living room and kitchenette combination. Dante was in the corner kitchenette, pouring coffee into cups sitting on the counter. “Welcome.”
“Where’s Stephen?” Tanner asked
Dante motioned toward a closed door. “Watching Hong.”
“Any problems?”
“No. How bad is it?”
As Tanner filled Date in on the latest developments, Danielle carried their new equipment over to a small dining table and began unboxing it. Naomi flopped onto a couch while Liam went over to the counter and picked up a couple of coffee cups and handed them out.
While Liam sat in a recliner, Stephen opened a door and stepped into the room, wearing a balaclava over his head. He pulled it off and rubbed his face. “Hong’s awake, pissed off, and not saying a word.”
Tanner picked up a coffee cup. “He’s going to start talking in a few minutes.”
#
Liam and Tanner entered the bedroom wearing balaclavas. Hong sat in a chair, handcuffed and bound. He glared at the pair as they entered. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”
“We know exactly what we’re doing, Kuan-Tai.” Tanner opted to use Hong’s Chinese name to underscore the fact that he knew exactly what he was doing. He folded his arms. “I’ll make this simple. We know about Rhee, we know about the Red Ice, we know about Dr. Mori, and we know about the Black Dao’s involvement. We’re the ones who have been trashing your Triad businesses over the last twenty-four hours. You’re not our prime target, but we don’t give a damn if you end up in jail or dead. We want Rhee.”
“I have no idea who or what you are talking about.”
Tanner noticed a television in the corner of the room. “Two, turn on the TV. Our guest can see for himself what his friend Rhee has been up to.”
Liam turned on the flat-screen. The first images the screen showed were of thick black smoke rising from the Golden Gate Bridge.
“You see?” Tanner pointed at the TV. “Rhee and his men have been busy killing innocent people. He’s been committing terrorist attacks all over the city.”
“Congratulation,” Liam added. “You’re now a terrorist”
“I didn’t know!”
“Didn’t know?” Tanner’s voice had an air of incredulity about it. “That’s not going to fly, Kuan — Tai. We have pictures of you and Rhee together. There are nearly two dozen Asian bodies in the city morgue. They might be Rhee’s men, or they could easily be your men.”
“But—”
“What about the men who tried to assassinate the mayor?” Liam asked. “It won’t take much to convince a jury that they’re Black Dao members. Thanks to Rhee, you and your Triad are up to your necks in this disaster, whether you want to be or not.”
“I never gave those orders!”
“It doesn’t matter if you did or not.” Tanner leaned down until he and Hong were face to face. “Rhee just gift-wrapped your gang for the feds, leaving you to take the fall while he and his goons go on their merry way, pocketing millions from the Red Ice while you rot in a cell.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Really? How do you think we found out about the drug lab? Rhee set you up, Kuan — Tai. He’s playing you like a violin.”
“His country is still at war with the U.S.,” Liam said. “The Red Ice is his way of funding his mission. He killed over four hundred people today. How many will he kill when he has millions of dollars to spend?”
Tanner put his hand on Hong’s shoulder. “Maybe he’ll murder your wife and children. He’s already tortured and killed the agent in charge of the DEA office in San Francisco and most of his family.”
Hong went pale. “He did what?”
“Yeah. The agent, his wife and two of his children, the youngest ten years old. That’s who your partner is. The only glimmer you have of not living the rest of your miserable life in a Supermax is to tell me where that Red Ice lab is, and where Rhee is. Otherwise, get use to spending the rest of your life warehoused in a very small box and never seeing the sun again. Your choice.”
Hong’s expression didn’t change much, but Tanner could see the machinations going on behind the man’s eyes. “Give me a minute to think about it.”
“I’ll give you two.”
It took less than one minute for Hong to start talking.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

It was after dark when Rhee reached the lab.
Rhee’s car was one of three in the convoy, all late model sedans, all rented from different rental companies. They rolled to a stop near the ranch house and the ten men in Muhn’s unit, the ones who had created the chaos in San Francisco, got out. They swept the area for trouble, most carrying an assortment of submachine guns close to their bodies.
Myoung met Rhee on the porch. “The Americans are in a uproar.”
Rhee walked inside, followed by Myoung and Muhn. “As to be expected. Have you heard from Seonwoo, any of his men, or Kim?”
Myoung shook his head. “No, sir.”
Rhee scowled. “Something’s gone wrong. They should have reported in by now.”
“There were reports of an incident at the hotel, but the Americans have been tight-lipped about it,” Myoung said.
“They would keep it quiet until they were sure.”
“If they were captured, they wouldn’t tell the enemy anything.”
“The Americans will stop at nothing to get the information. What is the latest on the incidents in the city?”
“Hundreds dead, hundreds more injured. The BART and the Golden Gate Bridge are still closed, and the airport is shut down, with all flights diverted to other airports.”
“Good. What about the bombs?”
Myoung smiled. “We have over four and a half metric tons of ammonia nitrate. Each truck will carry over a metric ton of primed explosives, about the same size as the Oklahoma City bomb.”
“I want those bombs ready to go the day after tomorrow.”
“Have the targets been chosen?”
“Yes. Los Angeles, Phoenix and Las Vegas. I want the bombs to explode simultaneously in all three places.”
“That will be tricky. We need to calculate the distances so we can set the detonators’ timers.”
“Muhn!”
The large scar-faced man came to attention. “ Sir?”
“I want your people to get some rest now, because I want them on the road before dawn. I need your teams in Chicago, Kansas City, and New Orleans before the end of the week. I want them in place and ready to recruit more shock troops a week from today. If Seonwoo and his men return, I’ll send them onto the next set of cities.”
“And if he doesn’t return? Sir, as much as it pains me to say it, I believe that Seonwoo and his unit are dead.”
Rhee scowled in thought. “I agree. Myoung, place the base on alert. Tell P’il that I want all prisoners except for the ones working in the lab in their cells until further notice. I want all the men carrying weapons at all times they’re on the property. How are our supplies?”
“We have enough for a week.”
“Good. What about the Red Ice shipment?”
“It made it to Los Angeles with no problems. Our agent reports that half the shipment is already on the street, with the rest due there by this weekend. Initial reports indicate the drug is beginning to find a market. Dr. Ryuk reports they are aiming for about five hundred kilos of Red Ice a day.”
“Good. With everyone’s attention focused on San Francisco at the moment, it should make the distribution in Los Angles easier.”
#
Kwan hated hospitals.
The multiple disasters of the past ten hours had consumed his time and energy, and Rhee’s call didn’t help his stress levels. He had to get away from the bustle of the emergency command center, the continual demands for press access. He needed time somewhere, even if it was only for a few minutes. The best he could come up with was to visit Mayor Pagliei.
Kwan’s own security chief, Don Lenway, had objected to moving anywhere unnecessarily, but Kwan had insisted it was necessary to show his support for the mayor in the city’s time of need. In response, Lenway had tripled the security escort normally assigned to protect the mayor, and heavily armed them. With the curfew in effect, they made the trip in much less time than it would have normally taken.
Despite the deserted streets, Kwan could feel the tension in the air. Hundreds of first responders, soldiers, marines and federal agents were swarming over the disaster sites, still searching for survivors amid the wreckage. The convoy moved at a much swifter speed than the law allowed, escorted by several SFPD cars. Part of Kwan felt guilty about the size of his escort, but Lenway had been unyielding in his insistence about that detail.
And now he was here, alone in Pagliei’s hospital room, with four heavily armed guards outside the door, and more patrolling the floor. The doctors had told him that Pagliei was in a coma and unaware of the outside world. One looked at the frail body in the hospital bed was enough for Kwan. Instead, he spent most of his time staring out the window, fingering the case Rhee had left in his pocket. It would take ten, twenty seconds at most to inject the drug into the one of the IV bags, then stand back and watch the helpless woman die. It would get Rhee off his back and protect his family here and back in North Korea…
… Until the next time.
Committing murder would damn him forever, a stick Rhee and whoever followed him would hold over his head for the rest of his life. They wanted an agent of influence in the highest levels of the U.S. government, and they wanted to make sure their hold over him was absolute.
He glanced at his watch. It was close to 10pm now. He still had twenty-eight hours left. Maybe Rhee would die before then. Maybe the feds would find Rhee and arrest him. Maybe Pagliei would even die without him having to do anything.
Or more likely, he was just delaying the inevitable.
He turned and walked toward the door. He might still have to kill her, but not tonight. For now, the city needed him more than Rhee or his masters back in North Korea. He still had time for a miracle.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

The staging area was at a farm ten miles from the lab.
Tanner and the team climbed out of their vans and took a moment to survey the site. Several portable floodlights had been set up, most of the light shielded from the road by the farm’s buildings. In the light, half a dozen Bradly Infantry Fighting Vehicles (IFVs), and twice the number of Cougar Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) vehicles were lined up near the barn. A dozen other vehicles, ranging from vans to Chevy Suburbans, were also parked in neat rows. Around them, soldiers in full combat load were mixing with heavily armed federal and state agents — DEA, FBI, ATF, U.S. Marshals, California Highway Patrol, and even a couple of special agents from the EPA’s Criminal Investigation Division. On the far side of the barn, in an empty field, a couple of UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters sat, rotors still.
“Some party,” Liam said.
“Casey knows how to throw them,” Tanner replied with a nod.
“Tanner! Nay!”
They turned to see Sarah Vessler walk toward them. She was dressed in full combat gear— armored vest, knee and elbow pads; her helmet was tucked under one arm. Her LAR-15 hung over her shoulder from a sling, and the team could see a cluster of flash-bang grenades hanging from her harness.
“Vess!” Naomi said, going to her friend. “What about Danny?”
“He’s in the hospital. Three broken ribs, bruised sternum, and a shoulder with a bullet still lodged in it. The vest took the worst of it. When I left him, he was surrounded by the entire stateside Choi clan, twenty people talking to him all at once. But he’s pissed he can’t be here.”
Tanner shrugged. “He’s where he needs to be.”
Vessler motioned to the large weathered structure a hundred feet away. “The command post is in the barn.”
They walked across the road to the post. The team was dressed much as Vessler was — black BDUs, Dragonskin armor, balaclavas pulled up so they looked like caps, MP5 slung over their shoulders, with load harnesses and gun belts with SOCOM pistols in tie-down holsters. The two soldiers on posted guard duty gave the group a careful look-over as they walked into the barn.
Casey, looking out of place in a three piece suit among a sea of armed and uniformed people was standing at a table with a group of military officers. DuPree was nearby Casey, hand still bandaged. Behind her, two visibly armed Secret Service agents stood guard.
Casey looked up. “You’re here!” He motioned to the officer next to him, a bulldog of a man — short, stocky, with a graying hair cut close to his scalp and an oak leaf on his collar. “Lieutenant Colonel Mulkerin, commanding officer in charge of the military assets. Colonel, Tanner Wilson and his team.”
Mulkerin lifted his head and stared at the team from under brushy gray eyebrows. “I hope you can prove your information,” he said in a gravelly voice. “Bad enough the military’s involved in a civilian matter. I’m sure as hell not going to be happy if these turn out to be some potheads tending to their happy garden.”
“Far from it, Colonel,” Tanner said. He looked at Casey. “You didn’t tell him?”
Casey smiled innocently. “I thought I’d let you have the fun.”
Tanner spoke for ten minutes, telling Mulkerin everything about Rhee, his men, the Red Ice production facilities and the stolen ammonia nitrate. Mulkerin’s expression darkened as Tanner told him about the terrorist attacks in San Francisco that morning. “Son of a bitch,” he snarled. Then he looked at Casey. “The president’s sold on this?”
“He is.”
The colonel looked at Vessler. “Do you know what you’re going up against?”
Vessler nodded. “I certainly do. One of Rhee’s men put my partner in the hospital.”
Mulkerin looked at Casey. “Sir, my soldiers should be leading this. No offense to Agent Vessler and her people, but this isn’t a bunch of half-drugged losers who barely know which end of a gun the bullets come out of. These are highly trained, disciplined fanatics who won’t surrender and won’t be taken alive. They’re enemy soldiers, and I shudder to think what type of firepower they have.”
Casey shook his head. “I need your people to surround the ranch. We can’t let any of them get away, exactly for the reasons you mentioned. We’re going to be borrowing your armor though, and your helicopters.”
The military officer frowned, then looked up at Tanner. “What’s your role?”
“We’re going to extract Dr. Mori. According to our information, the drug lab is underground. I want my team to slip in and get her out while the enemy is distracted by Agent Vessler and her assault.”
Mulkerin stared down at the high-definition photos placed on top of a topographic map in front of him. Finally, he looked up at Tanner and slid the pictures over to him.
“Here’s Rancho Negro Estrella. Twenty-five hundred acres right here.” He stabbed a thick finger on the map. We’ve identified four buildings on the property: A covered horse corral near the road here, a barn behind the corral here, a ranch house across the dirt road from the barn, here. It’s flat, open land with absolutely no cover, and that includes the corral, barn and ranch house.”
“You mentioned a fourth building,” Liam prompted.
“I was just getting to that. The back third of the property is rolling hills, scrub brush, a few trees and rocks. There’s another building in the hill behind the ranch house here.” Mulkerin moved his finger a couple of inches away from the other structures he had pointed out. “That building dominates the approach from the road and anyone sitting up there can see for miles in every direction.” He looked at Tanner. “Does your intel tell you where the underground lab is?”
“It mentions that there’s a mine shaft somewhere in these hills, here.” Tanner put his hand palm down on the map where the colonel had his finger.
“That does make some sense. There’s a couple of dozen mines scattered around the area — we’re only ten miles from Sutter’s Creek. But those shafts are dangerous — most are one good sneeze from caving in.”
“We were told that the mineshaft has been rebuilt, fortified with fresh timbers and the shaft cleared out, in case they have to use it as an escape route.”
“Busy little shits,” Mulkerin said.
Tanner nodded. “The information indicates Rhee imported his own workforce from his country’s prison camps. That’s another reason why we’re going in separate from the main attack.”
The colonel stared at him in disbelief, then eyeballed Casey. “On the level?”
“I wouldn’t be wasting your time if I thought this was a wild goose chase, Colonel Mulkerin.”
“No, I suppose you wouldn’t.” He looked up at Tanner. “How are we going to do this?”

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The UH-60 Blackhawk helicopter flew two thousand feet above the dark California landscape. The military aircraft was not displaying lights and ran much quieter than most helicopters. Liam recognized it as one of the same model SEAL Team Six had used in Operation Neptune Spear, the op that had killed Osama bin Laden.
Besides five members of the OUTCAST team, the Blackhawk carried a pilot, co-pilot, and two door gunners, each gunner manning a GAU-19/B .50 Gatling gun. Conversation had been sparse since the Blackhawk lifted off from the farm ten minutes ago.
In addition to their normal weapons — MP5s, SOCOM H&K pistols and a selection of fighting knives — each member carried a mix of flash-bang and smoke grenades, buckshot, CS and HE rounds for the grenade launcher, extra magazines, night-vision goggles, and riot cuffs. Adding to the firepower, Liam carried a Knights SR-25 Mk.11 sniper rifle, and Dante brought the Franchi SPAS-15 with a mix of breaching rounds and double-ought magazines.
The army was moving into blocking position in the nearest woods to the ranch. The wide open ground, which made it impossible to approach the ranch house and the building on the hill unseen, also made it impossible for anyone to escape across the fields without being seen. While they moved into position, Tanner’s team, minus Danielle, would land a mile behind the building on the hill, locate the mine shaft and infiltrate the base to rescue Dr. Mori.
“Ramrod to OUTCAST.” Mulkerin’s tone was gruff. “Blocking forces nearly in place. Striker is standing by. No action from ICEHOUSE or HEDGEHOG.”
“Copy, Ramrod. We’re touching down now.”
The main objectives had been given codenames — the ranch house was HEDGEHOG, while the building on the hill was ICEHOUSE. The barn was named HAYBALE, and the mine was designated PYRITE. Task Force Sun was the combined force of federal and state agents. Supported by two Bradleys and the Cougar MRAPs, Sun would come down the road, turn into the driveway, and head straight for the houses. Overhead, the second Blackhawk, armed identically to the one the team was traveling in, would supply air support. The other four Bradleys were in position to supply extra firepower if Task Force Sun needed it.
“Prime to Six.”
“Six here.” Danielle remained with the Command staff, where she would control the team’s drones. She would be deploying both the team’s Black Cobras over ICEHOUSE and HEDGEHOG, leaving one of the two Black Wasps in reserve. The second Wasp drone rode with Tanner and the team. “Cobras are deploying now.”
Tanner smiled, though there was no warmth in the expression. “Copy, Six. ETA to drone insertion?”
“Five minutes.”
The Blackhawk descended in a clearing surrounded by trees. Tanner turned to look at his team. Four faces looked back at him and nodded their readiness.
#
The Nighthawk landed in an open area hidden from the suspected mine entrance location by a wooded ridge. In less than ten seconds, the team was on the ground and the helicopter was back in the air. The group sprinted up the ridge slope, not stopping until they were inside the tree line.
Tanner whispered into his radio. “OUTCAST Prime to Six, we’re on the ground.”
“Copy. Cobra Alpha is over HEDGEHOG. Beta is over ICEHOUSE. Sun is rolling now, ETA is ten minutes.”
“Understood, Six. Keep us informed on Sun’s progress. Prime out.”
While Tanner was speaking to Danielle, Liam and Dante were readying the team’s second Night Wasp for deployment. While Liam did system checks with the drone’s control tablet, Dante took the hexagonal micro-aircraft out into the clearing and positioned it on the ground. In ten seconds, the drone was in the air, invisible in the blackness of the night sky.
“All flight systems are green,” Liam said softly. “Wasp is two hundred feet up, one hundred feet south of us. Cameras are green.”
Tanner glanced in the direction Liam indicated and through his NVGs he saw the drone hovering. “Copy, Two. Start it forward.”
“Beginning recon.” The drone flew slowly in the direction of the house. Tanner glanced at his team and motioned for them to move. Liam handed the tablet off to Stephen and took point, followed by Tanner, Naomi, and Stephen, with Dante covering the rear.
They traveled for several minutes before Stephen radioed. “Prime, I’ve got something.”
The team dropped to a knee and scanned their surroundings. “What do you have?” Tanner demanded.
“I have an opening in the hill at the end of a gully, Eight hundred yards ahead left, about eleven-thirty. Dropping Wasp to get a better look at— Uh-oh.”
“What?”
“Looks like n camouflaged emplacement about 350 yards in front of us, near the hilltop, two hundred yards northwest of ICEHOUSE, fifty yards from the opening.”
“Is it manned?”
“Hold on.” Five seconds passed. “Affirmative. Two tangos, and what looks like a heavy machine gun on a tripod. It has a clear field of fire all the way up the gully.”
“Check for other emplacements.”
“Checking now.”
“Prime to all OUTCASTs. Let’s move out.”
They traveled another minute before Stephen said, “Got an identical gun emplacement on the other side of the gully.”
The trees thinned out and the team halted. Ahead, the land sloped up and became a mix of bushes, clumps of trees, rocks and grass. Tanner scrutinized the top of the hill until he found the machine gun nest in the middle of a tree grove. The emplacement consisted of sandbags stacked waist-high, a wooden frame with tin sheets to make a roof, covered by plants and camouflage netting. It overlooked the gully to the mine entrance. He saw two faces manning the turret.
“Leave them to me,” Liam said. “I’ll move southwest and hit them from behind.”
“Right. Three, go with him.”
“Copy Prime.”
Liam moved off, followed by Naomi. Tanner continued scanning for other emplacements.
#
Liam and Naomi headed west, staying inside the tree line. They moved a hundred and fifty yards, then turned southwest, stopping periodically to check their relative location to the emplacements.
Just short of the hill crest, Liam signaled to halt. They dropped to one knee, Liam observing the enemy posts while Naomi monitored the surroundings. After twenty seconds, Liam placed a hand on her shoulder and whispered into her ear, “Another thirty yards.” Naomi patted his hand twice to acknowledge his statement and they began moving again, this time southeast.
After a minute of travel, Liam signaled again to stop. He unslung the SR-25, opened the rifle’s bipod and took up a prone position on the ground. Naomi knelt next to him, her eyes scanning the surroundings. Liam lifted his night vision goggles onto his forehead, relying on the Zeiss Orion night vision scope mounted to the sniper rifle to make the shot.
He settled in and blanked out all other sights and sounds as he stared through the scope. Both emplacements — sand bags stacked waist-high in a semi-circle — were below Liam’s location. Liam could clearly see the two North Koreans in the closer machine gun emplacement. Both men wore long-sleeved shirts, jeans, and work boots, and sat on either side of a tripod-mounted DShK heavy machine gun. One stared through what had to be a pair of night vision binoculars, while the other sipped from a cup and held an AK-47 between his feet. Neither man looked especially alert, but the gunman would glance in the direction of the gunfire every so often.
Liam checked the other emplacement. It was a twin of the first one — two men in work clothes, sitting on each side of a second DShK. The only difference was Liam could only see them from the chest up, above the sand bag wall.
He spoke softly into his radio. “Two to Prime: I have eyes on all four Tangos. Designating the nearer two as Tango One and Two, the far ones are Tangos Three and Four.”
“Copy, Two. Take them out at your discretion.”
“Understood.”
Liam hadn’t been on the SEAL Teams as a sniper, but he had hung around snipers long enough to learn the basics. He had also taken lessons from a retired SEAL sniper when OUTCAST was formed. He was a competent sniper who usually handled any task requiring accurate long-distance shooting. He was also good at estimating distances, a necessary skill for a sniper.
After a few seconds’ thought, he started with the farther emplacement. He settled the scope’s crosshairs on Tango Three, who observed the darkness through night vision binoculars. The shot was about three hundred yards, which for a sniper was almost routine. He settled his sights on the target, inhaled, held it, then exhaled slowly as he smoothly stroked the trigger.
The suppressor muffled the rifle’s shot, but the sound was still audible in the still night air. The 7.62mm bullet slammed into the base of the target’s throat, dropping him. Liam shifted slightly, lining up Tango Four in his sights as the fighter jumped up in surprise. Liam repeated the aiming process and fired. The second Tango jerked as the bullet hit him in the chest and he disappeared from sight.
Again, Liam shifted targets. The two North Koreans in the nearer emplacement were now alert after hearing the shots, but they couldn’t pinpoint a location. Tango One reached for a radio while Two moved behind the DShK and grabbed the weapon’s handles. Liam aimed at One, adjusted his aim, and fired.
The bullet punched into the base of Tango One’s neck, and the North Korean went down in a spray of blood. Liam adjusted and fired at the machine gunner, the round slamming into him between the shoulder blades. The gunner collapsed against the machine gun and slid to the ground.
Liam scanned both emplacements for signs of life but saw none. “Two to Prime. Tangos neutralized.”
“Copy Two, we’re moving.”

CHAPTER FORTY

“Sir!”
Rhee went from asleep to alert in between heartbeats. He rolled out of bed and was on his feet, a type 56 assault rifle that had been next to the bed in his hands almost as quickly. “What is it?” he snapped.
Myoung stood in the doorway, his face serious. “The Americans are here!”
“What?”
“Coming up the road! Soldiers and armored vehicles! A large force. They will be here in a minute.”
Rhee hadn’t bothered to undress when he’d decided to rest, so he headed for the door. “Full alert! Tell the base we’re under attack and prepare to destroy the lab on my command.”
Myoung stepped back, allowing the major to stride past him. “Yes, sir!”
“Turn off all the lights!”
“Yes, sir!” Myoung spoke rapidly into a handheld radio.
By the time Rhee reached the front door, the lights were out and his men were ready and armed. Through the small windows on either side of the door, Rhee could see that the driveway was filled with military vehicles. Spotlights were aimed at the ranch house.
“Attention in the house!” a voice thundered over a loudspeaker. “This is the United States Drug Enforcement Agency! We have arrest and search warrants! Come out with your hands up!”
Rhee snorted. “Myoung!”
“Sir!”
“Show them we have no intention of surrendering. Order all machine guns to destroy those spotlights and put the fear of their so-called God into them.”
#
The machine gun fire from the ranch house, barn, and the house on the hill was ragged at first but became fierce as the enemy warmed to their task. In a few seconds, there were half a dozen heavy machine guns spewing lead at the oncoming convoy. A hailstorm of 12.7mm rounds slammed into the armored vehicles, sparks lighting up the night like a fireworks display.
Then the assault team set off their own fireworks.
The Bradleys, leading the assault column, turned their attention on the house on the hill and opened fire with their M242 Bushmaster 25mm autocannons. The ten-second bursts from each IFV sent more than sixty M791 Armor-Piercing Discarding Sabot with Tracer (APDS-T) rounds into the house. The rounds, designed to destroy lightly armored vehicles, ripped through the block walls, windows, interior walls and human flesh with equal ease.
The MRAPs, each armed with a Browning M2 Heavy machine gun mounted in a Common Remotely Operated Weapon Station (CROWS) added their firepower, half aimed at the ranch house, the rest at the barn. The air became thick with 12.7mm and .50 caliber rounds. But while the DShK machine guns were trying to break through the vehicle’s armor, the “Ma Duce” rounds were having more success punching through the ranch house’s block walls; the barn’s wooden walls were no match as the heavy machine guns punched fist-sized holes in both structures.
The defender’s gunfire slackened as some of the machine guns were put out of action. One of the guns from ICEHOUSE fired down at the assault column, only to abruptly stop when the Bradley’s Bushmasters fired another ten-second burst of APDS-T rounds into its location. By now, ICEHOUSE was beginning to burn, flames leaking through the windows but growing larger as seconds passed.
The machine gun fire from the buildings finally stopped. Vessler, riding in the back of the second Bradley, picked up her radio. “All Sun elements, move in!”
#
Inside the ranch house, the place was a wreck. Holes were blown through walls, machine guns were on the ground, mixing with sand, glass and blood. Rhee, covered in dust, stood in the doorway of the kitchen and glared at the damage. Muhn stood next to him, carrying a Type 73 light machine gun.
“Myoung!” Rhee barked. “Get those machine guns back into operation!”
“Sir,” the captain replied, “six of my men are dead and two are critically wounded!”
“Get your men ready to defend. Muhn, assign five of your fighters to reinforce Myoung. Don’t let the invaders in!”
The field phone rang in the kitchen. Rhee turned away from the scene before him and picked up the receiver. “What?”
“I think the Americans are trying to slip a team through the mine into the base,” Captain P’il said. “My perimeter guards report hearing gunshots, and neither Machine Gun Post Seven or Eight are answering. I’ve sent a team to investigate.”
Rhee’s jaw tightened. His plans had included laying a minefield to prevent easy access to the mine shaft. But the short-sighted bureaucratic fools in P’yŏngyang had failed to supply the needed land mines. Assuming Rhee could escape, those bastards would have a lot to answer for. “I am coming to see for myself. How many troops do you have left?”
“Twenty-seven. I lost five in the hill house.”
Rhee looked out the window and saw the house above him burning fiercely in the night “Are the charges ready?”
“Of course.”
“Make sure the detonator is ready to be used!”
“Yes, sir!”
The enemy will not capture this base intact. Do you understand?”
“Perfectly,” P’il said. “My men will not let that happen.”
“They’d better not!” Rhee dropped the handset onto the table. “Myoung!”
“Sir?”
“You’re in command. Stop them. Do you have any patbingsu patches up here?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Issue two patches to each man. That will give us an edge against the Americans. I want this land soaked in the enemy’s blood!”
Myoung smiled. “Yes, sir.”
Rhee nodded and strode toward the basement and the tunnel entrance downstairs. “Muhn! You and the rest of your squad come with me.”
#
It took Tanner, Stephen and Dante a few minutes to reach the gully. Liam and Naomi were waiting for them. Tanner stopped and stared at the gully for a few seconds. “Send the Wasp to take a look see.”
Stephen maneuvered the small drone up the gully, which was wide enough for two men to walk abreast. At the end, it branched off in different directions. One fork led to a steep slope going up, while the other terminated after five yards in a dark tunnel.
“Not good,” Liam said. “That gully’s an ambush waiting to happen.”
Tanner nodded. “That’s why you four are going to stay on top of the slope on each side of the gully. Leave the Wasp overhead for now.”
“Where are you going?”
Tanner loaded a buckshot round into his grenade launcher. “Up the gully. I’ll draw their attention, giving you a chance to hit them first.”
“Isn’t it my turn to play bait?”
Tanner smiled. “Nah. You can be bait next time.”
“You get all the fun.”
They split up, Naomi and Liam going up the right slope of the ravine, Stephen and Dante taking the left. Tanner started up carefully. Above him and to each side, the rest of his team kept pace, MP5s up and ready.
“Prime to Six,” he transmitted. “What’s happening over there?”
“ICEHOUSE is totaled,” Danielle replied. “Striker and her people are trying to secure both HEDGEHOG and HAYBALE. Heavy resistance.”
“Copy. We’re approaching PYRITE. Four Tangos down.”
“Copy Prime, when—”
A group of armed men wearing NVGs emerged from the mine and spotted Tanner the same instant he saw them. Shouting in Korean, they raised their AK-47s and opened fire.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Tanner hit the dirt as the North Koreans opened fire. The swarm of bullets passed over his prone body, digging into the dirt walls of the gully or striking the scattered rocks. The other four OUTCASTs, above and to either side of the gully, fired back, multiple 9mm bursts punching into the half-dozen western-dressed gunmen. Tanner returned fire a heartbeat later, adding his firepower to the team’s. Trapped with nowhere to hide, the North Koreans died quickly.
Tanner got to his feet and ran for the opening. The others descended the gully’s sloping walls and joined him.
“Bring the Wasp,” Tanner told Stephen, who brought the robotic aircraft down with a few taps on the tablet’s screen. Dante picked up the drone and secured it to the back of Liam’s harness.
The mine tunnel was wide and level, but there were no lights, no sign that anyone had been in the tunnels for a while. With their NVGs making them look like aliens, Liam and Tanner lead the way, staying near the walls. The others followed, Naomi and Dante behind Tanner, while Stephen trailed Liam.
Twenty yards in, the tunnel split into two passages, one going in the same direction of the main tunnel, while the other branched off to the left at a forty-five degree angle. Tanner signaled the team to stop.
“Which way?” Liam asked.
Tanner stared into the tunnel ahead of them. “I’ve got footprints going this way.”
“Got footprints here too. Do you want to split up?”
“No. Too easy to get lost in these tunnels. We’ll continue along the main passageway until we either find something or run out of tunnel.”
They continued on. After a few more yards the tunnel veered left, then a few after that, tracked right. The farther in they went, the more twisting and uneven the tunnel became, as if the miners had been drunk. They heard sounds, distant and badly distorted by the tunnel’s echoes. Wary of an ambush, the team took each turn and twist slowly.
The tunnel made a sharp turn right, then after a few yards, a hairpin turn left. As they started around the sudden turn, Tanner saw movement in the tunnel ahead. “Back!” he warned, just as the tunnel lit up with multiple assault rifle and machine gun fire. The team hugged the floor while slugs ricocheted off the tunnel walls.
The wall to Tanner’s right exploded as hundreds of bullets slammed into it, showering him and the others with rock dust. Liam, the nearest to the corner, slid a shell into his grenade launcher and stuck his MP5 around the bend. The whump of the M-203 being fired was lost in the last few seconds of the barrage. The gunfire was erased by an explosion. A large cloud of dust and smoke came around the corner, filling the tunnel with a dense cloud.
“Liam,” Tanner said. “That was stupid. Trying to cave us in?”
Liam yanked the MP5 back, opened the grenade launcher’s breech, letting the spent shell fall to the floor, then reloaded. “It stopped them, didn’t it?”
The team surged to their feet and raced around the corner, weapons up and seeking targets.
#
Rhee charged out of the tunnel, followed by Muhn and his men. The two combatants manning the machine gun stiffened to attention, but Rhee waved them down. “Blow the tunnel!” he snapped as he stormed past them. “And bring that machine gun to cover the tunnel leading into the complex.”
He stomped into the guard room, the men sitting there coming to attention. “You four help your comrades move that machine gun station, and guard it.” The men saluted and rushed out of the barracks.
“Muhn,” Rhee said. “I want two of your soldiers to guard the escape tunnel until I return. Make sure they help the guards get the machine gun set up and ready to fire before we get back.
The scar-faced man nodded. He tapped two of his subordinates on the shoulder and they broke away from the group.
Rhee glanced at the others. “Hyoung and you two — with me.”
When they emerged into the main caverns, Rhee inspected the area before he saw the guard commander at the security station. “Report!”
“We have intruders.” P’il said quickly, pointing at one of the monitors.
Rhee gazed at the monitor, where masked figures trotted down the tunnel toward the camera, until one of them pointed his weapon at it and pulled the trigger. A distant gunshot echoed through the tunnels as the video signal dissolved to snow.
Rhee’s scowl deepened. “Get every fighter you can into that tunnel and stop them.”
P’il nodded and left at a run, barking orders into his radio.
#
Dust and smoke filled the tunnel ahead of them. The team charged ahead, fingers on triggers. There was no gunfire as the dust began to subside.
After a few yards, the tunnel widened to twice its width. Bodies in green fatigues were lying around what had been a tripod-mounted DShK machine gun. Blood was everywhere, as Liam’s grenade had brought down a large chunk of the roof down on the defenders. A couple of the fighters and the machine gun had been crushed by a boulder a quarter the size and weight of a compact car, while others had been struck in the head and shoulders by smaller rocks.
“Keep moving,” Tanner urged.
Another opening, located at the other end of the wider tunnel, was the only exit. The team negotiated the jumble of rocks, aware that another cave collapse could occur at any moment. Once they reached the opening, Dante removed the Night Wasp from Liam’s harness, and with a few taps on the tablet from Stephen, sent the drone into the tunnel’s airspace
Tanner and Liam looked over Stephen’s shoulder as the former CIA agent piloted the micro-drone through the tunnel. This passage felt newer than the entrance tunnel; it sloped up more gradually and lacked the accumulation of rocks and dust. The wooden support frames supporting the tunnel roof also appeared to be modern.
After fifteen yards, the passageway opened into a cavern, longer than it was wide. Half a dozen overhead lights illuminated everything in the chamber. Stephen sent the drone up so that it was above the lights and near the relative safety of the dark ceiling.
As the aerial camera swept the room, Tanner and Liam eyed the control tablet. They saw prison cells lining the walls, a dozen steel cages on each long side. Fifty or sixty men and women, dressed in rough and dirty clothing, yelled and carried on at half a dozen guards standing in the middle of the cavern. One of the guards was speaking rapidly into a radio, and several more glanced in the direction of the opening where the drone had entered.
Liam motioned to the screen. “How you want to do this?”
“We hit them hard and fast,” Tanner said.
Naomi leaned over. “Wait. Swing the camera around so it’s pointing at the walls above the cages again.”
Stephen performed the action and the team could now see blocks along the walls, with wires running from one block to another.
“Shit!” Liam breathed. “Looks like the place is rigged for a massive detonation.”
Naomi nodded. “More than enough to bring the roof down, that’s for sure. See if you can trace where the wires are going.”
The drone moved again and the team followed the wires. Naomi pointed at the screen. “Wires exit through the opening there on the other side of the chamber.”
Liam shook his head. “Which means the entire place could be rigged.”
“Plan doesn’t change.” Tanner straightened up. “We just hit them even harder and faster.”
The team turned and charged into the tunnel. Shouts came from ahead, only a few at first, but swelling as more and more people added their voices to the cacophony. There were words in the babble of voices, but none in English, and the percussive assault of metal striking metal punctuated the vocalizations.
One of the guards closest to the tunnel saw the OUTCAST unit charge out of the tunnel. He screamed and spun toward the team only to go down as Tanner triggered the grenade launcher and sent a load of buckshot into him. The blast also smashed into another guard, shredding his arm and leg and knocking him to the tunnel floor.
The rest of the team opened fire, the flurry of 9mm rounds cutting through the guards’ bodies before any of them could get a shot off. As the last guard fell, Tanner reloaded his M203 while he moved across the chamber, Liam behind him and to his left. The rest of the team followed. To either side, the prisoners shouted at the infiltrating squad, arms thrust between the bars to plead for release.
“Should we let them go?” Dante asked, pausing to look into one of the overcrowded cages. He wanted to free them.
Tanner shook his head. “They’re safer here for the time being. Let’s keep moving.”
Stopping long enough to retrieve the drone, the team raced into the next tunnel.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

The assault on the ranch house was the worse Sarah Vessler had ever experienced.
The suspects were not strung-out druggies with stolen, half-functioning weapons, but hardened soldiers with military-grade weapons and a willingness to fight to the death. As the task force began deploying from the Bradleys and MRAPs, heavy gunfire greeted them from the ranch house and barn.
An RPG was launched from the ranch house’s second floor. It shot across the dark field, where it struck one of the MRAPs, rocking the fourteen-ton vehicle and blanketing the assault team with shrapnel. The M2’s opened up again, raking the house and barn with more .50 caliber rounds.
Vessler crouched in the shadow of the Bradley. Despite the MRAPs suppression fire, the enemy wasn’t giving up.
“OUTCAST Six to Striker. Are you all right?”
Vessler remembered the drones overhead. “OUTCAST Six, this is Striker. We need those party favors onboard the Cobras.”
“Copy, Striker. Moving Cobra Bravo to cover the barn. Dropping party favors from Cobra Alpha in three, two one…”
#
A hundred feet above the ranch house, Night Cobra Alpha hovered silent and invisible in the night sky. The drone’s camera pointed at the house below, giving Danielle, who was five hundred yards away, a real-time update of the situation. Using the tablet, she adjusted the drone’s position and released three of the flash-bang grenades. The incendiary devices struck the roof, bounced off, and exploded in mid-air, bright flashes of light and sound stunning the defenders.
As soon as the flash bang grenades were released, Danielle dropped three CS canisters. All three struck the roof, rolled down the sloping steel and fell to the ground. As they landed, they began spewing thick, acrid smoke. Rifle and machine guns from inside the house fired blindly into the heavy smokescreen. Danielle moved the Cobra and repeated the drop sequence, releasing the other half of the mini-drone’s cargo onto the structure. In a few seconds, the house was shrouded in tear gas.
She checked Night Cobra Beta, saw it had reached its new position over the barn, and dropped its entire load at once.
“OUTCAST Six to Striker. Party favors have been passed around.”
#
Vessler watched as the mix of smoke and flash-bang grenades hammered the ranch house and barn. The Bradleys, which up to now had not been involved in engaging any target outside of ICEHOUSE, rotated their turrets in opposite directions and fired their autocannons. Each burst sent ten 25mm APDS-T rounds into the ranch house and barn, ripping into concrete, wood, glass, steel and flesh.
By now the tear gas had spread, entering the house and barn through the damaged windows and walls. The gunfire from both locations was lessening, the defenders either unable to continue, or waiting for better shots.
From the strike team, half a dozen more CS canisters were blasted into both the house and barn, obscuring both structures even more.
“Striker to all Sun elements: Move it, now!”
Over at the barn, the single usable DShK and the six defending North Korean engineers blindly traded fire with the MRAPs, which replied with long bursts from CROWS-mounted M2s, the .50 rounds ripping through the wooden walls and into multiple defenders. Under the covering fire of the M2s, the agents assigned to secure the barn raced toward it. The rest of the task force charged the ranch house. They triggered off short bursts from their own weapons as the M2s continued shooting into both buildings.
#
Despite the firepower of the Bradleys and MRAPs, several agents went down as the strike team stormed the buildings. A three-round burst from one of the Bradleys obliterated the ranch house’s front door. The barn doors, riddled with both 25mm and .50 caliber rounds, fell apart and tumbled to the ground.
At Vessler’s command, a dozen flash-bang grenades sailed through the holes in HEDGEHOG. The multiple explosions of light and sound seem to last for hours, but in fact lasted less than ten seconds. As the explosions died away, the team stormed inside.
Gunfire met them, dropping two of the first agents inside the house. The strike team replied with their own gunfire, all thought of arrest or seizing evidence replaced with instincts of survival. No quarter was asked or given, even the badly wounded suspects tried to continue the fight, forcing the strike team members to kill them.
The fighting was room to room, gunfire exchanged at point-blank range — and when guns ran dry — hand to hand. More than one agent was killed or injured by the well-trained North Koreans in hand-to-hand fighting, as knives became the preferred close-in weapon of choice.
Five minutes of savage fighting saw the ground floor in task force hands, but at a heavy toll; none of the defenders survived, and the number of injured and dead agents was into double digits. Vessler ordered the wounded to be taken outside onto the covered porch while she considered her next move.
Vessler knelt at the base of the stairs. Splattered with blood from both friend and foe, she was stressed, her joints and limbs aching. She and half a dozen agents had been ready to charge up the stairs, but after the fight on the first floor, none were eager for round two.
“Striker, this is Gandolf. HAYBALE is secured. Three friendlies dead, four wounded. No prisoners. SOBs went down fighting.”
Vessler exhaled slowly. “Copy, Gandolf.”
“Striker, there’s tons of fertilizer in here, along with three trucks, explosives, fuel oil, and what looks like the parts to several detonators. Looks like these bastards were constructing Oklahoma City-sized truck bombs.”
Vessler felt herself get cold. “Ramrod, did you—”
“Copy, Striker,” Mulkerin said. “I have my OD guys on their way. Gandolf, don’t touch anything without my boys’ say-so. If any of that stuff goes off, there won’t be enough of you left to fit into a thimble.”
“Copy, Ramrod. We’re staying away from it all.”
Vessler took deep breaths to steady herself, then felt nauseous as she inhaled the smells of blood, smoke and other smells of combat. “Striker to OUTCAST Six…”
“OUTCAST Six here.”
Vessler felt a surge of anger at Danielle’s calm demeanor, but dismissed it. The tech specialist had done her share of fighting, but her skills were needed elsewhere on this battlefield. “I need you to run Cobra over for a look-see at the second floor of HEDGEHOG. We have the first, but the cost was high.”
“Copy. Cobra’s on the way now.” After a couple of minutes, Danielle said, “Looks like half-a-dozen suspects still on the second floor.”
Vessler’s head dropped. “Striker to Ramrod.”
“Ramrod here.”
“I need your Bradleys to rake HEDGEHOG’s second floor. We’ve lost good people taking the ground floor. I don’t want to lose any more.”
“Any prisoners?”
“Zero. They fought to the death. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“I have. I still say my boys should have gone in. They have experience fighting fanatics.”
“Not like this, Ramrod.”
Mulkerin snorted. “Stand by, Striker. My boys will show these shitheads the meaning of firepower.”
“Striker to all: Ramrod’s going to air-condition the second floor. Stay low and be ready.”
The heavy hammering of two M242s was accompanied by the sound of breaking glass, tearing wood and shattering plaster. After ten seconds a high-pitch whine started up and what sounded like a swarm of angry bees ripped through the walls. Vessler watched as the railing on the second floor landing was chewed apart as if it was being eaten by a swarm of invisible termites, and the walls were shredded to almost the point of non-existence. There were a couple of screams from upstairs, short bursts of gunfire, but neither lasted long.
After thirty seconds of intense fire, it stopped, and the silence was as intense as the noise had been.
“Ramrod to Striker. That’s it. Any more and we risk collapsing the house. I doubt anyone up there survived that.”
“Thanks. Striker to all Sun elements: Take it upstairs.”
They crept up the stairs slowly, senses wide open to the first sign of trouble. At the head of the stairs, the team split up and swept each room. Most of the rooms were horror scenes, torn bodies on the floor with blood and gore everywhere.
“Striker,” an agent called out. “We have a live one! Front bedroom at the end of the hall.”
Vessler dashed from the main bedroom to the other side of the house. One of the task force members met her at the door. “He won’t last long. Hell, as shot up as he is, I’m surprised he isn’t dead already.”
The man lay in the middle of a pile of bodies. His clothes, a flannel shirt and jeans, were soaked in blood — both his and that of the others around him. One arm lay across his body. He slowly turned his head to look at Vessler with hate-filled eyes. Vessler walked over to him, staying out beyond his arm’s reach despite his wounds. “You’re under arrest.”
He spat at her, the bloodied saliva making it only a few inches before striking the blood-soaked floor. “Americans,” he said in accented English. “You will lose.”
“We won this round, buddy,” one of the agents in the room said.
The North Korean chuckled, then coughed and his breathing became labored. “D-do you think so?”
Alarm bells rang through Vessler’s mind. “Everyone out! Now!”
Her tone garnered an instant response and the three men raced for the door. As Vessler turned to follow, she saw the man relax in death and the grenade he’d been holding close to his body rolled free. She yelled, “Grenade!” and then threw herself across the hall and into another bedroom, sliding across the floor to put a dresser between her and the explosion. There was the crack of the grenade and she felt everything shudder. She waited a few seconds, then raised her head.
“Everyone okay?”
A chorus of affirmative replies greeted her still-ringing ears, and she got up slowly. “Ramrod, this is Striker: I need your medics in here ASAP. Gandolf, leave half your men at HAYBALE and bring the rest of them over here. Someone check the basement, while the rest of you check the bodies. Watch for booby-traps.”

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Rhee strode into the meth lab. “You three are coming with me!”
Ryuk was shaking. “W-what is happening, Major?”
“The Americans have found us. We need to leave now.”
“How did they find us?” Chang asked.
“That does not matter now. What matters is the escape tunnel is still secure.”
Mori turned toward him, her expression mocking. “Aw, the poor major,” she said in a sarcastic tone. “The ‘stupid Americans’ seem to have found us so quickly. I guess they aren’t as stupid as you believed?”
“We are leaving.” Rhee looked at all three chemists. “Leave everything where it is.”
Ryuk stared at Rhee in fear. “But the Americans will kill us!”
Rhee took out his pistol and pointed it at Ryuk. “I will kill you if you do not start moving!”
Mori smirked and folded her arms. “So much for your clever plan.”
“Enough.” He looked at the two guards standing in the corners of the lab. “Report to Captain P’il. There are intruders in the complex. Kill them.” The men snapped to attention and left the lab at a run.
Rhee motioned to Muhn. “Bring Dr. Mori.”
He addressed Ryuk and Chang. “Go to the door.”
Muhn walked over to Mori, who waited until the man was within reach before launching herself at him. He slipped her punch, twisted so that her knee was aimed at his crotch and struck him in the thigh. He slapped her hard across the face, hard enough to stun her. Before she could recover, Muhn had kicked her feet out from under her, rolled her over, and handcuffed her arms behind her back.
Rhee walked to the door. “Bring her. We need to—”
Rhee was interrupted by a pair of explosions, muffled but loud.
#
The OUTCAST team ran through the tunnel just as a trio of soldiers appeared from around a bend. Tanner and Naomi fired their M-203s, the buckshot rounds filling the tunnel with a cloud of steel balls that tore into all three guards. The North Koreans went down as if they’d struck an invisible wall. The team barreled down the tunnel, hurtling over the bloody bodies, speed and surprise replacing stealth and silence.
Around the bend, the tunnel was longer and well-lit. Shouts could be heard up ahead and more armed men appeared in the tunnel. The team threw themselves against the wall as the enemy opened fire, filling the passage with scores of bullets. Liam grunted and spun as he reached the wall.
“You okay?” Tanner yelled.
“Grazed along the ribs,” Liam replied with a grimace. “The armor took the impact, but still hurts like a son of a bitch.”
The team opened fire, both Stephen and Dante firing HE rounds from their M203s into the enemy group. The tunnel seemed to heave as both 40mm rounds exploded in the middle of the defenders. Tanner leapt up and ran into the dust and smoke, followed by the rest of the team. Overhead, the rock groaned dangerously.
They ran through where the North Koreans had been, hopping over rocks and what had been parts of a fanatical enemy a few seconds ago. As they ran, the tunnel roof cracked and small rocks and rock dust started to fall. Twenty yards behind them, the tunnel roof gave way and began collapsing in earnest.
The team ran harder as more of the tunnel filled in.
#
The rumbling was distant but loud enough for Vessler and the other members of Task Force Sun to hear. “What is that, an earthquake?”
Gary Daniels, standing a few feet away, shook his head. “That’s a tunnel collapsing. I’ve heard a few of them in my time.”
They were standing in what was left of the ranch house’s kitchen. Shattered glass and spent shells were everywhere. The bodies of the North Koreans littered the floor, covered with plaster dust pieces of wallboard and wood splinters. The dead and wounded agents had already been carried outside where army medics were working on saving lives and preparing them for transport. Agents moved through the wreckage, picking up rifles and piling them in one corner of the dining room.
“Vess!” Phil Brock called from the basement.
Vessler went over to the doorway and saw her fellow DEA agent at the bottom. “What?”
“There was a tunnel down here, but it collapsed before we made entry. We’re not getting through there.”
“All right, haul your ass up here.” Vessler tapped her radio “Striker to Ramrod. Anything from your boys?”
“My EOD boys say the barn is secured and the detonators had been disassembled. The perimeter guards report everything’s quiet. No sign of anyone trying to escape.”
Any word from OUTCAST?”
“Negative. I’m not hopeful.”
“I need some of your guys to secure the building. I’m taking Sun to PYRITE to find out what’s happening down there.”
“Copy, give me ten minutes. Ramrod out.”
“Vess,” Daniels said. She turned to see him hold up a plastic bag with skin patches on a strip of paper. “These look familiar?”
“Hell yes! Bag it into evidence, but don’t let out of DEA sight!”
She tapped her radio. “Striker to all Sun elements. Bag your evidence, put it into the lockers. I want one member from each agency assigned to guard them until we can get them transported off-site. The rest of you, gear up, we’re going underground.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

The rumbling echoed through the underground base and the vibrations greeted Rhee as he exited the lab. The reverberations became louder and changed to a low roar, the deep grinding of rocks on rocks. Rhee recognized the noise of a tunnel collapsing and his grimace deepened. “Stand your ground!” he hollered at the dozen guards standing around the central area.
The eight members of Rhee’s group — Rhee, Muhn, Sergeant Hyoung, the three chemists and two soldiers — started toward the passage leading to the escape tunnel. The tunnel that led to the prisoners was filled with dust and smoke. Rhee took out a handkerchief and held it over his mouth.
“Where’s Captain P’il?”
“He went down the tunnel.” one of the guards replied.
Rhee motioned to his scar-faced subordinate. When Muhn leaned closer, Rhee said quietly, “Set the detonator for three minutes. It won’t destroy the prison pens, but it will bring down everything else.” Muhn nodded and went to the security chamber.
“Warriors of the Fatherland!” Rhee said. “Hold this position for ten minutes, then follow us. The Americans will pay for this setback.”
“Sir,” the same guard said. “There’s no way—”
Gunfire exploded from the collapsed tunnel. More guards were cut apart by the storm of bullets. Rhee pulled his pistol and grabbed Mori by the arm. “Muhn, hurry! Ryuk, Chang — follow me.” Rhee dragged Mori into the tunnel.
They failed to notice the stalking figures emerge from the dust and smoke spewing from the collapsed tunnel.
#
It was kill or be killed, and the OUTCASTs had the advantage of surprise and cover. Half the North Koreans in the chamber died in the first exchange. Through the thinning dust clouds, Tanner saw Rhee dragging a woman matching Dr. Mori’s description into a tunnel at the far end of the chamber. Three soldiers and two men in lab coats followed Rhee.
The remaining North Koreans recovered from their surprise and opened fire. The team darted into safety behind several stalagmites, the rock shielding them from the gunfire. Tanner leaned out and fired another buckshot round from his M-203, the blast butchering two North Koreans. He pulled back, changed magazines on his MP5, reloaded the M-203 and alerted his team. “Rhee’s escaping!”
Liam leaned out and fired two short bursts, killing one North Korean and forcing another to find cover. “What’s the plan?”
“CS rounds. Two, you and Three hit the Tangos on the left, Four and I will hit the ones on the right. Five, drop both your rounds into the tunnel at the far end. Masks on, then load CS!”
They prepared their equipment accordingly and then, just as they started to lean out, a tall and muscular scar-faced man stepped out into another opening, his weapon spitting out lead at the OUTCASTs, forcing them to retreat behind their cover. After a few seconds, the gunfire faded, most of the soldiers swapping out magazines at the same time.
“Now!” Tanner shouted, stepping out from behind his stalagmite cover just enough so he could fire his M-203. In the span of three seconds, the other four also fired.
The five grenades flew across the cavern and exploded, filling half the space with roiling white smoke. Dante reloaded and sent his second CS round after his first, into the tunnel where Rhee and the others had fled. They heard the choking and shouts of anger and frustration as the enemy was hit with the full effect. Tanner reloaded the buckshot round. “On three…”
The team darted out from the columns and raced toward the sounds of suffering. Tanner marked an area to his right where several people coughed and cursed breathlessly. He pulled the 203’s trigger. The load of double buckshot cut through the gas and the enemy gunmen with brutal efficiency, three men catching the brunt of the blast. To Tanner’s left, one of the gunmen charged out of the white cloud, eyes swollen shut, wildly swinging his AK-47 like a club. Tanner cut him down with a short burst. Stephen, a few feet behind them to Tanner’s left, dropped two more North Koreans who staggered out of the CS fog with paired 9mm volleys.
Two more North Koreans ran into the central area from another tunnel. One went down when Dante stitched him from naval to chin, while the other dove into cover behind a stalagmite.
Another soldier, eyes red but still able to see, charged out of the gas. He’d lost his rifle, but tried to gut Naomi with a fixed blade knife. Too close to aim and fire, the former ATF agent stepped back and slammed her MP5 down on the knife arm hard enough to break his wrist. As the soldier grunted in pain, Naomi stepped to the right and kicked him hard in the knee, her steel-tipped boot shattering his kneecap. His strangled snarl ended when she fired a four-shot burst into his head as he fell.
Stephen saw movement behind the stalagmite where the North Korean had taken cover after his partner was shot. He spun and raised his MP5 just as the soldier stepped out, AK raised. Stephen fired first, his 9mm rounds striking the rock formation with most of his long burst, but a few struck flesh and the soldier fell over backwards.
Sudden silence fell over the cavern. The tear gas thinned out as the chemical radiated into the side tunnels off of the chamber, and the team could see that they were the only people in the cavern still on their feet.
“We need to get after Rhee,” Liam said.
“Three,” Tanner said. “You and Four check the entrances on the right. Two, you and Five check the ones on the left.”
“But Rhee—”
“Is the type to leave surprises. Quick check, people, then we go after Rhee.”
“What sort of surprises are we looking for?” Liam asked.
“The explosive type.”
It took Naomi and Stephen fifteen seconds to find the surprise. The cigar box-sized detonator sat on a table in a small chamber with a dozen closed-circuit screens, chalkboards with Korean characters on them, and a map of the installation on one wall. A digital timer counted down, little more than thirty seconds left. Sets of wires ran from the box up the wall and to a series of plastic explosive blocks mounted on the chamber walls.
“Found the detonator!” Naomi called out. She unsheathed a fighting dagger — one of the few tangible things she had left of her dead fiancé, ‘Chance’ Zanetti — and with a few swift cuts, separated the wire bundles from the box. She tossed the box onto the floor, drew her pistol and put four shots into it, mangling the internal components beyond repair.
Meanwhile, Stephen was looking at the screens and the map on the wall. He studied the map until movement caught his eye on one of the screens. He watched a closed circuit video feed as Rhee and his group jogged through a cavern. His eyes narrowed as they flicked back to the map.
“Four to Prime,” he said into his radio. “I know where Rhee’s going.” He looked back at the monitors and saw the group pass a heavy machine gun pointing in the direction they had come from.
“And we have a problem.”
#
Rhee, still holding Dr. Mori by the arm, stopped and looked back in the direction from which they’d come. The escape tunnel was a narrow, twisting affair, rough-cut rock designed for one thing only — to evacuate the base in case of an attack.
Muhn turned and also looked. “Gunfire stopped.”
Rhee glared. “How much time is left on the detonators?”
“Less than twenty seconds.”
“Keep moving.”
They trotted on until Rhee stopped and consulted his wristwatch, his face contorting into a mask of confusion as his gaze bored into the watch’s second hand. “What happened? The explosives didn’t go off.”
“They must have found the detonator,” Muhn said.
Rhee’s expression became cold and dark. “Captain, take two soldiers and stay here with the rest of the guards. Eliminate the enemy, then destroy that lab. Meet us at the safehouse in Sacramento.”
Muhn nodded, the scar-faced man’s expression stony with resolve.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Except for the detonator, the map, and the video monitor showing Rhee’s escape, the OUTCAST team found nothing in their hasty search. The laboratory, a near duplicate of the one in the warehouse, was empty, though it was clear to Tanner that methamphetamine was the lab’s main product.
The team reassembled in the central chamber and Stephen summarized what they knew. “It looks like Rhee is heading for an escape tunnel that leads to the barn a mile and a half west of this complex. The good news is that the escape tunnel is not far from here — right through that tunnel there.” He pointed at the entrance through which Rhee had vanished.
“The bad news is that there is a group of fanatical North Koreans and a DShK machine gun waiting at the other end of that tunnel. There’s enough of a curve so that you can’t see one end from the other. It’s not very wide, though, and we’d be shredded before we got close enough to shoot.”
“We don’t have any time to waste,” Tanner said.
Liam nodded. “I have an idea.”
#
“Sir! Smoke!”
Muhn spun toward the machine gun. Smoke drifted out of the tunnel. “Open fire,” he roared.
The machine gunners followed orders and the DShK sparked to life, sending scores of 12.7mm rounds into the tunnel, the assistant gunner struggling to attach the next fifty-round belt to keep up a continuous fire. The sound of the DShK echoed throughout the cavern, making it sound like a dozen machine guns firing simultaneously.
After a minute, Muhn bellowed, “Cease fire!”
Silence settled in the tunnel as the echoes died away. Smoke still wafted out of the tunnel, but there was no noise beyond the soft scraping of the guards’ boots as they shifted uneasily.
“Reload!” Muhn spat. “Cho, Ryeon, throw grenades into the tunnel.”
The two North Korean Special Forces soldiers advanced, staying out of the DShK’s line of fire, each man gripping a hand grenade. They pulled the pins, but before they could throw them, something careened out of the smoke-filled tunnel and exploded against the heavy machine gun’s shield.
The gun plate was twisted apart by twin explosions, fragments spinning in a wide arc, slicing into the machine gunner and assistant like a swarm of steel hornets. The DShK’s barrel was bent and thrown back onto the bloody bodies of its crew. The blast knocked down both grenade throwers and one of them dropped his mini-bomb. He scrambled to grab it but it detonated, shredding him and his fellow soldier, whose grenade exploded in turn, producing another wave of shrapnel.
Before Muhn could shout a command, another round of grenades sailed out of the tunnel, these ones spewing thick white smoke that sent the survivors into coughing fits.
“Tear gas!” Muhn managed to gasp. “Get back!”
#
The plan cost the team four smoke canisters, their last two HE grenades for their M-203s, and their last four CS grenades.
They had used the smoke canisters to fill the tunnel with smoke, waited for the machine gun to stop firing, then fired the HE rounds and CS rounds. On Tanner’s go, they had blitzed around the turn and into the cavern, shooting at any target.
Movement to Tanner’s right made him spin toward it. One of the defenders, his face bloody, but his expression twisted in fury as he tried to raise his Type 56. Tanner triggered a short burst into the man’s chest and the now-dead North Korean flopped backwards.
To the left, Dante and Naomi caught movement in the smoke and they both fired. The North Korean solider staggered, but raised his Type 56, only to go down for good when Dante squeezed his grenade launcher and the buckshot gutted the soldier from neck to groin.
Stephen moved past the machine gun tripod when a North Korean soldier stepped out of the smoke, grabbed the MP5 with one hand and tried to slice the former CIA agent with a knife in the other. Stephen released his weapon, putting the knife-wielder, who had expected more resistance, off-balance. As the knife flashed in, Stephen used an inside scoop-block to redirect it to his left. He then executed a tiger’s mouth strike to crush the man’s throat, throwing his weight into the strike with a snapping twist of his hips. Unable to breathe, the man dropped to his knees, then onto his face.
Liam killed two enemy soldiers with short bursts as soon as he saw them. The third fanatic tried rushing Liam, firing his AK from his hip, only to be cut down by Dante.
A boot flashed out of the fog and smashed into Liam’s left shoulder hard enough to stagger him. Liam turned just as another kick struck him in the middle of his chest and knocked him off his feet.
Liam tucked his head and fired a long burst into the cloud as he hit the hard rock floor. The large, scar-faced North Korean dodged the burst and charged Liam. His eyes were red-rimmed and watery, but wide open. He threw a rock at Stephen just as he drew and aimed his pistol, the heavy chunk of granite striking the ex-CIA man in the shoulder before he could open fire.
Liam’s left arm went numb. Still flat on his back, he tried raising his MP5 to shoot the attacker one-handed, only to have his assailant kick the submachine gun away and follow it with a stomp to Liam’s head. The former SEAL yanked his head to the side, the toe of the North Korean’s shoe scraping the side of Liam’s face. Liam’s hand yanked his combat knife free of its sheath and he slashed at the man’s leg, scoring a shallow cut along his calf.
The man jerked back, but before he could move, more shots rang out. Two slugs slammed into the man’s face, while two more struck him in the chest, dropping him next to Liam.
Tanner ran over, his SOCOM pistol in his hands, pointed at the slayed Tango. Naomi was behind him, her pistol also in her hands. “You okay?”
Liam sat up and sheathed his knife. “Peachy.”
“Stephen?”
“I’m all right. Shoulder hurts like a son of a bitch.”
Liam stood. “Must be one of Rhee’s Special Forces boys. I’m pretty sure this guy was in a few of those surveillance photos.”
“We need to go after Rhee,” Tanner said. “Can you fight?”
Liam flexed his left arm. “Yeah.”
“Stephen?”
“Don’t ask me to do the wave, or signal a touchdown, but otherwise, yes.”
Dante came out of the now dissipating CS cloud. “Everyone else is down.”
Tanner holstered his pistol. “Let’s go.”
#
Tanner led the way down the narrow, twisting tunnel. The light level was close to twilight, leaving plenty of shadows. The team moved at a fast walk using their NVGs, their guns at the ready. Ahead of them, they could hear footsteps and the occasional word of Korean.
As they rounded a corner, gunfire erupted ahead and two bullets flew past Tanner’s face to strike the tunnel wall behind him. Tanner dropped to one knee and aimed his MP5 down the corridor. He saw Rhee standing behind Dr. Mori, one arm around her neck, the other pointing a pistol in Tanner’s direction, using the chemist as a shield. Next to him, another man stood with an assault rifle pointed at the OUTCAST founder.
“American,” Rhee shouted in accented English. “Any farther and Dr. Mori dies!”
“You can’t win, Rhee,” Tanner shouted back. “You’ve got nowhere to run.”
“Is that so?” Rhee yanked Mori back and started to back down the tunnel, the soldier following. “Your arrogance is immense! I have more allies than you can imagine.”
“Let me take the shot,” Liam subvocalized over the radio.
“Your leaders are insane,” Tanner shouted back, lowering his MP5 until it dangled from its sling. He drew his pistol. “You can’t escape.” He glanced back at Liam, who aimed his pistol with both hands.
“Your arm?” he subvocalized.
“I can make the shot.”
The tunnel was almost dark, and Tanner doubted that Rhee could see much more than a few shadows from where he was standing. “Two,” he subvocalized, “if you get the shot, take it. I’ll keep him talking. Three, cover the other guy. Four and Five, stand by for backup if we miss.”
Rhee placed the muzzle of the pistol against Mori’s head. “You Americans are corrupt,” he shouted, continuing his retreat down the tunnel.
Liam and Tanner, joined by Naomi, kept pace, maintaining the distance between them and the enemy. Stephen and Dante followed their associates.
“I said no farther!” Rhee snapped.
“Dr. Mori,” Tanner called. “Are you all right!”
“No,” she yelled, “kill this son of a bitch!”
“Shut up,” Rhee said.
Tanner stepped forward, his pistol pointed at Rhee. “Surrender or die.”
Rhee started to bring his pistol up to aim at Tanner. “You first.”
Without warning, Mori grabbed Rhee’s controlling arm with both hands and kicked both of her feet out. The sudden deadweight pulled the major’s arm down, exposing his face. Rhee realized what was happening an instant too late. Both Tanner and Liam fired twice, all four .45 slugs ripping through his head, nearly decapitating him. Naomi fired half a heartbeat later, putting four bullets into the center mass of the soldier before he could fire his assault rifle.
As the targets collapsed, Tanner and Liam moved in. Mori wrenched the now-lifeless arm from her neck, rolled to her feet and began to savagely kick Rhee’s lifeless body. Tanner held up a hand to stop the others and they watched as the freed chemist vented herself on her captor’s body. With a final kick, she turned and looked at Tanner. Then, with a sob, she threw herself into his arms and broke down in tears.
Tanner held her, looking over at Liam. “Get those chemists.” Liam nodded and moved past them.
Naomi looked down at Rhee’s body. “Looks like he really lost his head this time.”

EPILOGUE

Kwan’s office was quiet. Darkness had fallen again, the third night after the Day of Fire. Despite being the acting Mayor, Kwan remained in his office, taking comfort in its familiar surroundings and quality stock of liquor. Only a couple of dim lights stayed on; this was a meeting to be conducted in the shadows.
He stood at the window, a glass of scotch in hand, staring out at the city, his city. Well, his city for a little longer, anyway. There was a knock at the door.
“Come in.”
The door opened and John Casey walked in. “Mayor Kwan.”
“Have a seat please.”
Casey walked over to a chair in front of the desk and sat. “How is Mayor Pagliei?”
“Dying. Slowly, but still dying.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
Kwan was silent for a moment. “I never wanted this. I never wanted to be mayor. I was happy where I was.”
“I take it Pyongyang wants more out of you.”
Kwan tensed, then relaxed. “So you know.”
“Rhee left enough intact intel behind. We also found two phones on Rhee’s body—”
“He’s dead?”
“You don’t sound too depressed over it.”
“Quite the opposite. You found my private cell phone number on one of his phones?”
“We did.”
Kwan sipped his scotch. “I never wanted to be part of Rhee’s plans. I still have family back in North Korea, and Rhee threatened to hurt both them and my family here.”
“Is that why you wanted to see me?”
“No, I want to confess and surrender myself to the United States as the agent of an enemy power.”
Casey got up and walked over to the wet bar. “When we discovered the connection between you and Rhee, we looked into your background. Talked to a number of people. There’s word that powerful people want you to run for Senate in two years.”
Kwan snorted. “That group includes Pyongyang. They think I am suitable for the position.” He turned and looked at Casey, who poured his drink. “That’s over. Not even California will elect a North Korean agent to the U.S. Senate.”
“I would dispute that, considering the senators currently in office.”
Kwan downed the last of his scotch. “I’m ready to surrender.”
“I’m not ready to accept it. Have a seat.”
Kwan walked over to his chair and sat. “What else do you wish to know?”
“We’ll explore that later.” Casey walked over to his chair and sat again. “Do you feel remorse?”
“About being a spy? Yes. About being caught up in Rhee’s scheme? I found out about most of it the same time as everyone else. The terrorist attacks were as much a gut punch to me as they were to the rest of the world. I knew many people who were killed in the attacks, and my soul will be scarred by that until the day I die.” He leaned back before continuing. “I have no love for the government of North Korea. It’s my homeland, but no longer my home.” He smiled, mirthless. “Besides, the worse prison here in the U.S. is light years ahead of the ones in North Korea.” The smile vanished. “Won’t do my brother or his family any good.”
“Suppose there was a way to avoid any public scandal?”
“You want me to commit suicide? Buried with honor, but the fact that I’m a spy for a belligerent country swept under the rug?”
“Please, nothing as final as that.” Casey swished his liquor around in the glass while staring at it. “Good stuff. No, I was thinking of something that doesn’t involve you getting arrested, committing suicide, or resigning. In fact, you could even run for that senate seat with a halfway decent chance of winning.”
“You want me to become a double agent.”
“Unless you want to be arrested, dragged into court and your family put through hell, that’s what we have to offer. I would much prefer you said yes, but I can’t force your hand either way.”
Kwan sighed. “I suppose it would help repair the damage that son of a bitch Rhee did.” He quaffed the last of his drink and set the glass on his desk with a resounding clack before making direct eye contact with Casey. “When do I start?”
Casey grinned. “Welcome to America, Mr. Kwan.”
#
Cypress Lawn Memorial Park was the burial place for George Glimsdale and the other family members who had been murdered by “unknown assailants.” Half the DEA agents in the state had come to pay their respects, as well as representatives from the FBI, ATF, and various police departments. John Casey, representing the president, stood next to the sole surviving Glimsdale daughter. Sarah Vessler and Danny Choi stood next to Casey.
The OUTCAST team was present as well, though they stayed in the background. Dressed in somber clothing like the rest, the clandestine operators watched the funerals in silence. They were marked with outward signs of their actions in the mines; Stephen’s arm was in a sling to ease the strain of his bruised shoulder, while Dante and Tanner had a few new scars. Liam was nursing a couple of bruised ribs from bullets that had failed to penetrate the Dragonskin armor. When the service was over and the mourners departed, OUTCAST waited for Vessler and her partner.
Finally, Vessler walked over to them, followed by Choi. “I’m glad you could make it.”
“We had to come,” Tanner said. He looked at Gloria Glimsdale, who was being comforted by an older woman. “Is she going to be all right?”
“It’ll take a long time, but she has us as her family now. We in the DEA will look out for her. George had a few friends in high places. Whatever she wants to do, we’ll make sure she has any help she needs. How’s Dr. Mori?”
“Recovering in a government hospital. She turned over all of her notes on Red Ice and the formula for something called patbingsu, which she described as a ‘battle drug’ to Uncle Sam.”
“Patbingsu?” Choi asked. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No, that’s what she called it. Why, do you know what patbingsu is?”
The Korean-American snorted. “I should. Used to have it a couple of times a week when I was growing up. It’s a desert — shaved ice with sweet toppings, like red bean paste, fruit, or condensed milk. Patbingsu means ‘red beans with ice’.”
“Somewhere there’s a joke in there,” Dante said.
Tanner looked at Choi. “How are you doing, Danny?”
“Still sore,” the DEA agent replied. “I’ll be on medical leave for another two weeks.”
Casey approached the group, escorted by a phalanx of Secret Service agents including Jenifer DuPree. Casey motioned to the protection detail to stay where they were and joined the group. “Good to see everyone’s okay.”
“What about the slaves from the lab?” Dante asked.
“The North Koreans are split in terms of what they want. About half want to stay here and apply for political asylum, while the rest want to go to South Korea. The South Korean Consulate is helping us figure out who wants what and how feasible that is. As for the Chinese, most of them want political asylum. The president is sending a planeload of INS agents to help sort it all out at the local office.”
“What’s happening with the ranch?” Naomi asked. “There’s not much left of either house.”
“We lucked out there,” Casey replied. “We put out the story that it was a base for the terrorists who attacked San Francisco, which is true, and that they were Islamic fanatics, which isn’t. The president isn’t willing to declare war on North Korea, not when he has his hands full with ISIS and the Middle East.”
“Colonel Mulkerin won’t catch any flak, will he?”
“Under the circumstances, no. The president feels that both Agent Vessler and the Colonel made the right call. Officially, it was the terrorists who set fire to ICEHOUSE, and all reports will reflect that.”
“What happened to Hong? The Black Dao is crumbling with him missing.”
“Witness protection program,” Casey said. “He spilled everything about the Black Dao in return for a new identity and life elsewhere. It was either that or a lifetime in a Supermax on terrorism convictions. He chose to cooperate.”
Vessler looked at Tanner and the others. “So what are your plans? Leaving town soon?”
Tanner shook his head. “Not for a couple of days. We need a break before heading out.”
“We can show you around the real San Francisco.”
Tanner looked at the others. “Any objections?”
“Would be nice to see the city without peering at it over gunsights,” Liam said.
“Or running up and down flights of stairs,” Danielle added.
Stephen nodded. “Doc said that I should rest the shoulder a couple of days.”
Naomi shrugged and broke out in a grin. “About time I spent some downtime with old friends. I’m in!”
“Vessler turned to Casey, but the former FBI director held up a hand to stall her impending question. “Go and enjoy yourself. I have a few loose ends to clean up and then I’m heading back to D.C. tomorrow night.” He smiled. “No rest for the wicked.”
The DEA agent nodded. “After the wake, I know a watering hole where we can toast to George’s memory.” She grinned. “And if you get me drunk enough, I’ll tell you about the time me and Nay found ourselves in a biker bar filled with Hell’s Angels and what we had to do to escape with our lives and dignity intact.”
Naomi’s eyes widened. “Don’t you dare tell them that story!”
“If you buy the first round, I might reconsider.” Vessler’s grin widened. “You will not believe what Nay can do with her tongue and a pickle.”
The rest of the OUTCASTs turned to look at Naomi, who flushed. “It’s not like that!” she said quickly. “Get your minds out of the gutter.”
Vessler reached out and grabbed Naomi by the arm. “Come on, Nay,” she said in a more serious tone. “Need a friend right now, and you’re about the only one I can talk to.”
“What about me?” Choi demanded in a mock hurt tone. “What am I, chopped liver?”
“No, you’re a guy. Come on, Nay.” They walked away, trailed by the others.
Before they got out of earshot, Casey heard Liam ask Choi, “Do you know the biker bar story?”
“Yeah.”
“What can Nay do with a pickle and her tongue?”
“Pray you never find out. When Vess told me, I had nightmares for months.”
Casey snorted a laugh, then turned to DuPree. “Thought about my offer?”
“Still considering it.”
“Take all the time you want. For now, let’s help get the city back on its feet.”
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