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Аннотация
Jason King.
Bryson Reed.
Two elite operatives. Two trained killers. Two warriors on a devastating collision course.

Still giddy from a successful operation in Tijuana, one-man-army Jason King‘s celebrations are cut short when a volatile situation arises in Mogadishu, Somalia.
Whisked into the war-torn city, King must assess a Force Recon Marine who abandoned his post to single-handedly foil an international smuggling ring. Bryson Reed left bodies in his wake, and several high-ranking officials want him discharged or thrown into military prison for his actions. King’s organisation has other ideas, sending King to screen Reed as a potential second recruit to the newly formed Black Force.
But when the bullets start flying, King quickly realises he’s knee deep in a mad web of treachery, lies and deception…


Matt Rogers
Warrior

“In the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity.”
Sun Tzu
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July 8, 2007
Port of Mogadishu
Somalia
Abdullahi stepped out of the inspection shed’s shadow, offering himself to the relentless heat of the Somali sunshine. He had been a dock worker for eight years now. The constant exposure to the elements had hardened his skin to the point where little affected him — hours under the cloudless sky were routine, as was the exertion and strain that came with handling the heavy equipment littering the port. All of it acted as a complicated grid, a puzzle that no single man could decipher. Thousands of shipping containers flowed in and out of the port every day, loaded off small bulk transport ships and larger intercontinental vessels.
By this point, Abdullahi’s work had become a blur.
As had the payments.
He sauntered along a disused path squashed between two terminals, the trail littered with gravel and the ground on either side overflowing with weeds and rubbish. He checked his cracked wristwatch covered in fingerprint stains — two minutes until the cargo was scheduled to be off-loaded. Abdullahi had been around the port long enough to know that just as the sun rose each morning, the containers were off-loaded at the precise minute they were expected to be.
Like clockwork.
In an industry as enormous as modern shipping, nothing could be late.
That left all kind of room for Abdullahi and hundreds of thousands of others to take advantage of the lax security measures. Especially in a land like this.
The trail opened out into a vast concrete dock facing the Indian Ocean. Abdullahi cast his gaze across a sea of shipping containers, thousands upon thousands arranged in a neat grid.
TEUs, to be specific.
The Twenty-foot Equivalent Units were — as the name suggested — twenty feet long, eight feet tall, and eight feet wide. Handling them had become as common in Abdullahi’s life as breathing and sleeping and eating.
Today, he was concerned with one unit in particular.
The instructions had been passed along to him in the same manner they always were — through an anonymous phone call informing him of a tracking number. When he first dipped a finger in the gargantuan pie of global smuggling, it had scared him senseless. He’d often answer the phone expecting a death sentence for his troubles.
Then he realised that everyone — all the way from the heads of multinational corporations to the low-level street vendor — was involved.
And it had settled his heart rate years ago.
Now, all fear and tension had dissipated entirely. The contents of the TEUs were never anything sinister, or significant — just ordinary goods necessary for maintaining the country’s infrastructure that weren’t declared accurately. It wouldn’t have bothered Abdullahi if it were narcotics or firearms, but at least it put his mind at ease.
He couldn’t care less either way.
He went through the practiced motions of diverting a specific container, relaying instructions to the nearest crane driver via a dusty two-way radio at his hip. He saw a helmet nod understandingly inside the cabin a hundred feet in the air, and the giant contraption plucked a single grey TEU effortlessly off the top of the nearest stack.
As if on cue, three Mercedes trucks rumbled into the dock from a connecting passageway. They pulled to a halt, one by one, forming a tight semi-circle in a manoeuvre that had been carried out a thousand times over by each driver. They were never early nor late, as usual.
Always right on time.
It paid to be accurate.
The driver of the middle truck stepped down first, crossing the hot stretch of concrete to greet Abdullahi underneath the shadow of the crane. Abdullahi wasn’t sure if he recognised the man — by this point, the drivers blurred into an amalgamation of sweaty thin Somali men. Sometimes he got Europeans — they stood out. Men and women bold and brazen enough to venture into a foreign land in search of more money than they knew what to do with.
Profit had no distinct colour, after all.
The driver nodded once, and wordlessly handed over thirty-five thousand USD, held together by a thick band. Abdullahi took the wad of notes and slipped them into his back pocket. A moment later, the container touched down on the ground in front of the trucks, barely audible due to the crane driver’s experience handling the TEUs. Abdullahi gestured invitingly to the unit, and the driver smiled, exposing cracked yellow teeth.
Abdullahi knew that smile.
He knew it well.
It meant cash.
A long, flowing pipeline of cash, more cash than any of them could grow used to. Anyone who found themselves involved in the extra-legal channels of global trade found it hard to leave. It was never clear exactly what laws were being broken, especially when the business involved a country such as the one Abdullahi had been raised in.
Somalia.
A hell-hole, or a garden of riches.
Depending on who you asked.
The three drivers, along with a horde of dock workers who scurried to assist with the transaction, set about unloading the contents of the TEU into the massive Mercedes trucks. Abdullahi turned his back on the proceedings, setting off for the head office with a delivery of dirty profits in his khaki trousers. He didn’t care what was in the container. More often than not it was a mixture of cigarettes, tools, timber, counterfeit sneakers — any everyday item that could avoid being taxed.
Abdullahi shook his head as he walked, imagining what people in first-world countries thought of the illegal pipeline. He had seen snippets in the media of the light his business was cast in. Wrought with images of hardened criminals and muscle-clad thugs trading cocaine and heroin and automatic weapons back and forth.
The truth was far more mundane.
But that didn’t make for good television.
Still striding with measured paces, he reached back and slid a hand into his rear pocket. Carrying out movements he’d practiced countless times, he separated fifty bills from the chunky wad, each of them one hundred USD.
With two fingers acting as pincers, he siphoned five thousand out of the main band and let the bills spill loose into the depths of the pocket.
Simple as that.
He strolled into a rundown one-storey building with flimsy plaster walls and a rusting screen door hanging ajar. The man with the pockmarked face scarred by serious acne seemingly hadn’t moved since last week. Abdullahi visited him seven days a week, at the same time, without fail.
There was too much money in this business to bother taking a day off.
‘Issues?’ the man said.
Abdullahi shook his head. He only spoke when absolutely necessary. This was not one of those times. Acting as if he hadn’t altered the stash in any way, he reached back again and slid out the thirty thousand dollars the driver had given him.
There was no mention of the other five, because this man in front of him had no idea it existed.
He passed the wad across, making sure to pin the thick band into place on the underside of the notes with his thumb, ensuring that the dock’s owner didn’t spot the missing portion.
The man expected thirty thousand every day, and that was what Abdullahi provided.
What the guy didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.
With another curt nod signifying the culmination of the exchange, Abdullahi turned on his heel and left the building as quickly as he’d entered it.
Eight hours complete at the port. As the sun dipped toward the opposite horizon, casting a golden glow across the towers of TEUs, he made for the employee car park — a section of the port consisting of a flat gravel expanse and a maze of overflowing dumpsters. The fifty unaccounted bills rustled back and forth in his pocket as he strode, reminding him of the risk he accepted every single day.
Months ago, when it had first begun, Abdullahi had promised himself he would only keep up the charade for a week. Seven straight days of siphoning five thousand USD from the transactions, and he would end up a very rich man.
Then he had realised the ease with which the process had been carried out, and it dawned on him that no-one gave a shit about a measly five thousand per day in the grand scheme of things.
So he’d continued.
Like clockwork.
The sheer magnitude of the pipeline was an untapped goldmine for lowly dock workers like himself. It had begun with a simple request to the trucking company from an anonymous payphone in the port.
‘Each container is an extra five thousand,’ Abdullahi had said into the receiver. ‘There’s been unexpected costs lately.’
‘Okay,’ came the reply.
A single syllable that had allowed him — just a measly rung in the extra-legal ladder — to tuck nearly four hundred and fifty thousand USD away in his disintegrating shack on the outskirts of Mogadishu.
None of the truckers had cared to enquire any further about the details. He had come to learn that the criminal industry relied implicitly on trust, and if one went snooping around, causing disruption, it spelled disaster. Besides, in an industry that handled close to a hundred million dollars per day across Africa, a measly five thousand increase was barely notable. The truckers showed up with thirty-five thousand each day, and Abdullahi was there to receive it, without fail.
And siphon off his portion.
Now he clambered into a barely functioning, open-topped jeep and fired the engine to life. Before he had put his plan into action, he’d been dead broke. The dock work barely paid enough to feed his wife and child, let alone himself. He had stumbled across the abandoned vehicle whilst hiking to the port one morning, its windscreen shattered and bullet holes riddling the chassis.
A remnant discarded from the Somali Civil War.
The keys had been in the ignition, and it started. Abdullahi had ignored the bloodstains on the seats and set about turning the jeep into a functioning ride. As long as it got him to and fro his intended destination, he didn’t care how bumpy the ride was.
Now, he pulled out of the gravel lot and rumbled onto a potholed trail, making for the distant outskirts of Mogadishu. There he owned a dismal one-room shack in a field choked with weeds and grass. He kept his head down and took care of his family, opting to devote himself to his job instead of aligning with a particular faction of the grisly civil war, a war that had consumed Mogadishu.
The city had devolved into a madhouse.
Sitting on the fresh bills in his back pocket, jolting up and down as the jeep’s tyres battled with the uneven terrain, Abdullahi let his mind wander. He dropped his guard, tuning out the distant reports of gunfire and the groaning of industrial equipment in the port behind him. He thought of the four hundred and fifty thousand stuffed into the back of a rotting cabinet in the corner of his shack.
Enough money to start a new life.
Enough money to flee Somalia for good.
For himself, his wife, and his child.
His thoughts drifted away, contemplating what-ifs, and he didn’t notice the vehicle on his tail until it was far too late.
He pulled into the one-lane driveway to his shack exactly eight minutes after leaving the port.
As soon as he killed the engine he realised something was awry. He couldn’t quite pinpoint the exact nature of the hunch, but it set him on edge, raising the hairs on the back of his neck as he stepped down into the choking dust. The grounds were silent — yet that was nothing out of the ordinary. The front door hung wide open — yet his wife, Hani, often let the shack air when the temperature soared.
But something felt off.
Abdullahi touched a hand instinctively to the empty leather holster at his waist. The Browning Hi-Power he’d picked up last month from an al-Shabaab militant was still in his dresser from the night before. He hadn’t bothered to pick it up on his way out the door this morning, an effect of the unusual drowsiness he’d experienced upon waking.
You fool.
He stood frozen in the centre of the driveway, his gaze wide, his veins pumping, staring like a deer in headlights through the open front door of the shack. The Browning lay within, just a dozen feet away.
He shrugged off a sudden chill and walked straight inside, chalking the hesitation and suspicion up to an active imagination. Cautious, but ultimately misinformed.
Or not.
He stepped into the shack and gazed around at the contents of the room.
There was no sign of his wife and child.
Fear hammered through him, a stark realisation that threatened to buckle his knees and snatch the breath from his lungs. He hyperventilated, sucking in the thick air in great heaving lungfuls.
Without seeing anything to prove it, he knew his entire family were dead.
It was the nature of the world he lived in. A world he had precariously existed in for years without incident, where armed bandits and Islamic militants and trigger-happy soldiers had the ability to strip him or his loved ones of their lives in the blink of an eye for no reason whatsoever. Every day he had lived with the weight of that burden on his shoulders, and it had been one of the main reasons for taking on more risk by siphoning profits off the top of an illegal pipeline. He had wanted out for years, and just as he’d stumbled across the chance, it had all been torn from him…
His eyes welled up as he scrutinised his surroundings. There was no sign of a struggle, but this was Somalia. If his family were not where they were supposed to be, they were as good as dead.
There was no alternative.
He heard the blade whistling through the air behind him a half-second before it punched through the skin across his lower back, rupturing internal organs with a horrific needling sensation. Abdullahi pawed uselessly behind him in a half-hearted attempt to fend off his attacker, but the knife wielder shoved him to the floor with a single push.
He had never felt strength quite like that.
With all the willpower sapping from his limbs, he sprawled out across the musty timber panels, already bleeding profusely. His attacker wrenched the knife out and slammed it home again, but Abdullahi barely felt the second puncture.
His senses were fading into oblivion…
With the last morsel of strength he had left in his body, he lifted his head to watch thickset boots stride across the shack. He picked up the sound of drawers being wrenched free at random, the pace quickening until finally the commotion reached its apex.
Abdullahi heard his attacker let out a low whistle of glee.
The stash.
Four hundred and fifty thousand.
His head drooped back to the floor, sending splinters of timber into his open mouth. He didn’t try to resist. The darkness closed in, encircling his vision.
As he died, he scolded himself for his foolishness. To think that he could have deceived a multi-billion dollar operation so easily should have been a stark warning sign. For months he had told himself there would be a catch, but in the final stretch before he fled the country with his family he had allowed himself to grow reckless, almost believing that his life would have a happy ending.
So much for that.
Abdullahi tasted blood — the wounds in his back had formed a sweeping puddle across the floor upon which he splayed. The warm crimson liquid soaked into his nose and mouth, and he succumbed to unconsciousness about as peacefully as one could.
As he drifted away, he thought of his wife and child.
He regretted ever allowing them to be placed in danger.
He regretted everything.
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July 14, 2007
Washington D.C.
To commemorate a successful operation in Tijuana, Jason King seized hold of the cylindrical shot glass and swept back the measured dose of tequila with a single gulp.
It was his fourth of the night, but at two hundred pounds in bodyweight — almost none of it fat — he had come to learn that he could handle a drink. He sat alone at the bar, a modern slab of smoothed concrete with tribal insignia engraved into the surface. The countertop curved its way around a dimly lit space with a ceiling stretching far above the patrons’ heads. Behind him were dozens of tables arranged in intimate fashion, packed with civilians on a warm Friday night in downtown D.C.
King shot a glance in either direction and found himself astonished at the course his life had taken in such a short amount of time.
Fourteen days earlier, he had been deep in an isolation camp in Wyoming, officially a Delta Force operative. From there he had been whisked into a whirlwind he hadn’t yet come down from, thrust into a new division of the United States military to combat threats of a certain, specific nature that favoured lone operatives. After a brutal stint across the border in Mexico, he had returned to a smattering of overwhelming praise from the select individuals in government who knew of his organisation’s existence.
Apparently, he had overperformed.
There had been much to organise in the aftermath of the trail he had single-handedly carved through Mexico and Guatemala. The formation of this new division, this force of solo operatives, had been a knee jerk reaction to the emergence of a radical new cartel in Tijuana. Everything about the trip across the border had been off-the-cuff, a terrifying coagulation of improvisation that had left King wondering just what exactly he had done over the course of a forty-eight hour period.
He’d left dozens of bodies in his wake.
In the time since, a rudimentary investigation had taken place. His superiors — faceless men he had yet to become acquainted with — had deemed King’s behaviour in Mexico acceptable by black operation standards. Satisfied that they didn’t have a psychopathic killer on their hands, they had turned him loose onto the streets of Washington D.C. to do as he pleased.
Apparently, the upper echelon needed time to establish Black Force and maintain some semblance of order over its proceedings.
So here he was, in a state of limbo, drifting around town while those in charge of his career implemented the bureaucratic foundations. Not that it would involve much, considering the organisation existed away from any official books or records.
But, nevertheless, there were systems that needed to be created before King could do more.
It all rested on the shoulders of the man who had first approached King in that freezing Wyoming clearing two weeks earlier. The man who had offered him a chance to pioneer something new, something that hadn’t been done before, something that would skirt the boundaries of the law. A man who organised the program to forge King into a one man army, capitalising on his strengths and manoeuvring him into a position where he was bound to succeed.
Lars Crawford.
King knew surprisingly little about the man, given the fact that they were now the closest of allies. Lars had materialised in his life silently, out of nowhere, like a wraith drifting out of the shadows. He had come at exactly the right time. King didn’t know how much longer he would have lasted in the Delta Force — the physical and mental strain didn’t phase him, but the isolation and detachment he felt from his fellow brothers-in-arms had set him permanently on edge.
Lars had changed that.
King was still only twenty-two years old. At times he felt unfit for the position that had been bestowed upon him, opting to retreat within himself when faced with the burden of responsibility that lay on his shoulders.
You made it through Mexico, he reminded himself. You can make it through anything else they throw your way.
It had been the most brutal initiation imaginable. He had come within a hair’s breadth of death several times over the course of his time in Tijuana, and the memories played over and over again on a loop in his mind, like an irreparable VHS tape. They kept him awake at night, sweating and squirming in the sheets.
He hadn’t slept much since touching back down in the States.
He signalled for another shot of tequila — the bartender nodded imperceptibly and moved to the top shelf liquor behind him. It would be King’s fifth and final drink for the night. Then he would sink into the same routine he had come to cherish during his brief stint in D.C. — wandering the endless streets and laneways until the early hours of the morning.
He had much to process.
The brand-new smartphone shrilled in his pocket — complement of a government credit card gifted to him upon arrival in Washington. The exact particulars of his salary were yet to be discussed, but until then he had been given free reign of the card to stock up on necessities in his downtime. King often found himself taking the card out and twirling it in his fingers, lost in thought.
He’d never had money before.
This new life would take some adjusting to.
He slid the phone out and answered the call with a swipe of the screen, something that still left him flabbergasted even though he had been carting the device around for a week now. The technology was new, he conceded. The iPhone had only been out for two weeks now. He wasn’t the only one growing accustomed to the changing world.
‘Yeah?’ he said, fully aware of who would be on the other end of the line.
‘Nice to hear from you, too,’ Lars Crawford said, his tone sardonic.
‘How are things progressing?’
‘Painfully slow.’
‘I thought as much.’
‘I hate this part,’ Lars admitted. ‘Grovelling up to bureaucrats and pleading for unlimited funding.’
‘Unlimited?’ King said, bemused.
‘I don’t want to cut any corners,’ Lars said. ‘I told them that if we were going ahead with this, we would do it my way. It’s already cost over a million dollars to get you into the field, and I’m not about to clip coupons right when the government realises they have a human weapon on their hands.’
‘I wouldn’t go that far just yet,’ King said. ‘Maybe I got lucky in Mexico.’
‘Lucky?’
‘You never know.’
‘If it was a single encounter, I might believe that,’ Lars said. ‘But we’re in the process of tracking exactly what you did. Clusters of bodies are popping up at every turn. All of them implicit in cartel dealings. At first they thought you were a raging lunatic, going around lopping off the heads of anyone even suspected to be involved with organised crime.’
‘I’m sure I’d be in a maximum security facility by now if they truly believed that.’
‘Exactly. You’re in the clear. We have CCTV footage of certain incidents. Honestly, nobody can believe what they’ve seen.’
‘How so?’
‘I’m not supposed to disclose this.’
‘Oh, please…’
‘You’re a unique case,’ Lars said. ‘There’s a fine line between doing the right thing in the heat of combat and crossing over into unacceptable behaviour. Elite operatives and psychopaths aren’t easily distinguishable.’
‘We talked about this before Mexico,’ King said. ‘I promised you I wouldn’t go off the rails with my flexibility. And I didn’t.’
‘We know. And it’s uncanny how you react in volatile situations.’
‘That’s what you thought would happen. Based on your tests.’
‘Deep down, I don’t think I believed it. No-one can control themselves to that extent in a life-or-death situation. You don’t fly off the handle. You don’t throw caution to the wind. You keep things measured and tactical at all times, even when you were ambushed. It’s remarkable.’
‘Don’t heap too much praise on me,’ King said. ’Talk me up enough and I’ll wind up dead on my next assignment. Then you’ll look like an idiot.’
‘Touché.’
‘Speaking of my next assignment…’
‘Nothing yet,’ Lars said. ‘But be ready to go at any moment. That’s what you signed up for. That’s what we pay you for.’
‘I know.’
‘And be ready tomorrow morning. 0700. I’ll send a car to the hotel.’
‘For what?’
‘You’re getting a Silver Star for your work in Tijuana,’ Lars said.
King froze at the bar, ignoring the unruly patrons flowing in channels all around his seat. ‘What?’
‘Like I said, certain people were impressed.’
‘Silver Star…’ King muttered. ‘Unbelievable.’
‘Rest up. You’ll be meeting a few important gentlemen tomorrow.’
‘Got it.’
The other end of the line disconnected. King returned the phone to his pocket and passed a fifth ten-dollar note across the countertop as the bartender slid the fifth tequila shot in his direction.
‘Silver Star?’ a female voice chirped behind him. ‘Really?’
King pinched the shot glass between two fingers and craned his neck around. He eyed a slim brunette woman roughly the same age as himself, complete with the fresh-out-of-college look and the half-hearted professionalism of a Washington intern who had just finished their eight hours at the office and was in the process of cutting loose. Her suit jacket hung uneven across her shoulders and the top button of her shirt had been undone. If she’d been wearing a tie, it had been removed. She had seemingly frozen in place mid-stride, on the way back to a table in the far corner of the bar.
‘Can I help you with something?’ he said, a little curt, surprised by her tone.
‘You really think that’s the right way to try and pick up women?’
‘What?’
‘It’s obvious what you’re doing.’
‘Didn’t mean to offend.’
‘That’s disrespectful to our military, you know?’ the woman said. ‘Pretending to be a hero to try and ensnare naive young women.’
‘My bad,’ King said.
He realised he should have lowered the volume of his conversation with Lars, especially in a public place. There was little chance that he would tell the truth, so he opted to keep his mouth shut and wait for the woman to continue on her beeline across the room.
To his surprise, she didn’t move.
‘What do you do?’ she said, her eyes wandering over his frame. ‘You know — when you’re not being a total dick?’
King realised the plain long-sleeve shirt draped over his powerhouse frame only served to accentuate his physique. The life of a black operations soldier required a level of physical capability ordinarily reserved for elite athletes. He trained half to death every single day, but it drew attention. The right kind of attention.
‘I’m in construction.’
‘Really?’ the woman said, arching an eyebrow.
‘Whatever you say, I’m not going to tell the truth. I’m just a con artist, right?’
He wasn’t sure what it was, but something shifted in the air. Perhaps it was the unbridled confidence he exerted, or the disinterest he showed toward the woman’s apparent scorn, but she twisted ever so slightly in his direction. A subtle gesture, but a move that spelled everything he needed to know.
He turned to face her, too.
She was cute, after all.
‘That your table over there?’ King said, jerking a thumb ever so slightly in the direction she’d been headed.
She nodded. ‘I’m not inviting you over. Don’t even think about it.’
‘I didn’t expect you to. Who are the two guys?’
‘Colleagues.’
‘Journalism?’
She nodded again. ‘How’d you know that?’
‘Just a hunch. What’s your name?’
‘Savannah.’
‘Cute name.’
‘Don’t even try anything like that…’
‘Try what?’ he said, playing dumb.
She scoffed and stared at him. But she didn’t walk away.
‘Where are you from? Texas?’
She nodded again. ‘Dallas.’
‘Will your colleagues get mad if I offer you this?’ King said, lifting the shot glass into view between them, still full to the brim.
‘You’re crazy if you think I’m having that.’
He raised the shot to his lips and took a sip, draining a third of the golden liquid. ‘Unless I’m in the business of drugging myself, I think you’re safe. As much as you might like to think my night’s revolving around trying to pick you up, I’m really just here for a good time.’
‘And when you’re not here,’ Savannah said. ‘What do you do?’
‘I told you.’
‘Construction’s bullshit.’
‘I’m not talking about construction.’
‘I’m not talking about anything. I already told you that.’
‘I just thought you might be more interested in defending yourself.’
He shrugged. ‘I’m not insecure. When it comes down to it, I don’t care what you think about me. I can’t talk about what I do — it’s as simple as that.’
An inkling of realisation spread across her face as she realised he hadn’t been bullshitting earlier. ‘Silver Star?’
‘Something like that.’
‘You sure you can’t tell me about it?’
‘Not here, at least.’
Not anywhere, he thought. But she didn’t need to know that.
She scoffed again. ‘I’m not leaving with you. I’ve known you thirty seconds.’
King shrugged. ‘Okay. Lovely meeting you, Savannah.’
She hesitated, and he recognised the second notable change in the atmosphere. He had given her incentive to leave, and she hadn’t taken it. She was interested. The guarded demeanour and apparent offhandedness could only cover it up for so long.
‘How long are you in town for?’ she said, shifting back and forth from foot to foot.
‘Here’s the deal,’ he said. ‘You don’t seem awfully keen to head back to that table. My guess is that both those guys are overly forward about trying to impress their new colleague. Right?’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘It’s getting on your nerves?’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘You’re hanging around me right in front of them to try and annoy them,’ King said. ‘You’re hoping it’ll stop their advances.’
‘Yep.’
‘Then drink this,’ he said. ‘It’ll really piss them off.’
She stepped forward, drawing to a standing halt directly alongside King’s bar stool, integrating into the line of patrons waiting to be served. It was reaching peak hour and the countertop was jam-packed with tipsy Washingtonians looking to blow off some steam after a painful Friday in the workforce.
Savannah tipped the rest of the tequila back, touching a hand to her lips as the liquid snaked its way down her throat. She giggled and placed the empty shot glass in the space between them.
‘Another one?’ King said.
‘You made of money or something?’ she said.
He paused. ‘Actually, I don’t know. My boss is still sorting that out.’
She raised an eyebrow at the odd statement. ‘Kind of busy in here.’
King smiled. ‘Want to go somewhere quieter? My place has room service.’
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It took just a moment alone with her to realise that Savannah kept herself in impeccable shape, her figure toned from some kind of workout routine that wasn’t entirely obvious upon first look, disguised by her oversized journalist attire.
Neither of them had any preconceptions as to what this encounter was — a simple hedonistic release. King got the sense that Savannah was career-minded, and she knew he wouldn’t be in Washington for long.
As soon as they retreated to King’s sweeping hotel room at the Sofitel on Lafayette Square, they fell on each other ravenously, locking lips and searching with their hands wherever they pleased. King thundered the two-bedroom suite’s door closed and looped an arm around the small of Savannah’s back, lifting her off her feet effortlessly as he worked his way down to the base of her neck with his tongue. She ran her hands across his chest, clearly enraptured by his musculature.
Four years of relentless physical conditioning will do that, he thought.
He had just begun to unhinge her bra with a pair of fingers when a sharp knock at the door froze them both in their tracks.
‘Damn,’ Savannah breathed into his ear, her long hair unruly, spilling over his face. ‘Bad timing.’
He grinned and placed her gently to the floor, his hormones racing. ‘I’ll send them away.’
She twirled on the spot in exuberant fashion, presenting King with a three-hundred-and-sixty degree view of her physique, enticing him. He pointed to the four-poster bed in the corner of the room.
‘Be there in a second,’ he mouthed.
She flashed a sly grin and tiptoed over to the mattress.
Suppressing his racing pulse, he crossed to the front door, irritated by the interruption. He adjusted his shirt — which Savannah had been in the process of pulling over his head — and hurled the flimsy door open, outwardly disgruntled.
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he muttered as he locked eyes with the man standing in the doorway. ‘I thought you said tomorrow morning.’
‘I did,’ Lars said, arms folded across his chest. His close-cropped hair was slightly unruly, as if he’d been disturbed by something unexpected. ‘But something came up. You busy?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Unfortunately, I can’t wait.’
‘Great.’
His excitement dying with each passing second, King spun on the spot and grimaced as he made eye contact with Savannah from across the room.
‘Look…’ he began.
Her face twisted into a scowl as she began to realise what was coming.
‘You’re kidding,’ she said.
Lars picked up on the female voice and pushed straight past King, striding into the broad room with a sheepish grin on his face. ‘Jason, you naughty boy.’
‘Shut up,’ King muttered.
‘Sorry, sweetie,’ Lars said, pulling into view of Savannah. ‘Your fling’s got some business to attend to. He gets paid a lot of money to be on call twenty-four-seven. Hope you understand.’
Savannah had already begun the process of gathering up her belongings in a huff, visibly fuming. She stepped into her business heels and stormed straight past them without bothering to secure them to her feet. On the way, she refused to meet King’s gaze.
‘Silver Star my ass,’ she spat, disappearing from sight before either of them could respond.
Lars raised an eyebrow, leant forward, and slammed the door shut.
‘What the fuck are you doing talking to civilians about that kind of thing?’ he said, shooting daggers at King.
‘I wasn’t,’ King said. ‘She overheard our phone call. That’s kind of how she ended up here.’
‘It’s your fault she overheard. Be a little more cautious about that kind of thing in future.’
‘How else am I supposed to pick up women?’ King said, grinning to highlight the sarcasm.
Lars looked him up and down. ‘Somehow I think you’ll manage, you giant bastard.’
‘We can’t all be five-foot-eight, Lars.’
Lars started to curse, then cut himself off. ‘I’d like to joke around with you all night, but this is kind of serious. I wouldn’t have stormed up in here cramping your style otherwise.’
‘How serious? The ceremony’s happening tonight?’
Lars shook his head. ‘Afraid we’ll have to save the Silver Star for another day, brother. We have a flight to catch.’
‘For work?’
‘For work.’
A sharp ball of tension formed in the pit of King’s stomach. He squirmed, suddenly restless. It took a certain shift in mentality to adjust to the demands of a live operation. He hadn’t anticipated being thrust back into the madness so shortly after leaving it all behind in Mexico.
‘Tijuana again?’ King said. ‘Problems cropping up?’
‘No. Somewhere more pleasant this time. Pack your shit — the plane’s waiting on us.’
‘What plane? Where the hell are we headed?’
‘Just pack your shit,’ Lars said, suddenly deadly serious. ‘We’re running with a live situation again. Everything’s up in the air. I’ll debrief you on the plane.’
‘You’re coming?’
‘Just for the flight. Then I’m out of there.’
King reached forward and seized Lars by the shoulders. ‘Where. Are. We. Going?’
‘Mogadishu,’ Lars said. ‘You’ll love it, I promise. Great spot.’
Somalia.
King gulped back hesitation, then squashed it down and moved to stuff his measly belongings into the canvas duffel bag he’d picked up from an upmarket department store in downtown D.C. He didn’t say a word in response to Lars’ sardonic quip. He had no say in the matter. The contracts he’d signed in a dingy warehouse in Wyoming had surrendered all his rights to the United States Armed Forces — or, at least, a shadowy faction of it.
‘I take it you’ve weighed up your options,’ he said.
Lars nodded.
‘I’m your only choice?’
‘You’re the best option we have.’
King nodded back. ‘Thought as much. Volatile situation?’
‘Kind of. It’s a little more complicated. Like I said, I’ll tell you on the goddamn plane.’
King knew the obvious. There was no use protesting — if Lars had decided to come to him with the request, then all other options had been exhausted. It had already been pre-determined that Jason King would serve the situation best, and at that moment any alternatives had dissipated into nothingness.
He would respond to the request the only way he knew out.
With massive, overwhelming offence.
Gathering his belongings and slinging the duffel bag over one shoulder, King said, ‘I take it we’re facing a similar situation to Mexico. You want me to slide into an insurgency and tear it apart?’
Lars shook his head. ‘Quite the opposite, I’m afraid.’
King froze. ‘Wha—?’
‘For the fourth time — I’ll debrief you on the plane. You won’t register anything I tell you right now. I want you in a cargo hold, with zero distractions. Understood?’
‘Got it.’
The order was final.
King strode straight past Lars, out into the hallway, leaving the hotel room behind for the last time. It had kept him rested for the last seven nights, but he felt no significant attachment to the place in the same way he hadn’t felt a connection to any physical space for the past four years. He had willingly embraced a life on the move, and now it almost felt as if he were returning to a place he was inherently comfortable with.
The unknown.
The life of a warrior.
He masked a smirk of acceptance as he made for the elevators, Lars trailing in his wake.
He was home.
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The transit unfolded so fast that King boarded the cargo plane without discerning the make or manufacturer, or any significant details regarding the aircraft that would send him into war-torn Somalia. He simply complied with the rapid chain of events that culminated in him stepping foot inside a freezing metal fuselage exactly thirty minutes after exiting the Sofitel in Lafayette Square.
The details were kept sparse, as they always were. He had only completed a single mission for Black Force and its inner workings were suitably muddled — King imagined that little ground had been made between the time he had arrived back from Tijuana and the moment he had been thrust aboard a cargo plane with zero information as to what he was doing.
He dropped into a cold metal seat and pressed a pair of fingers into his eyeballs, rolling with the stress and the tension and the unease.
Truth was, he wouldn’t like to be anywhere else.
Internally, he felt a strange calm permeating through him.
‘Lars,’ he said, interrupting his own twisted thoughts as his handler dropped into the seat alongside him. ‘Please. Give me something.’
‘Truth is,’ Lars said, ‘I don’t know much more than you do.’
‘Then what the fuck are we doing here?’
‘Rolling with the punches,’ Lars said. ‘I don’t know if you understand this, but this is our life now. This is what we signed up for. You and me both. I’m not some know-it-all who’s secretly conspiring to keep you in the dark. I’m reacting the same as you are — confused by what’s unfolding, determined to make things right. You get that?’
‘I get it.’
‘Then bear with me.’
‘Give me everything you know.’
‘Hang on.’
Lars straightened up as a pair of men in khaki overalls stepped into the fuselage, their footsteps ringing off the walls. ‘You’re the pilots?’
‘Pilot and co-pilot,’ one of the men said. ‘We’re responsible for depositing you two in Mogadishu.’
‘No,’ Lars said, wagging a finger. ‘Just one of us. I’m heading back with you.’
‘Then why are you here?’ the other man said, disdain in his tone.
‘Shut up and fly the plane,’ Lars said. ‘Off you go.’
He shooed the pair into the cockpit, where they invisibly set to work firing up the aircraft.
‘No-one else?’ King said, shooting daggers around the cockpit. ‘Just us?’
‘Just us,’ Lars said. ‘Or, to be specific, just you.’
‘And what am I here to do? For the millionth goddamn time.’
Lars paused, rubbing the back of his neck with a calloused hand. ‘Have you heard of AMISOM?’
‘No.’
‘African Union Mission to Somalia. They’re a peacekeeping operation, backed by the United Nations. They were allowed into Mogadishu a few months ago after much deliberation. They’ve managed to secure a small portion of the city — namely, the major areas of transportation. Land around the airport and the seaport, to be specific. They’re doing good for the common people, the civilians whose lives have been torn to shreds by the civil war.’
‘Noble,’ King mused. ‘But I don’t see how I fit into this.’
‘You don’t. At least, not into their structure. They do their own thing, and we do ours. Unfortunately, sometimes they overlap.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Our Armed Forces offer sporadic protection to the peacekeepers — every now and then. Ordinarily we would embed ourselves into the UN peacekeepers themselves, but the blue helmets were forced out of Somalia. So a handful of our Force Recon Marines are carted over to spend time with the Union peacekeepers. Make sure they don’t catch a stray bullet, if you get what I mean. It’s not discussed anywhere public, because we’re strictly there for protection — and not many of us. We’re not there to start World War Three.’
‘Okay,’ King said. ‘I’m still in the dark here.’
‘I’m working up to it,’ Lars said. ‘Bear with me.’
The ground shifted underneath them, and King reached for a harness as the rear ramp of the cargo plane finished its ascent and the aircraft taxied out onto the runway. Without any portholes or windows in sight, both he and Lars were blind to the takeoff. There was a drawn-out moment of acceleration, then the typical stomach lurch as the wheels left the tarmac and the cargo plane jettisoned into the sky.
Destination: Somalia.
Nothing more reassuring, King thought.
‘There’s an issue with one of our Force Recon Marines,’ Lars admitted as the plane reached altitude and coasted into a monotone trajectory.
King pressed a finger on either side of his nostrils and blew hard, popping each eardrum in turn and acclimatising his senses to the altitude. Relief washed over him.
‘Who?’ he said.
‘His name’s Bryson Reed.’
‘What’s he done?’
‘Good goddamn work, if I’m being honest,’ Lars said. ‘I don’t like to let personal opinions get in the way of an operation, but this man has taken the initiative and I commend him for it.’
‘Good for him,’ King said.
Lars clearly sensed the unrest, because his tone changed. He hunched over, resting his elbows on his knees, and leant in. At the same time, he lowered his tone.
‘Reed’s similar to you,’ Lars said. ‘In fact, this little escapade has put him on the radar for Black Force. I’m thinking that we could make him the second recruit to our organisation. We’re brand new, so we’re improvising as we go, but I think…’
King reached forward and clamped a hand down on Lars’ thigh, pressing enough force into the action to startle the man and seize his attention.
‘Lars,’ he said.
‘Yes?’
‘We’re headed to Somalia for a reason.’
‘That’s correct.’
‘How about you stop fucking around with your fantasies, and you tell me exactly what Bryson Reed has done to warrant all this attention and justify snatching me out of a hotel room at all hours of the night and throwing me onto a cargo plane headed for Mogadishu. How does that sound?’
Lars sensed the shift in atmosphere, the frustration leeching out of King’s pores. He nodded and leant back in his seat. ‘Okay.’
‘Are we on the same page now?’
‘We are.’
‘What the hell has Bryson Reed done?’
‘He abandoned protocol, deserted the AMISOM unit he’d been assigned to protect, and stormed into the Port of Mogadishu. He single-handedly busted a trafficking ring smuggling narcotics and firearms into the city, to sell at extortionate prices to the jihadist militants and the army. They discovered him snooping around the port, and now he’s wanted by almost every dirty profiteer in Mogadishu for spoiling the plans of an international supply chain. There’s already been an attempt on his life by al-Shabaab militants, who we think were hired by the dock workers to silence Reed for good. All in all, he’s caused a shitstorm.’
‘Sounds like my type of guy,’ King said.
‘I thought you might say that. We need you to protect him. And — if it comes down to it — hire him.’
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Before Lars elaborated, King raised a hand and gestured to the fuselage around them. The claustrophobic tunnel encapsulated them, sealing them into an aircraft travelling twenty thousand feet above the ground.
‘What is this?’ he said, diverting the conversation away from the most pressing issue.
Lars raised an eyebrow. ‘The plane?’
‘Yeah.’
‘What about it?’
‘It’s a civilian aircraft.’
‘You’re perceptive.’
‘Comes with the job description.’
‘It’s the easiest way to get us in-country.’
‘How so?’
‘Somalia’s a cesspool of degradation,’ Lars said. ‘They’re in a constant state of war. The situation lends itself to those searching for a profit.’
‘Standard airlines?’ King said. ‘What about military planes? Our planes?’
Lars shook his head. ‘We’re not welcome. Ever since 1995 when all U.S. troops were withdrawn from Somalia, we’re only allowed in through this scattershot approach, accompanying AMISOM peacekeepers as security detail. In fact, we’re probably not supposed to be there in the first place. A blind eye gets turned when it only concerns a handful of our troops. Hence the controversy over Reed’s actions. You get it?’
‘So this plane has no official ties to the military.’
‘Exactly.’
‘And neither do I.’
‘You’re learning fast,’ Lars said, half-sarcastic.
‘So I’m a nobody,’ King said. ‘For all intents and purposes. Down on the ground.’
‘Precisely.’
‘And what is it you want me to do exactly?’
‘I want you to interrogate Bryson Reed,’ Lars said.
‘What?’
‘You heard me.’
‘I thought you were his biggest fan.’
‘I approve of what he did. He took initiative. He didn’t wait around for his superiors to hand down orders. That’s integral to Black Force’s process.’
‘Am I on a recruiting mission?’ King said. ‘Be honest.’
‘Somewhat. He’s been quarantined to a section of the AMISOM compound, because of the tempers he’s flared. Outside of the peacekeepers, every soul in Somalia involved in the illegal weapons trade is out searching for Reed’s head. He upset a wide range of powerful people. You can relate, given what you did in Tijuana.’
King nodded. ‘I’m still unclear as to my purpose.’
‘None of the Force Recon Marines have discretion,’ Lars said. ‘They can’t go off and eliminate certain members of the opposition at random. They’re restricted to rules, and customs, and protocol. You’re not restricted to anything.’
‘Ah.’
‘You get it now?’
‘Yeah.’
‘You’re the madman,’ Lars said. ‘You’re the one who storms in and subdues the threats, throwing yourself at the enemy until they step down and accept defeat. Right now Bryson Reed is public enemy number one.’
‘You want me to take his role.’
‘Yes, if only to divert attention onto yourself. Someone who can disappear as they please. Someone who can do as they wish. You’re not bound to the government in the way the others are. You can do whatever you damn well please. And I hope it’s effective. Because we’re still riding the high of Tijuana. I need you to succeed here, King. The organisation counts on it.’
‘I thought the organisation counted on it in Mexico. I thought that was my real test.’
‘You did great things in Mexico,’ Lars admitted. ‘Tremendous things. Feats I honestly didn’t think you were capable of. You achieved objectives that a SEAL team would struggle with, let alone a single man. But at the moment our scope is limited. It’s what I’ve been trying to sort out with Washington all this time. I want to show that you can take initiative — grab a situation by the balls and sort things out. I know there’s an immense amount of pressure on you, but I need you to be exceptional here, King. I need you to win.’
‘Win against who?’ King snarled. ‘Sounds like there’s four or five separate things you want me to do all at once. You want me to recruit Reed, squash the rebel militants, destroy the illegal pipeline, successfully interrogate our man into revealing his intentions. Anything else you care to add?’
‘You do this,’ Lars said, ‘and you’ll secure your future for years to come.’
King furrowed a brow. ‘You want to repeat that?’
‘Why?’
‘You realise how ridiculous you sound?’
Lars didn’t respond.
‘You’re sending me into a situation like this to secure my future?’ King said. ‘Sounds like you’re trying to get me killed.’
‘It’s not as bad as you think. Somalia can be brutal, but the areas that AMISOM’s got hold of are safer than most. Venture outside the boundaries and you’ll get yourself killed, but I’m not asking you to do that. All I need is for you to break Reed down, get him to admit why he did what he did, and — if need be — infiltrate the same areas he did to get conclusive proof that he successfully disrupted a supply chain. Got it?’
‘Yeah,’ King said. ‘But I’m not happy about it. I thought my operations would consist of clear orders.’
Lars shook his head again for what felt like the millionth time. ‘That’s not how we’re going to do things going forward. You need to understand that. So much of this organisation relies on improvisation. We’re not an atypical military unit. I give you barebones instructions, and you do whatever the hell you want with them. I know you’re twenty-two, and that poses a whole range of problems in the field of self-discipline. You don’t have the same experience as others do. But you’re the best of the best at taking advantage of situations on the fly, and that’s why I need you here. Go in there, make what you can of it, and improvise. Just like you did in Mexico. Okay?’
King nodded. ‘Okay. Let’s do it.’
‘Don’t get yourself too worked up about it, though,’ Lars said. ‘We’ve got a fifteen hour flight ahead of us, give or take. Settle in for the long haul.’
King set about detaching himself from all physical sensations. In reality he was trying to get comfortable in a rigid metal seat in the fuselage of an unidentified cargo plane screaming toward Somalia, but he tuned everything out in favour of a few hours of optimal rest. He closed his eyes and ignored the churning gut and the sweaty palms and the shaking legs that signified a live operation. Instead he focused on his breathing, taking a harsh inhale followed by a succinct exhale and repeating ad infinitum, until he dozed off into a slumber in the early hours of the morning, Washington time.
He thought of nothing, and considered nothing.
He simply slept.
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It didn’t last.
King thought he had the willpower and determination to shut out all external surroundings for the entire duration of the flight, but he found himself awake within minutes. He shifted restlessly in the seat, unable to get comfortable.
Then again, it had been quite some time since he’d been comfortable.
He opted to mull over what Lars had told him while the man dozed alongside him, unperturbed by the turbulence that rattled the fuselage every time the pilots guided the cargo plane through a rough patch of sky. At one point, Lars came awake all of a sudden, jolting as if he had been summoned by a horrifying dream. King scrutinised the expression the man’s face and concluded that Lars had certain demons he hadn’t cared to disclose over their time together.
All in due time, he thought.
‘This plane,’ King said, when it became clear that Lars had no intention of going back to sleep. ‘What is it, exactly?’
‘Just one of a hundred thousand other cargo planes,’ Lars said. ‘We live in a capitalist society. These planes fly goods into Mogadishu. It doesn’t matter that the country’s plagued by a civil war — they still need supplies. You’d be surprised what kind of companies would jump at the chance to profit off a war zone. We can work in conjunction with them when we need to. Of course, we’re not on their records, just as we’re not on government records. Another one of the many advantages of not technically existing.’
‘No-one will know I’m in country,’ King said.
‘Precisely.’
‘No safety net.’
‘Do I have to go over this with you again?’ Lars said, incredulous. ‘I thought you would understand what kind of jurisdiction you operate in by now.’
King smirked. ‘I understand. I just need to get used to it.’
‘In retrospect, I think Mexico might have been the steepest learning curve possible. But the fact that you made it through, and learnt what you were capable of … maybe that will end up being a good thing.’
‘Nothing about Mexico was a good thing.’
‘We’ll see,’ Lars said. ‘I’ll be the first to say you don’t seem like the same person since you returned.’
King paused. ‘How so?’
‘You were a twenty-two-year old kid the first time we met. Talented, for sure, but inexperienced. The fact that you’d already made it into the Delta Force shocked a lot of people — my superiors included. Behind the scenes you were ridiculed. What you did in Tijuana, and then in Guatemala after that — it shut a lot of people up. And I think you proved to yourself that you could do it. I think you went across the border with hidden questions about yourself, and you returned with answers. Any of this ringing true?’
King took some time to consider the spiel. He concluded that nothing Lars had said rang false, and nodded. ‘Something like that.’
‘Do you feel like you’ve matured since then?’
‘I feel different,’ King said. ‘It’s not something I can easily describe. I can’t really put my finger on what it is.’
‘Confidence, I’d say.’
‘Not that obvious. Something deeper. I spent years trying to convince myself that I wasn’t a special little snowflake, like everyone was telling me I was. I thought I was progressing through the ranks because of sheer dumb luck. Then Mexico happened, and I realised that all the tests weren’t exaggerated. I guess I always felt different to other people, but I suppressed it because I didn’t want to come off as an arrogant little shit.’
‘That’s what I thought. You’re starting to understand what you are.’
‘And, to be honest, I think it’ll get me killed.’
Lars raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’
‘That’s why I’m reluctant about this one. If I’m being honest — as much as I hate to admit it — Mexico gave me this aura of invincibility. By the end of it, I was convinced that I could do anything. I wouldn’t have sprinted headlong into Guatemala if I didn’t have confidence in myself.’
‘Nothing wrong with that.’
‘If it sticks in my behaviour, there’s plenty wrong with it. I can’t survive like that forever.’
‘You don’t know that,’ Lars said. ‘These are still early days. You need a proven track record behind you, and I need to carefully slot you into situations where you can build that resume. You can attempt the impossible later — we have all the time in the world for that. For now I need you in situations like these — where your skills are necessary, but you’re not being thrown straight into a war.’
‘I could be,’ King said. ‘You don’t know much about what’s going on in Mogadishu.’
‘No-one does,’ Lars admitted. ‘Which makes it the perfect test for you.’
‘In what sense?’
‘I’m giving you even less instruction than I did in Mexico. The end goal is to detach support from the operations entirely. In future I want to be able to turn you loose in any kind of environment I deem necessary, and let you wreak havoc until the objectives have been completed.’
‘I like the sound of that.’
‘Well, it starts in Mogadishu. Get to the bottom of whatever the hell Reed’s got himself wrapped up in, and clash some heads together if you deem it necessary. Basically, sort the situation out. On your own. With no help.’
‘Got it.’
‘There’s another fourteen hours of flying ahead of us,’ Lars said. ‘Rest up.’
He closed his eyes all of a sudden, slipping back into slumber in mercurial fashion. King watched Lars drift away into a peaceful sleep, then he leant his own head back against the cold headrest and let out the breath that had caught in his throat over the course of their conversation.
He knew he had no chance of sleeping for quite some time. A few hours of restless stirring would suffice.
King closed his eyes, but no sleep came. Instead he thought of war zones and instability and a burning desire to disregard the boundaries of the law.
He had received an addictive dose of the feeling in Mexico, and something told him he wouldn’t grow tired of the ability to improvise for quite some time.
It’s what you were put on this planet to do, he thought.
In an unknown cargo plane somewhere above North America, heading for a war-torn hellhole in Africa entrenched in an active civil war, with his instructions unclear and his exact destination unknown, King managed a smile.
This was what he was meant for.
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Indian Ocean
Off the coast of Somalia
The ship stank of fuel and rust and grime. Thousands of shipping containers lined the deck in towering, orderly rows — most were coated in mould and muck from years of constant use. There weren’t many new TEUs onboard the vessel. It was an ancient creature by international shipping standards, used for countless supply runs by one of the major respected corporations.
Inside its bowels, a meeting had begun.
A cluster of grizzled, bearded men with weather-beaten features and crude tattoos snaking up their tanned forearms crowded around a long metal table in the centre of a cramped windowless room. The table seemed like an extension of the ship itself, made of the same material as the steel walls and bolted into the ground, fixed in position. The surroundings were sterile, as if they were regularly wiped down.
One wondered what needed to be wiped clean from its surfaces…
‘I won’t budge on this,’ one of the bearded men said, ice in his tone, gripping the edge of the table with white knuckles to ride out the sickening rage coursing through his system. ‘It’s our way or nothing.’
Across the table, a ragtag collection of frail foreigners in official crew uniform stood in varying states of distress. None of them looked like they wanted to be there, most opting to stare vacantly at an empty wall or cast their eyes down to the floor between their feet. The only man with a semblance of determination in his gaze sat straight-shouldered on one of the stools surrounding the table. He was in his late-twenties, with deep bronze skin and a distinct Spanish accent.
‘We didn’t want you onboard in the first place,’ he said, daring to defy the bearded men, shooting daggers across the room. ‘You are not welcome here.’
The first man who had spoken snarled. ‘Too bad, sunshine. Our payload is due for arrival in exactly thirty hours, which is when you lot are scheduled to arrive on the coast of Somalia. It’s crucial that we retrieve our cargo, and your superiors clearly agree. They were the ones who gave us the all-clear to come aboard.’
‘Because you paid them,’ the Spanish man said.
‘Maybe so. It’s none of your business what happened. The reality is that we’re here, and you’ll have to put up with our requests. Besides, they don’t involve you. You may just need to stay an extra day milling around the coastline, while we wait to receive information. But it’ll all be wrapped up within a day. We’ll have what we came for, you’ll turn a blind eye, and no-one outside of this ship will be any wiser. How’s that sound?’
‘Not good,’ the Spanish man said, his tone matter-of-fact. ‘I know what cargo you are after. Some of my men don’t, so I’d prefer to keep it vague in order to keep it that way. It is not welcome on this ship. I don’t care what my superiors said. I’m in charge when we’re on the open waters, and I won’t let you bring it onboard. It could get me killed.’
The bearded man frowned. He hadn’t been anticipating this level of resistance. The hardest part of the entire ordeal had been convincing the multinational corporation that owned the container ship to let them discreetly attach themselves to the supply run for their own personal advantage. It had taken the man long enough to realise that money talked, and after a substantial offer they had been given a long list of instructions and protocol.
None of the information they’d received had mentioned the sheer hostility they would face from the ship’s crew.
It surprised the man — he wouldn’t deny that. He would have thought that the men responsible for commandeering this ship regularly turned a blind eye to all kinds of shady dealings.
Maybe they’re that naive, he thought. Maybe they don’t know.
It was impossible. Even the most hands-off forms of illegal trade involved some kind of knowledge. These men would know that ninety percent of the TEUs they transported back and forth across the world’s oceans were either undeclared or reported inaccurately. It was the nature of the world.
They must not be used to dealing with our types, the man thought.
Their usual shady dealings were separated by a metal container.
The presence of the rugged combat veterans unnerved them.
That much was clear.
‘Do we have to do things my way?’ the bearded man said.
If they wouldn’t willingly co-operate, he would make them. They had come too far to fall short due to the temperamental feelings of a disgruntled band of crew members. The fee to clamber aboard back in port had been substantial — frankly, the man couldn’t believe that the crew’s superiors hadn’t communicated that to them.
Then again, this industry was mind-numbingly enormous. Holes existed, communication failures occurred, and crew members got pissed off. It was the way of life out here.
So is this, the man thought.
He signalled to one of his friends — a beefy, muscle-clad bald man with a permanent sunburn and cheap black sunglasses to complement his faded khakis. The pair had worked together for as long as he could remember, and it only took a single flick of two fingers to spur the guy into action.
The enormous man strode straight across the room, wrapped one hand around the skinniest crew member’s throat, and hurled him into the nearest wall. The kid bounced off the metal and collapsed in a heap on the cold floor, not seriously hurt but effectively intimidated into submission.
The big guy stepped back, lined up a kick, and swung a steel-toed boot into the crew member’s ribs.
A sharp crack rung through the cramped room, plastering grimaces across the faces of the other crew members. One of them moved imperceptibly, taking the slightest step forward as if he were about to stick up for his friend.
Big mistake.
The heavy bearded man punched him square in the nose, jarring enough to send the second kid flailing back in a tangle of limbs, hands flying to his face.
The first man smiled wryly and watched as the crew froze simultaneously, shocked by the sudden violence. Even though they had operated around legal jurisdiction for most of their careers, the criminal world often relied entirely on trust. The man wondered if any of the crew members had experienced such violence up close before, seeing with their own eyes the devastating effects of a powerful adversary with no regard for pleasant co-operation.
Probably not, judging by their reactions.
All of them clammed up, their skin paling and their eyes widening, looking like a group of deer in the headlights of an oncoming vehicle.
‘Hey—’ started the Spanish guy, the one who had given them all the problems.
‘What are you going to do?’ the first man said. ‘Ring your bosses? They’ll chew you out for speaking an ill word about us. Do you know how much we’re paying them? All of you, shut your mouths, and do as we say. Then we won’t have any more problems.’
The man scraped his chair back, signalling that the conversation was over. The crew members hurried for the door — one-by-one, the only method available in such a tight space. The air hung thick in the room, choked with sweat and fear. The two injured crew members filtered out last, one sporting a freshly broken nose and the other clutching his torso with white knuckles, grasping the region he had been struck by the steel-toed boot.
The last guy gave a pathetic whimper as he exited the room.
‘Too far?’ the enormous man said as the squad was finally left alone.
The first man shook his head. ‘Needed to send them a fuckin’ message. Entitled pricks. They’ll do what we say.’
‘And if the payload isn’t there when we need it to be?’
‘This ship isn’t moving until we get what we’re after,’ the man said. ‘There’s too much at stake here. All our futures…’
The enormous guy nodded. ‘Let’s hope it all works out.’
‘It will. I’ll make sure it does.’

8

There were no windows fixed into the fuselage of the cargo plane, and it made the descent into Mogadishu uncomfortable as all hell. King considered himself hardened to the ambiguous nature of the battlefield, but diving into a war zone with no view of the landing area, left to simply stare at the walls of a long metal tube that could be blown out of the sky at any moment — it rattled him, literally and figuratively.
He jolted and bounced in the seat, fixed into place by the harness strapped painfully tight across his chest. Even Lars went uncharacteristically silent as the cargo plane looped around its landing site.
The journey had passed slowly, no thanks to an unexpected eight-hour stopover in Algeria.
‘We can’t do anything about it,’ Lars had muttered as the pilots refused to explain the impromptu landing fourteen hours previously. ‘We agreed to be flexible when we organised with the airline to catch a ride. Sometimes business calls.’
They’d sat restlessly in a humid open-air warehouse as the pilots waited for an express delivery of supplies from a neighbouring village. The private airfield sat at the base of two towering hillocks, both covered in dead grass and soaring far over their heads, obscuring the view of the countryside. After nearly a half-day of waiting, both King and Lars concluded that Algeria was boring as all shit, and they were ecstatic when the pilots signalled that their work was done and it was time to press forward into Somalia.
Over the remainder of their flight time, Lars filled him in with more details as to the nature of the strange incident that had occurred in Somalian territory.
Bryson Reed had single-handedly made himself public enemy number one. His operational objective — at all times, without fail — had been to remain in AMISOM territory, providing the muscle for the peacekeepers as they set about trying to lend assistance in any way, shape or form to the troubling civil war that had plunged the country into anarchy.
He, and the United States government, had no jurisdiction or blessing to venture out into the war-torn city. Lars told King it was a blessing that a handful of troops were allowed into Somalia in the first place. They weren’t supposed to be there, all things considered.
And neither was King.
It explained the unidentifiable cargo plane and the silent way he’d been funnelled into Mogadishu, arriving without any fanfare or notice of any kind. King preferred it this way in any case — if no-one knew who he was or what he was doing there, he had the element of surprise to his advantage.
The more details Lars provided, the more determined King became to get to the bottom of what had unfolded.
As far as he could tell, Reed had landed himself in hot water.
Three days ago, after a shootout at the Port of Mogadishu in the middle of the night, three al-Shabaab militants had showed up to confront Reed at the peacekeepers’ compound.
They had clearly been paid handsomely by shadowy figures at the port to deal with the nosy American and take him out of the equation for good. Reed had been en route to his usual guard shack at the very edge of AMISOM territory when the trio had ambushed him along the side of the road. They’d each received a bullet to the head for their troubles and Reed had voluntarily retreated back to the peacekeeper HQ to quarantine himself until the attention died down.
He was still there today.
As the wheels on the underside of the cargo plane descended with a hollow groan, King fought back a temporary wave of nausea and turned to Lars.
‘So — what is this?’ he said. ‘A recruitment mission, or a rescue mission?’
‘We’re not rescuing him from anything,’ Lars said. ‘He’s a big boy. If he thought he was in danger, he could fly straight out of Mogadishu without a hitch.’
‘So you still want him there?’
‘I want to know more about what he disrupted,’ Lars said. ‘If it warranted that kind of reaction from the dock workers, I think Reed stumbled onto something big. Three bodies isn’t that big of a deal in an active war zone, but the fact that an American did it only amplifies the tension. Apparently there were witnesses. Rumours are spreading that there’s a madman protecting AMISOM peacekeepers. I don’t want the African Union threatened by our man’s actions.’
‘Got it.’
‘And…’ Lars said, recognising that touchdown was imminent. The entire plane rattled and jolted as it touched down on an uneven runway, turning King’s stomach upside-down in the process. ‘Here we are.’
‘Never been to Somalia,’ King said.
‘Nor have I.’
‘I don’t think this counts if you’re staying on the plane.’
‘I’ll accept that.’
‘Are you ever getting on the ground with me?’
Lars took his time to respond, electing to simply sit in silence and stare at the opposite wall of the fuselage. ‘Not anymore, kid.’
‘This used to be your thing?’
‘Just for a brief stint. Didn’t work out so well.’
‘What happened?’
‘Not now. Hate to admit it, but we don’t know each other well enough yet. That’s a story for another time.’
King nodded. ‘Understood.’
The plane trundled to a halt a few minutes later — King spent the time sitting rigid, unable to stop the stress from building up in his chest. It was as if a giant weight were pressing down on his oesophagus, restricting his breathing to the point where it came in sharp, rattling gasps. He masked it from Lars, but he always experienced the same sensations before a live operation.
King knew as well as anyone that an elite operative without a shred of fear was either a liar or mentally unsound. The closeness to death couldn’t be rivalled — a sensation that supercharged his pulse and honed him into whatever lay in front of him like a hungry predator. It had served him well in Mexico, and he hoped it would serve him well here. The icy demeanour of operational preparation settled over him as Lars continued.
‘Your contact has been told to meet us at the airfield,’ he said. ‘She’ll be taking you to the inner sanctum where Reed’s holed up. From there, you do your thing.’
‘She?’
Lars gave a wry smile. ‘Don’t get any ideas.’
‘I didn’t say a thing.’
‘I understand you’re a bit of a womaniser,’ Lars said. ‘Don’t think I’m oblivious to what you did with that DARPA technician back in Wyoming. We all knew.’
‘I wasn’t hiding it. It was just a brief fling.’
‘Well, between that and what I interrupted in Washington, I see you’ve got an insatiable appetite.’
‘I wouldn’t go that far.’
‘That shit won’t cut it out here. Her name’s Bethany Morris. She’s a Force Recon Marine — one of the four stationed out here to watch over this particular chunk of land.’
‘You’re talking like she’s your daughter. What do you care what happens? For all you know that lady you interrupted me with is my girlfriend.’
‘Oh, I’m sure.’
‘What’s your deal?’
‘Be as much of a playboy as you want on home soil. Anything like that out here will get you distracted and killed.’
‘You seem rather adamant.’
‘I’ve only had you under my wing for a month,’ Lars said. ‘I’m trying to be stern with you.’
‘It’s not working.’
‘I’m not very good at this,’ he admitted.
As the plane’s rear ramp began to descend and the heat filtered into the fuselage in thick, rancid waves, King smirked and unbuckled the straps across his chest. He rose off the seat and clamped a firm hand down on Lars’ shoulder. ‘I’ll keep my hands to myself. Don’t worry.’
‘Good.’
‘You should get a lady yourself. Release some of that tension. Maybe she can crack through that veneer.’
‘Don’t push it.’
King laughed and snatched his duffel bag off the floor. ‘Is this where we say our goodbyes?’
‘I’m afraid so.’
King offered a hand and they shook, holding it for a moment longer than socially acceptable due to the nature of the industry they operated in.
Any handshake had the potential to be their last.
King nodded once to the man he’d rapidly become acquainted with over the last month, his face solemn and his mouth a hard line. He hated this part of the job. It was most of the reason why he’d kept to himself for so long — he didn’t want anyone growing attached to him in the highly likely event that he got himself killed in action.
Nothing about this scenario spelled certain disaster, though — not like Mexico.
King was effectively doing admin work, sorting out the aftermath of a multi-faceted conflict. Crossing the border into Tijuana a month ago had carried the gravity of unavoidable confrontation, but there was a chance he could carry out this operation without laying a single finger on an enemy.
Although somehow he doubted that’s how things would transpire.
He strode past Lars, down the pockmarked metal ramp, and dropped down onto the dusty tarmac. Mogadishu was stiflingly hot, and something in the air signified hostility. The aura of war and blood and filth swirled around everything.
King squinted against the sudden glare and turned to witness an open-topped military jeep roaring across the runway toward their plane.
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To his surprise, the rear ramp of the cargo plane began to ascend directly behind him — before the jeep had even reached him. He spun incredulously another one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, staring open-mouthed as the back of the plane sealed itself up again. Then the massive aircraft began to trundle away down the runway, heading for a cluster of ramshackle buildings at the edge of the vast airfield.
King found himself alone in the centre of the tarmac, a single beacon amidst a hot wasteland. He lifted a hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the unrelenting sun and waited for the approaching jeep to pull to a halt beside him.
It did so in a literal cloud of burnt rubber, the driver stamping on the brakes like their life depended on slowing down as fast as humanly possible. Smoke wafted off the fat tyres, and when it cleared King found himself face-to-face with a twenty-something woman in a tight black tee and faded military khakis. Her face was a stern mask of hidden emotions and she clearly kept herself in unbelievable shape — a requirement in this line of work. King noted the veins rippling up her forearms as she clasped the wheel with gloved hands. She was tall — at least five foot ten. Her skin was a deep bronze from the African sun and her hair had been bleached a dark shade of blonde by the same conditions, where ordinarily it would have been a light brown.
All in all, King liked what he saw.
He tuned out the distracting thoughts and focused on the task at hand.
‘Where are they going?’ he said, gesturing to the plane without bothering to introduce himself.
The woman raised an eyebrow, as if he had asked the most ridiculous question in the world, and didn’t respond.
King stood frozen on the tarmac, the back of his neck already heating under the sun. ‘Hello?’
‘Hello,’ she said, her voice calm.
‘Did you hear me?’
‘I heard you. Don’t know what you’re talking about.’
King spun and pointed to the rear of the rapidly fading cargo plane. ‘Where’s it going? The plane.’
‘What plane?’
King understood what was happening. ‘Oh. Right. We’re keeping everything on the down low?’
‘As far as I’m concerned, you’re just a hapless civilian I happened to stumble across,’ the woman said. ‘And we’ll keep it that way. Nobody’s told me who you are, but you’re allowed to do whatever you want.’
‘Bethany?’ King said.
The woman froze. ‘Beth. How’d you know?’
‘My handler told me.’
‘Who’s your handler?’
‘I don’t think I’m supposed to share that information.’
‘Whatever. Get in.’
King hurled the duffel bag into the rear of the vehicle and clambered into the passenger seat alongside Beth. Before he’d even begun to swing the door shut, she stamped on the accelerator, throwing him against the seat back as the jeep roared off the mark. He shot her a dark look and wrenched the seatbelt across his chest, securing it into place just in case.
She glanced across to meet his gaze. ‘I don’t think the seatbelt’s necessary.’
‘I’ll take my chances,’ King said.
‘Something against women drivers?’
‘Something against you.’
She smirked and veered radically off the runway, taking a dusty trail overgrown with weeds and roots. The jeep bounced and rattled as it battled the terrain. King reached out and seized the handhold on the inside of the passenger door, stabilising himself.
‘If you’re this worried about crashing,’ Beth said, ‘then I don’t know what you’re here to do.’
‘How do you know what I’m here to do? I could be a computer technician.’
She looked him up and down. ‘You’re not a computer technician.’
‘Just keep your eyes on the road,’ he said. ‘You might not be happy I’m here but that doesn’t mean you have to get us both killed.’
‘Do you know Reed?’ Beth said.
King kept his mouth shut.
‘Answer me,’ she said, her tone demanding.
‘What makes you think I’m here for Reed?’
‘Despite the danger of the region, there’s really not that much going on out here. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that I was sent to pick up a mysterious government operative being smuggled into the country through a cargo route just a couple of days after one of our own shot up a trio of radical militants.’
‘Is that all you know about what Reed did?’
‘Is that all I know?’ she said incredulously. ‘You’ve got to be kidding. He was basically sprinting around the complex telling everyone within earshot what he’d discovered at the port. I don’t know why he did it. It’s how all the trouble started in the first place. He’s an idiot.’
‘Is he prone to mistakes like that?’
She shook her head. ‘He’s our best man. Which is why all this is so surprising.’
‘Does he know that he messed up?’
‘He does now.’
‘What’s his reaction been like?’
‘Look,’ she said, lifting a hand off the driver’s seat in a stop-right-there gesture. ‘I don’t know you well enough to get personal. I don’t know who you are, or what kind of influence you have. I’ve been told to cooperate with you but I’m not about to go spilling everything I think about this situation. You could be a goddamn assassin for all I know. So sit there, shut up, and wait until we get to the base. Then you can question Reed all you want. I don’t want to be wrapped up in this bullshit.’
King shrugged. ‘Whatever suits you best.’
The jeep trundled through what had once been an industrial district, abandoned long ago and cast into ruins by the civil war. Weeds choked everything in sight, spilling over from the rundown airport they’d just exited. Realising that he hadn’t assessed where he’d landed, King craned his neck back to get a good look at the long, disused stretch of tarmac they were leaving behind.
The cargo plane that had deposited him unceremoniously in the middle of the runway had stalled at one end of the space, pausing near a low building. King assumed it was the terminal.
‘Civilian airport?’ he said, even though he recognised the ridiculousness of his own question.
Beth scoffed. ‘Besides crates of supplies and the odd shadowy military individual like yourself, I don’t think a visitor has passed through that building in a decade. The pilots and crewmen unload their gear, and then they’re gone. If it’s important cargo, we’ll be sent across to safeguard the transaction. Too much opportunity to gain some side profits by force out here.’
‘Sounds like fun work.’
‘There’s nothing fun about this place.’
‘I was joking.’
‘I know. But I want you prepared for the climate. I don’t know what office you came from stateside, but everyone out here is looking to kill you. I mean everyone. Once you step off AMISOM territory you paint a target on your back to anyone in the area.’
‘Don’t worry,’ King said, thinking of Mexico. ‘I’m used to that.’
‘I’m sure you are…’
‘You don’t seem to be a fan.’
‘I don’t know you. Why on earth would I be a fan?’
King shrugged, and said nothing. ‘You’re unusually hostile.’
‘This is an unusually hostile place,’ she said. ‘Get used to it.’
King’s gaze instinctively flickered over to a shadow on the edge of his peripheral vision. He felt the natural processes kicking in, his muscles tensing themselves like coiled springs. Beth’s incessant warnings, coupled with the hasty nature at which he had been thrust into this uncomfortable situation, had set him on edge. He darted his attention across a handful of demolished structures, some barely hanging onto themselves. There was rubble everywhere, and plenty of vantage points for enemy combatants to conceal themselves.
In the open-topped jeep, he shivered. They were seriously exposed.
‘Has this place been cleared?’
Beth shot a glance at him. ‘What do you mean?’
’What if we get our heads blown off on the way to base camp?’
‘They’re not fighting for this area,’ she said with a smirk, as if he had asked the dumbest question in human history. ‘It’s clear.’
‘How far are we?’ he said, suddenly nervous.
She looked at him. ‘I thought you were here to clean things up.’
‘I am.’
‘Well, you look like you’re shitting yourself. I can’t say it’s reassuring.’
‘I’m fine,’ he said.
‘You sure?’
‘Just drive.’
They made it through the thickest parts of the industrial district and onto open ground, which served to expose them even further. Despite King’s heightened state of awareness, he hadn’t seen a soul so far. Nothing changed as the scenery shifted to vast fields strewn with overgrown grass, debris and piles of rubble. He caught a glimpse of the coastline, facing the Indian Ocean, pale blue and sparkling underneath the Somalian sun. King marvelled at how the water could look like paradise in a region as war-torn and dangerous as this. Then the sea disappeared as Beth steered the jeep back into the destroyed city, passing through a residential neighbourhood that had seen better days.
‘This is the most dangerous stretch,’ she said. ‘Because it’s populated. Keep your eyes peeled.’
King already had his concentration directed at their surroundings, but saw nothing of alarm. They sped past a handful of civilians who were preoccupied with simply staying alive, and then they left the collapsing houses behind to mount a potholed trail that twisted and wound into an open expanse of land in a similar state of disrepair as everything King had already observed.
‘That’s it?’ he said, gesturing to the compound that had just become visible in the centre of the grassy fields.
Beth nodded. ‘We haven’t been there for long. The peacekeepers haven’t been allowed in these parts until the last year. We’re far enough away from Mogadishu’s centre to warrant establishing a base. It’s our job as Force Recon Marines to keep them secure while they go about their business.’
‘What does their business involve?’ King said.
Beth shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t have a clue. I’m focused on security, just like the rest of them are.’
‘Not Reed, obviously. He’s sticking his nose in places it shouldn’t be.’
‘That depends on how you look at it. I think he did a good thing.’
‘You’re not the investigator.’
She eyed him up and down. ‘And you are?’
‘I guess I don’t exactly fit that job description.’
‘So what do you do?’
King thought for a moment. ‘You know, I don’t think I fit any job description.’
‘Not this cryptic bullshit again,’ she muttered.
They made their way toward a gate manned by a single Force Recon Marine in full tactical gear, clutching an M4A1 carbine assault rifle in his gloved hands. King found himself surprised that the man hadn’t broken a sweat in the attire, despite the intense heat.
‘Just one guy?’ he said while they were still a hundred feet from the steel gate.
‘Yeah. With Reed out of the equation for now, we’re stretched thin. There’s me, Johnson here, and one other guy — Victor.’
‘They’re reliable?’
‘We wouldn’t have been sent here otherwise. But you’re most welcome here. You can lend a hand with guarding the premises while you sort Reed out.’
Johnson nodded as they approached and thumbed a keypad on the other side of the chain-link fence. The gate trundled open with an electronic whine, audible over the noise of the jeep’s engine. Without slowing down, Beth shot straight through into the compound, barely glancing at Johnson as she leant pressure on the accelerator. As soon as they were through, King glanced back to see the gate closing at equal speed.
Johnson watched them speed away.
‘You two don’t get along?’ he said.
Beth shot daggers at him with a single look. ‘The hell are you talking about?’
‘You didn’t stop and say hi.’
‘I don’t think you know what Somalia’s like,’ she said. ‘We leave that gate open as little as humanly possible. There’s all the time in the world for niceties later. I get along just fine with Johnson. And you will, too.’
‘How’s the dynamic between the four of you?’ King said. ‘Who’s the fourth guy?’
‘Victor. He’s nice enough. Both of them kept their distance from Reed, though.’
‘Why?’
She shrugged. ‘There’s minimal downtime here, so if your personalities don’t match you tend to keep to yourself. Victor and Johnson are buddy-buddy. Reed was a little quieter than them.’
‘Shy?’
‘You don’t stay shy as a Force Recon Marine,’ Beth said, shaking her head. ‘I felt bad for him. He was just reserved. Kept to himself. But it made it easy for Victor and Johnson to quarantine him to the back of the compound when he played up.’
‘I’d say he did a little more than playing up.’
‘Whatever you want to call it.’
‘Are you two close?’
‘Me and Reed?’
King nodded.
She shrugged. ‘About as close as you can be in this kind of situation. Plus there’s the other thing.’
King raised an eyebrow.
She glanced across as she navigated the jeep into a small gravel parking lot in front of a long low building, built lodge-style. ‘He made advances within the first few nights. I turned him down, but it’s been a little unsteady ever since. I think we’ve both moved on from that, though. I doubt he thinks about it much anymore.’
‘Uh-huh,’ King said, throwing the passenger door open and stepping down onto the gravel.
‘And if you get any of the same ideas,’ she said, ‘I won’t be as cordial to you. You’re here by invitation. Play by the rules.’
‘Never have,’ King muttered under his breath, quiet enough to remain out of earshot.
They both rounded the hood of the jeep and stepped up onto the lodge’s wide terrace.
‘Welcome to your new home,’ she said.
She pushed open the front door and King strode through.
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He stepped into a sparsely furnished, utilitarian space with a distinct lack of colour, tone or flavour. The floors were panelled wood and full of chips, scratches and nicks. The walls were plain white, and devoid of any kind of artwork or decoration. He recognised the room as a broad communal space, complete with tattered couches, a small kitchenette with labelled cupboards, and a grimy television that looked as if it hadn’t been switched on for years.
Hallways branched off in random directions, poorly lit, leading through to what King assumed would be sleeping quarters. He stood patiently in the centre of the communal space and waited for Beth to follow him into the long building. It was entirely empty. He listened out for any kind of distant noise to signify that someone was home, but he heard nothing.
She closed the front door and strode straight past him, headed for the dining room table. It was a fat slab of wood propped up by four thin metal legs, thrown together haphazardly without a care in the world for aesthetics. She dragged one of the spindly chairs out from underneath the table and gestured for him to sit.
He crossed the room and sat.
She opened one of the cabinets in the kitchenette and leant down to retrieve a fat dossier of documents. She slammed the files emphatically onto the table between them and pulled up a chair of her own.
‘Where is everyone?’ King said, staring around the room.
‘None of the peacekeepers are here, which means they’re off conducting their own business. Victor will be accompanying them as their security detail. You’re not to worry about them.’
King nodded. ‘I take it you aren’t either?’
Beth shrugged. ‘Pretty much. We just shepherd them around from location to location. They deliver food, supply medical aid. All the things the locals need. And there’s not much to do around here, if I’m being honest. Peacekeepers aren’t of much interest to any of the warring factions. There’s nothing to gain, and a whole lot to lose. If al-Shabaab raids this compound and plunders it, they won’t get much apart from a few guns and a few supplies. It’s not worth their time. And on top of that they’ll draw the scorn of everyone important, which means it’ll be a little harder to get the basic necessities they need to survive. And it’s hard enough for them already.’
‘So then why am I here if there’s no danger?’ King said, even though he knew the answer. He wanted Beth to vocalise it in her own words.
‘Because Bryson goddamn Reed decided to antagonise everyone in the area, it seems.’
‘Where is he?’
She jerked a thumb at the door they’d just come through. ‘Up the back of the compound. In the guest house. He’s exiled himself from the rest of us until you arrived. We’d been told you were coming, and he felt it was the right thing to do. He admits he fucked up.’
‘Very noble,’ King noted, somewhat sarcastically. ‘Is he locked up there?’
She gave him the evil eye. ‘Of course not. He’s not a savage.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘I’ve spent time with him,’ she said. ‘Can you say the same?’
‘Not yet. Which brings me to my next point. What the hell are we doing in here?’
She motioned to the dossier in front of her. ‘I’m going to bring you up to speed on the history of—’
King held up a hand, an abrupt gesture, cutting her off instantaneously. She froze and stared at him with a perplexed expression.
‘I’m not interested in that,’ he said. ‘That’s not why I’m here. I’m interested in Reed.’
‘I think—’
King shot his chair back and got to his feet, scraping it against the floor in the process. He ignored Beth’s venomous stare and made straight for the front door.
‘Excuse me,’ she said, clearly taking offence to King’s mannerisms.
He didn’t respond, instead hurrying for the door.
He heard the distinct scrape of her chair legs as she scrambled to catch up to him. As he placed a hand on the doorknob, moving to throw it open, Beth came storming in from behind and slammed a palm against the wood, grinding it shut.
‘What’s your deal?’ she demanded. ‘Who are you?’
King sighed. ‘Look…’
‘I need you to start talking if I’m going to trust you going off on wild tangents like this. You’re not doing anything by the book.’
‘I’m not on the books, okay?’ he said, which made her freeze in her tracks. ‘How did you lot get informed that I was on my way?’
‘We got a call from the very top,’ she said.
‘That was legitimate. But I can’t say the same about what I do. The truth is, I’m just as confused about my official role — maybe even more so, because I’m the one doing this shit without a clue as to what my operational capacity is. Got it?’
‘You’re like a one-man show?’ she said. ‘You get sent into places to fix things?’
‘Something like that. I’m afforded certain freedoms that enlisted men and women aren’t. I’m new to all of this — as you can tell — but from what I’m understanding, I’m given free reign to do whatever the hell I want, as long as I get the job done.’
‘Whatever Reed did at the port…’ Beth said, thinking hard, connecting the dots.
‘If he had unfinished business,’ King said, ‘I can finish it for him. Or I can just go down there and snoop around. I can do anything I want — I think. So you don’t need to spend time bringing me up to speed on Reed’s psychological profile or his history in the military, or any official procedures I’m supposed to adhere to in Somalia. None of that applies to me. You all know what I’m here for, but you need to afford me the ability to react to things however I please.’
‘I understand,’ Beth said.
‘Thank you. Sorry to be so confrontational.’
‘It’s fine. I was treating you as a common grunt. How old are you, by the way?’
‘Thirty,’ King lied.
‘You look younger.’
She refused to take her hand off the door. King sighed and bowed his head. ‘I am. But you’ll think I’m an inexperienced idiot if I tell you how old I am.’
‘I already do,’ she said. ‘So that won’t make a difference.’
‘Twenty-eight.’
‘How’d you land this gig so early?’ she said. ‘You some kind of prodigy?’
‘Something like that.’
‘You’ll end up dead all the same out here. The al-Shabaab militants — hell, even the army too — they don’t care about your talents. They’ll shoot you down without hesitation. So be careful. Don’t get reckless out here.’
‘I’m not sure I know how to do anything else,’ he said with a smirk, wrenching the door open despite the resistance of Beth’s arm against it. She relented and let him through. ‘Let’s go talk to Reed.’
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King couldn’t shake the intense feeling of vulnerability as he stepped back out into open ground. The main lodge had brought an aura of safety with it, like they were protected from all harm by the surrounding walls even though it would only take a single shoulder-fired missile to disintegrate the building into a raging fireball.
It felt as if there were eyes on him at all times. He stepped down off the terrace and rounded the side of the building, Beth trailing in his wake. As he slogged through choking weeds, he took note of the lodge’s wooden walls to his left and the chain-link fence a dozen feet to his right. Beyond the fence, the overgrown field ran for half a mile before the outskirts of Mogadishu swallowed up the free land. King eyed towering residential apartment complexes, all visibly crumbling, many with significant damage to their exteriors. A smattering of them looked like they would collapse at any moment.
Half a mile.
Easy enough for a trained sniper.
The side passage opened out into a yard tended to with similar care as the rest of the compound. King imagined that gardening wasn’t high on the list of AMISOM’s priorities. He stumbled through the weeds and made for the collection of portable buildings that had seemingly been dumped up the back of the complex and left to their own devices. Most of the paint had flaked off the exterior of the units, scorched by the overbearing sun.
‘Which one’s Reed’s?’ King said.
Beth caught up to him and motioned to the furthermost unit. ‘Right up the back.’
‘You said he wasn’t detained?’
She shook her head. ‘None of us were about to do that. We still don’t know if he’ll even be punished for what he did. War isn’t the most stable industry.’
‘So he chose to exile himself?’
‘He heard that we got a call from the top dogs. Thought they might look at him more favourably if he owned up to his mistakes and quarantined himself. I think Victor and Johnson both were thinking the same thing, but neither of them were adamant enough to start a fight about it. Reed went peacefully.’
‘You been talking to him during his self-imposed quarantine?’
She shook her head. ‘Nods here and there. He does his own thing. I think he’s shitting himself about the visitor deciding his fate.’
King shook his head back. ‘I’m not here to enact punishment. I’m here to get to the bottom of this, and eye his handiwork.’
‘Handiwork?’
King paused in the middle of the field — otherwise, they would have made it to Reed’s portable unit before the conversation concluded. ‘Have you seen Reed in action?’
The perplexed look returned, spreading across Beth’s face. ‘In action?’
‘When he killed the three militants. Did you see it?’
‘No.’
‘Did anyone?’
‘No.’
‘If he has the ability to defend himself in a three-on-one situation, that’s worth taking a look at.’
‘Wait,’ Beth said, touching a hand to King’s arm — a gesture that he wouldn’t have thought possible given the curt demeanour she’d adopted when she’d picked him up from the airport. ‘You’re a recruiter? Are you kidding me? You want him to do what you do?’
Fuck, King thought, realising he might have opened up a little more than he should have.
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘That’s what you’re implying. You think he’s some kind of prodigy like yourself? Is that what you do? Run around taking on small private armies? A trained killer?’
King thought of Mexico.
Actually, that’s exactly what I do.
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said. ‘You’re living in a fantasy world. I deal with threats — they’re never like that.’
Yes they are, he thought.
‘Is that what you’re about to do here?’ she said, gesturing to their surroundings outside the compound. ‘Take what Reed says and go start World War Three?’
‘I think I’ll avoid that if it’s possible.’
‘Let’s hope it is then,’ she huffed, her tone sardonic. She took the lead, hurrying King toward Reed’s unit, suddenly impatient to get the proceedings underway. King recognised the shift in mood. Beth wanted him to go about his business and then leave as fast as possible. She evidently thought he attracted nothing but trouble.
Maybe she was right.
She stepped up onto the tiny deck outside the portable room and rapped sharply on the thin door. There was no response for a long, drawn-out moment. Then King sensed movement within the walls — they were paper-thin and made of easily-destructible material, which allowed him the privilege of being able to hear Reed approaching.
The man’s footsteps were heavy.
Big guy, King thought.
Reed opened the door and King found himself face-to-face with what appeared to be his identical twin.
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They were both powerhouses, each standing roughly six-foot-three and built like tanks. King eyed the man through the doorway and met his gaze, a gaze that was just as hardened and bulletproof as his own. Reed had buzzed his hair in similar fashion — King had decided to saw off his long locks after Mexico, preferring a streamlined approach that allowed him the privilege of not having to worry about strands obscuring his vision.
They both had the same pronounced jawline, too.
‘You’re the guy?’ Reed said in a gruff voice, resigned to his fate.
King nodded. ‘I’m the guy.’
‘I thought you’d be older.’
‘I’m not a bureaucrat.’
‘What are you?’
‘I told you. I’m the guy.’
Reed shrugged like he didn’t care what that meant and stepped aside to allow King through.
‘I’ll leave you boys to it,’ Beth said, retreating off the terrace. ‘Let me know if you need me.’
Her request was answered with silence, so she turned and strode fast away from the portable unit, leaving the pair to hash things out without interference. King watched her go, then turned back to Reed. ‘She doesn’t think you’ve done anything wrong.’
‘I haven’t.’
King nodded. ‘Let’s talk.’
He accepted Reed’s invitation into the unit and moved straight past the man, exposing himself to an attack from behind. He thought of how effortless it would be for Reed to turn and loop a powerful forearm around his throat, at the same time leaping on him like a human backpack to apply maximum pressure to his neck. Once the hooks were in, King knew he would be helpless to resist fading into oblivion.
But he shrugged off the foolish thought, because Reed could have simply up and left any time he wanted if he had desertion on his mind. He had stuck to his position, and even detached himself from the rest of the unit in an attempt to impress his superiors.
King admired the man’s courage.
It reminded him of a time in Ramadi, a soulless city buried in Iran, where he had abandoned traditional protocol and gunned through a two-storey house full of insurgents after witnessing them kill an innocent civilian. That particular event had triggered his involvement with Black Force, and his off-the-books career had begun in emphatic fashion. At the time he’d been scared shitless of the repercussions, expecting his superiors to chew him out at any moment.
Instead, he had been thrust into a highly-volatile new division for his efforts.
Perhaps this would be Reed’s defining incident.
Perhaps he would join the ranks of Black Force before this operation had reached its end.
King wondered why Lars hadn’t chosen to accompany him, if this was a recruitment mission after all…
‘You’re obviously not a pen-pusher,’ Reed said, closing the door and following King into the tiny space. ‘So can I ask what you’re doing here?’
The portable unit had been furnished in similar fashion to the main lodge — sparsely. King imagined the budget for these rooms was effectively non-existent, and it showed in the quality of the furniture. He eyed a fold-out table with two flimsy chairs, a tiny stove and fridge combination, and a single bed with a thin dirty mattress and a handful of sheets. Reed hadn’t bothered to make the bed — and why would he?
This wasn’t basic training anymore. He clearly thought he might be headed for prison if his superiors determined that his actions were unnecessary. What good was a spotless bed if he was soon to spend the rest of his days in a cramped cell?
King sat on one of the chairs and gestured for Reed to do the same — a mirror image of how things had unfolded with Beth just minutes previously. Now King was the one with the authority, the supposed big-shot who had been sent all the way from the States to deal with the Marines’ ineptitude.
Reed sat.
‘I’m here to speak to you,’ King said. ‘Things are a little muddied right now, as you can imagine. There’s no real official jurisdiction and you were told you could use discretion.’
‘Not to the extent of what I did, though,’ Reed said. ‘That’s obvious enough.’
King nodded. Smart guy.
‘Take me through what happened. In detail. Your future relies on it.’
King added the last quip to stress the urgency of what Reed was about to tell him. In truth, he had no authority over what happened to the man, but he wanted the crucial details — fast. He had never been one to mull over a decision for any significant amount of time, and the government was relying on his intuition.
Otherwise, they would have sent a bureaucrat, just as Reed had been expecting.
If necessary, King was prepared to go to hell and back to protect Reed, in the event that the man’s actions had caused a shitstorm of unknown proportions amongst the organised crime outfit at the port.
That differentiated him from a pen-pusher.
But he wasn’t about to disclose that information just yet.
‘In detail?’ Reed said. He leant back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head, and stared at the ceiling. Like he knew he had crossed multiple lines in his conduct, but was willing to give King all the details if it meant they would show him leniency.
‘I want everything.’
‘Well — if you really want the truth — I got bored here. There’s not a lot to do when the peacekeepers are sticking to their schedule. I knew that the job description of a Force Recon Marine didn’t mean non-stop action, but I thought I’d be doing more than patrolling the perimeter of a bunch of huts for weeks on end. You know how long I’ve been here?’
King shook his head. ‘Can’t say I do.’
Reed paused. ‘You should know that kind of thing if you’re the one coming to investigate me.’
‘What if I told you this isn’t exactly an investigation?’
Reed raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh. What is this, then?’
‘I can’t say. Just give me all the facts, as straight as you can.’
The man nodded. ‘It’s been months. I’ve been shepherding these guys around for months. I wasn’t born to do this. So — and here’s where I messed up — I thought I’d take certain matters into my own hands. Spend enough time in one place and certain patterns start to present themselves. It took me long enough to realise, but I noticed some of the traffic tended to pass at the same time every single day.’
‘Traffic?’ King said. ‘We’re in the middle of nowhere.’
Reed scraped his chair back and motioned for King to follow him over to the window. He pointed through the grimy, fingerprint-stained glass at the buildings across the sprawling fields, most of them reduced to pitiful piles of rubble.
‘See the track in front of them?’ Reed said.
King squinted. He could. It was barely perceptible, but he spotted a dirt trail spearing straight through the demolished neighbourhood. As they watched, a distant plume of dust trickled off the earth as a battered pick-up truck trailed through the area.
‘A convoy of trucks would pass by at around three in the afternoon,’ Reed said. ‘Every single goddamn day.’
‘Piqued your curiosity?’
‘You could say that.’
‘Why?’ King said. ‘That can’t be suspicious in itself. It’s an active war zone, for God’s sakes.’
‘I don’t know. I can’t really describe my exact thought process. I just had some downtime one day, and decided to travel a little further than we’re supposed to. I reached the port and went snooping around. You know — curiosity. I don’t have an excuse for it. It just happened. I could tell the trucks came from the port. That road originates at the docks. It’s a long and complicated back route out of Mogadishu. It heads further inland if you stay on it.’
‘How do you know that?’
‘I drove it,’ he said. ‘Used a car I stole from the docks, so no-one would suspect I was military. Made it all the way into Afgooye before I turned back.’
‘Why the hell did you do that?’
‘I wanted to be sure that I did the right thing. That I wasn’t crazy.’
‘So you busted, what — a smuggling route?’
Reed nodded. ‘I’m going to tell you this now, because I don’t want to hold anything back from you. But none of the others know…’
King said nothing, simply raising an eyebrow.
‘I killed three men.’
King hesitated. ‘I know that. The al-Shabaab militants.’
‘No,’ Reed said, shaking his head slowly. ‘Before them. At the port.’
King froze. ‘What?’
‘I stumbled onto a live trade. In the evening, five days ago. That’s how all this shit started. The dock workers were smuggling drugs and guns out of shipping containers and funnelling it into a convoy of dump trucks that had just arrived. They saw me. I’ve kept the details of what happened private until you showed up. I wanted to wait until I was chewed out to tell you what I did. I want to own up to my mistakes.’
King didn’t respond for a long time. He weighed up his options, staring deep into Reed’s eyes from a few feet away. He didn’t get the natural sensation that he was in the midst of a psychopath. The man seemed genuinely regretful of what he had done — not that it meant anything. But King decided not to have the man arrested right then and there.
Can you even do that if you wanted to? he thought.
‘Go on,’ he said.
‘I ran at first,’ Reed said. ‘I got the feeling these men were ruthless, and I didn’t want to start World War Three at the Port of Mogadishu. I wasn’t in military gear, but—’
‘You weren’t?’
‘No.’
‘Why not?’
‘I didn’t want to get caught.’
‘You could get discharged for that alone.’
‘I know. I thought that’s what you were here to do.’
‘If I was your superior in any way, you’d be in military prison,’ King said. ‘No offence. You might have had the right intentions. But I can’t see one of the bureaucrats seeing this in a favourable light.’
‘And I understand that completely.’
King didn’t respond.
‘Which brings me to the question of why you’re not a bureaucrat?’ Reed said. ‘What the hell is this?’
‘I told you — I’m not willing to disclose that yet. Tell me more about what happened on the docks.’
Christ, no wonder you’re public enemy number one, he thought. Sounds like you mowed down half the dock workers.
‘I ran to the outskirts of the port,’ Reed said. ‘They came after me, man. Five or six of them. All with automatic weapons. All ready to use them.’
‘What did you have?’
‘An M45 MEUSOC. Standard-issue sidearm for Force Recon—’
I know what it is,’ King interrupted. ‘So you used it?’
‘Only when they shot at me.’
‘You do know there’s no way to prove any of this?’ King said. ‘You could have killed them all in cold blood and there’s no way we’d ever know.’
Vocalising that particular train of thought set off an idea in his head, but he quashed it until he knew further details.
Reed shrugged. ‘I thought as much after I gunned three of them down. But I realised there was a way to prove I wasn’t bullshitting, so I took the initiative.’
‘Oh?’ King said.
‘The car I used to navigate that supply trail. I hid it after the skirmish. They shot it to pieces trying to silence me after they realised I wasn’t one of their men. I killed three of them within the space of a few seconds from inside the car, where I was taking cover, and then the rest retreated. I drove straight out of there before they could regroup and come after me again.’
‘And what’s that supposed to prove?’
‘That my story’s consistent. I don’t know how much you know about crime scene investigation, but surely the bullet holes will match up with what I’m saying.’
‘What guns did they have?’
‘AK-47s. Pretty much exclusively. It’s the only weapon widely available amongst the criminal outfits around here.’
‘Where’s the car?’
‘At the edge of the port. Inside an abandoned warehouse with M51 scrawled on the side of it. I parked it in there and fled back here, late at night. I don’t know if it’s still there.’
‘And you’re expecting me to retrieve it?’
‘I’m not expecting anything. In fact, I was expecting someone entirely different to yourself. I don’t know what to think anymore.’
King shrugged. ‘Well, I was going to the port anyway.’
‘You were?’
‘I do things a little differently, as you said. I’m more hands-on in my approach. Seems to get the best results.’
‘If you antagonise them anymore… I mean, they’re already hiring militants to try and kill me.’
Reed hesitated, as if he had been thrown off by King’s brash behaviour. King narrowed his eyes, scrutinising the expression on the man’s face, but came away with nothing significant. He didn’t blame Reed for being startled by the wild development. What kind of military official flew into Somalia to investigate a serious war crime only to follow in the subject’s footsteps?
‘I just think you might make things worse,’ Reed said, filling the silence that had developed in the wake of King’s muted thoughts.
‘I tend to do that,’ King admitted.
‘And the government is okay with that?’
‘In certain situations.’
‘What kind of situation is this?’
‘One where I’m not affiliated with the government,’ King said. ‘I can do whatever I want, because I’m not relying on anyone to pull me out if things go belly-up. I’m on my own out there, so they’re a little more lax with what they allow me to do.’
‘Who are you, exactly?’
King shrugged. ‘I’m nobody. But I’m going to take a stroll down to the port tonight. So tell me if there’s anything else to this story?’
Reed hesitated. ‘That’s about it, man. I killed three men because my life was in danger, and then I did it again the next day. Got nothing else to say. I’ll take whatever punishment you all think is necessary. My mistake. Should have never left my post.’
Maybe not, King said.
If the guy’s story was consistent, then he might pose a welcome recruit to Black Force. That kind of quick thinking matched King’s style, a style that had revealed itself as advantageous after what went down in Mexico. The actions of a solo operator, who abandoned what was expected of him and did good work in the process.
Silently, King realised he liked what he was seeing.
Reed reminded him of himself.
‘Sit tight,’ King said. ‘I’ll snoop around, check out the car if it’s still there, and see what kind of effect you had on the smuggling route. If you killed three important guys, the whole outfit would have been thrown into disarray.’
‘Let’s hope so,’ Reed said.
‘You mean that?’
‘Of course. To be honest, I’m only worried about what you and your superiors might think. Inwardly, I know I did the right thing. You should have seen the amount of stuff they were bringing in, man. It’s supplying all the forces out here. It’s facilitating the war. They all deserved to die, and if I could do it all over again — now that I’ve had time to think about it — I would have shot all six of them in cold blood. Call me a psychopath all you want. It’s the truth.’
King nodded. He agreed, but he couldn’t vocalise it.
Not yet.
‘It’s utilitarian,’ Reed said, almost talking to himself. ‘Kill one to save a hundred. Imagine if we stopped the flow of weapons into Mogadishu. It’d choke the life out of the fighting. You know how much easier it is to kill someone when there’s tens of thousands of AK-47s lying around on the black market?’
King raised a hand. ‘Enough semantics. We’ll talk again when I’m back.’
‘When will that be?’
‘Late tonight. I’ll meet with you tomorrow morning?’
‘Sounds good. Don’t get into trouble.’
Yeah, right, King thought as he shook the man’s hand. What else am I supposed to do?
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He’d managed a sizeable chunk of sleep on the flight over from Washington, so he spent the rest of the afternoon waiting restlessly in the main lodge for night to fall over Mogadishu.
It set him on edge. The worst part about operations was having time to think. By no means did he consider himself an idiot, but sometimes instinct outweighed careful, attentive planning. He tried to take his mind off what lay ahead, and focused instead on keeping his business private. Men and women in all kinds of different uniforms flowed in and out of the lodge, accompanied by Victor, Johnson and Beth at regular intervals.
King didn’t speak to anyone.
He didn’t know the true extent of his jurisdiction just yet. He deemed it prudent to act like a fly on the wall, simply observing the peacekeeping operation without talking to anyone. His business was with Reed — and no-one else.
As much as he liked the brief time he’d spent with Beth, he wasn’t about to let those natural instincts overpower the crux of his presence in Mogadishu.
He was here to validate whether Reed was telling the truth, and report it back to Lars.
Nothing more, nothing less.
So he kept to himself for most of the time, exchanging polite greetings with the AMISOM members that interrupted him, but otherwise remaining silent.
At six in the evening, as the distant, intermittent cracks of gunfire began to die away as the sun melted into the horizon and bathed Mogadishu in an orange glow, Beth dumped herself down in the chair opposite King. She eyed him quizzically until he felt the need to manage a question.
‘What’s up?’ he said, twirling a pen he’d found in one of the drawers over the gaps between his fingers.
‘What’s up?’ she mimicked. ‘What’s your deal?’
‘I’m just sitting here. Not bothering anybody.’
‘By doing nothing you’re bothering all of us. Aren’t you here to talk to Reed?’
‘I talked to him.’
‘And?’
‘I got all the information I need.’
‘So you’re getting extracted?’
‘Not just yet.’
‘What business do you have with him anyway?’ Beth said. ‘You’re not here to hand out disciplinary measures — that’s for goddamn sure.’
‘What makes you think that?’
‘You’re not a superior. I’m still trying to work out exactly what you are. You were too vague in the jeep.’
‘That was deliberate.’
‘I know.’
‘I need to verify a few things that he told me,’ King said. ‘I’m waiting to do that.’
‘Verify with who?’
King shook his head. ‘You’re not following.’
‘You’re not explaining well enough.’
‘I’m not supposed to be explaining at all.’
‘Give me something, at least…’
She reached over and touched a hand to his knee, keeping her gaze locked onto his. He recoiled from the gesture and shook his head, a wry smile spreading over his features. ‘That’s not going to work, Beth.’
She smirked back — knowing exactly what she was doing — and leant back in similar fashion. ‘Seems to work more than it fails.’
‘Not with me.’
‘So you’re verifying whether Reed’s telling the truth about what happened at the port?’ she said. ‘You’re going to sneak out of here late at night, stick your nose where it doesn’t belong, and if everything adds up you’ll offer Reed a job working with you? Doing whatever the hell it is you do exactly? Because it seems like that’s the way things are headed. He should be discharged or arrested by now for his actions, none of which were allowed, but instead he’s resorted to holing himself up in a unit back there and waiting for you to make up your mind. Am I right?’
King cocked his head, surprised at what she had managed to discern with such little information. ‘You’re half-there. But he doesn’t know I want to recruit him.’
‘So you do?’
‘Nothing’s set in stone.’
She nodded, thinking hard. ‘He never seemed cut out for this kind of thing, anyway.’
‘How so?’
‘He’s restless as all hell. He wasn’t put on this earth to guard things. He keeps to himself, but I can tell he wants to do more than patrol a fence.’
King nodded. ‘And yourself?’
She looked up. ‘Oh — no, thank you. I’m perfectly fine where I am.’
‘I wasn’t offering you a job. I was just asking…’
‘I’m fine,’ she said, a little too curtly. ‘I don’t want anything to do with the world you operate in. It’s my job to look after you while you’re here, then I’m going straight back to protecting these fine men and women.’
She gestured around the communal space, where six peacekeepers were spread out across the warmly-lit room, halfway through meals or playing cards. They were all of African descent, and all of them seemed worn out by the day’s proceedings. They would sleep well tonight.
Besides the language barrier, King didn’t know what he’d say to them in any case. Small talk wasn’t his forte, and he had already disclosed an uncomfortable amount of information to Beth, information that probably should have stayed private.
He grimaced as he realised that she had inadvertently managed to wring some sensitive facts out of him over the course of the day.
‘Look, I’ve already said too much,’ he said. ‘Just let me go about my business.’
‘Don’t go to the port.’
‘What?’
‘You heard me.’
‘Why not?’
‘Look how well it worked out for Reed. And if you’re looking to recruit him, then it means he’s on your level. So can you really expect a different outcome? What do you need to go there for anyway?’
‘I need to see what kind of disruption he caused.’
‘So you’re actively looking for the smuggling ring?’
‘I have to.’
‘Why?’
‘He could have bullshitted ninety percent of this story to make himself seem more talented than he really is. If he’s restless, and he wants out of here, that’d be the way to do it. Make up a tale about how you thwarted a crime ring and hope to God that no-one investigates your story. You see what I’m getting at?’
She shook her head. ‘He’s not like that.’
‘You never know. So I need to see it with my own eyes. If I stumble across a band of disgruntled drug runners, I’ll know I have my guy.’
‘And if they catch you?’
‘I can handle myself.’
‘I’ll need to tag along,’ she said, but there was no determination in her tone. He could tell that she wanted him to beat the proposition down.
He simply stared at her. ‘You know you don’t.’
She nodded.
‘Like you said, you’re perfectly happy to guard a perimeter. There’s nothing wrong with that at all. In fact, you’re probably saner than me.’
‘Would you do this kind of thing?’ she said. ‘Protect peacekeepers?’
‘Sitting around this place all day?’ he said.
She nodded.
‘I’d rather shoot myself.’
‘You keep running around like this and you won’t have to worry about shooting yourself. Others will do it for you.’
He smirked. ‘Hasn’t happened yet.’
‘You look about twenty. Give it time.’
She left him there without realising how deep her words had cut. Underneath the veneer of confidence, he sat back in the seat, letting the cushions mould around him, and thought long and hard about his own mortality. Tijuana had brushed off on him, giving him a certain aura of invincibility. He had survived a handful of close encounters with death — and now what?
Did he really think he was going to storm into the midst of an international crime syndicate and simply stroll away like it was nothing?
He certainly hoped he did, otherwise he wouldn’t have any time whatsoever left to think about the ramifications of his actions.
As darkness fell over the war-torn city, King slipped through the crowd of peacekeepers, nodding to each man and woman in turn. They seemed pleasant enough. They were here for all the right reasons.
So are you, he tried to convince himself.
It didn’t work.
In reality, he recognised the fact that he was probably going to get himself killed in the not-too-distant future.
When Beth had retreated to her own quarters — no longer around to keep an eye on him — he slipped out the front door and set off into the darkness, with nothing but the heavy duffel bag across his back to keep him company.
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During the flight over, Lars had loaded the bag with certain items that would prove beneficial should King find himself in a compromised position.
Before he made it to the perimeter of the compound, he swung the duffel off his back and yanked an M45 MEUSOC pistol from the top of the bag. Lars had informed him that a batch of the firearms were to be delivered to Beth and her colleagues by the same cargo plane, and if King decided to borrow one it wouldn’t be missed. The weapons were the default sidearm of the Force Recon Marines, weighing just over two pounds and loaded with ACP calibre rounds. King had used them before, in Delta training.
He’d happily accepted the extra firepower.
The seven-round magazine was fully loaded — a little less firing capacity than he would have liked, but enough to suffice. There were plenty of spare magazines in the duffel, but he had no intention of using them. Despite the example he’d set in Tijuana, he would prefer if only a small portion of his operations unfolded in similar fashion. He could only survive by the skin of his teeth for so long, and he preferred to minimise that level of engagement as often as he could.
He spotted a shadowy figure outlined against the sheer darkness beyond the perimeter fence. Fear bolted through his chest and he jolted momentarily, stunned by the appearance of the motionless silhouette.
Then he recognised the man from earlier that day.
‘Johnson?’ he called, his voice cutting through the hot night air.
‘Who are you?’ the man said, curt and adversarial.
‘Jason King. The new guy.’
‘Oh. Sorry, brother. Didn’t recognise you.’
‘No problem.’
King approached the man, his boots crunching against the gravel trail. He pulled to a halt a foot away from Johnson. The only illumination came from the terrace light in the centre of the compound, and King’s eyes hadn’t fully adjusted to the light yet. He squinted to make out the man’s complexion. From a foot away, he could smell the sweat on Johnson’s skin. The hot wasteland had hardened the man — he barely budged as King closed the distance.
‘How long do you stay out here for?’
‘Until late,’ Johnson said. ‘We’ve had all kinds of undesirables sniffing around lately. No thanks to dipshit up the back.’
‘Reed?’
‘Who else?’
‘You’re not a fan, I take it?’
Johnson scoffed and spat into the gravel alongside his boots. ‘Fucker’s gone and ruined it for the rest of us. There’s men and women trying to do good work here, and all we’re here for is to make sure they can go about their business without interference. Then this Reed guy decides to get on his fucking high horse and go act like a noble warrior around the docks. What’s he doing there in the first place? I hope you’re here to chew his ass out.’
‘Something like that,’ King said, hesitant to divulge his true purpose.
That drew Johnson’s attention to a different matter. ‘As a matter of fact, where the hell are you off to?’
‘Doing some snooping around,’ King said. ‘I’m from a different division. We deal with this kind of thing hands-on. Me and my superiors need to know Reed was telling the truth about what happened at the port.’
He neglected to mention that in the event that Reed’s story was accurate, he would be recruited into their organisation.
Johnson might not have appreciated that.
The man scrunched up his nose at the news. ‘What did he even do? He’s being a dick about all of this. Barely talking about it. Apart from the three al-Shabaab mongrels he killed — that’s all anyone’s talking about for miles around. I’m worried the entire faction of rebels will take it personally and come mow down everyone in this compound. It’s on Reed if they decide to do that.’
‘That’s what I’m here for,’ King said, and then regretted opening his mouth.
‘What does that mean?’
King paused. ‘For protection. In case shit hits the fan.’
Johnson visibly stiffened, noticeable even in the lowlight. ‘No — that’s what we’re here for.’
‘I know,’ King said, backtracking. ‘But—’
‘You’re a babyface,’ Johnson said, echoing Beth’s sentiments. The man’s temperament had flared, his tone turning hostile. ‘Built like a truck but you look about eighteen. We don’t need you to take care of us.’
‘I know,’ King said again. ‘That’s not what I’m here to do.’
‘You just said you were here for protection.’
‘And discretion. You’re not allowed to go chasing Reed’s claims. I am.’
‘So you’re off to the port? That’s what this is?’
King nodded.
Johnson looked him up and down, checking his outfit for any sign that he belonged to the United States military. Noting an absence of official gear, he shrugged, suddenly nonchalant. ‘Well, if you get yourself killed, that’s no skin off my back. As long as they can’t trace it back here.’
‘Glad to hear I mean so much to you,’ King muttered.
‘You’re the one willingly setting off on a suicide mission. If Reed’s telling the truth, then the port will be manned like crazy. In fact, if you find out he is telling the truth and manage to make it back here in one piece … we might have to pull all the peacekeepers out. It’s serious business if he’s managed to instigate such a goddamn volatile situation.’
‘I’m not planning to get myself killed,’ King said. ‘Don’t worry. I’m not even planning to engage. Just going to snoop around and see how things are panning out.’
Johnson gestured to the M45 pistol in King’s hand, the barrel of which remained pointed at the dirt between them. ‘Seems like you’re planning to engage.’
‘Precautions. I’d be stupid not to take them.’
Johnson nodded. ‘I’d do the same. Well, good luck out there. Don’t make things worse, or you’ll fuck up the operation for the rest of us.’
‘I have the feeling Reed’s already done that.’
‘Uh-huh. And he didn’t stop for a second to consider the consequences. He should be in prison, and you know it.’
King paused. ‘I don’t know anything yet. And neither do you.’
The hostile temperament resurfaced. ‘It’s pretty obvious. No-one’s bothering us, and then a trio of al-Shabaab thugs ambush Reed on the outskirts of the camp. What if they didn’t find him patrolling the suburbs? What if they barged straight in here? What would the damage have been like?’
‘Well, it’s a good thing they found him, then. And it’s a good thing he had the nerve to act. They could have gunned him down and pushed straight through into the compound. He stopped them in their tracks, and it’s probably causing the rest of the dock workers to hesitate. It’s probably why we’re not outnumbered by militants right now.’
‘Reed instigated everything in the first place. They wouldn’t be bothering us if he’d stayed in his lane.’
‘But he didn’t. And here we are.’
‘Here we are,’ Johnson mused. ‘Well … I won’t keep you waiting.’
He moved across to the small wood-panelled booth erected right near the perimeter gate and thumbed a button on a grimy console. The space within was shrouded in darkness, sparse and utilitarian. Little funds had been expended on this place.
The gate whined open, piercingly loud in the balmy night. King flinched involuntarily and tightened his grip on the weapon. The gaping maw in the perimeter fence beckoned him, inviting him out into the wild. He had no vehicle, no instructions, no-one watching over him to pull him out if the going got tough.
He turned to Johnson. ‘How far’s the port?’
‘About two miles.’
‘Nice night for a walk.’
Johnson shrugged. ‘Your choice. I can’t let you take one of the jeeps. You’ll stand out like a sore thumb out there. Remember, you’re not affiliated with us. Under any circumstances.’
King nodded. ‘I’m a nobody.’
‘Good luck,’ the man repeated. ‘Hope you find enough evidence to nail that scummy fucker.’
‘That’s not what I have in mind.’
‘You should.’
King let the conversation die out, realising that allowing it to drag on any further would only mean doubling back on topics they had previously touched on. Johnson’s resentment toward Reed was starkly obvious, and any more time King spent loitering around would serve him no good. He was determined to keep a neutral perspective.
From what he’d seen so far, all signs pointed to Reed posing a welcome addition to Black Force’s ranks.
King nodded farewell to the perimeter guard and stepped out into the night.
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El Hur
Somalia
The container ship breached a violent wave with a roar of exertion, its hull groaning under the strain of the Indian Ocean. Then, all at once, the crippling swells dispersed, replaced by a sparkling field of turquoise for as far as the eye could see, illuminated by a full moon overhead.
The bearded man breathed a sigh of relief as he stared out one of the portholes along the bridge. Beside him, the ship’s crew calmed themselves. They had overcome the last major hurdle of the journey, and were now free to trawl along Somalia’s coast for as long as their guests needed. They had little choice in the matter.
The bearded man reached up and wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead — he hated the seas. He would die before admitting it to any of the crew around him, but he had been reluctant to accept the task that had been put before him. Eventually, the potential profits outweighed the fear and he had stepped aboard the container ship with bated breath.
Now they’d made it to the coast, he soaked in the view of Galmudug state, a portion of Somalia several hundred miles north of its capital. Their payload would soon make its journey from Mogadishu to the tiny village of El Hur, where it would be intercepted by the container ship. The bearded man — along with his unit — would make off with their riches in stunning fashion. No-one would be the wiser, and they would live out the rest of their days in opulent luxury, having employed a number of methods to ensure that they received a sizeable monthly cash flow until the day they died.
He could hardly wait.
He wanted off this damn ship, and he wanted more money than he could possibly imagine.
It had been a laborious, complicated procedure. The business he and his men owned had to be restructured in preparation for the massive explosion of wealth they were set to acquire. The majority of the money they received would be cold hard cash. Whenever this kind of dirty operation was concerned, cash reigned king. It couldn’t be traced, couldn’t be regulated and scrutinised and taxed. It proved cumbersome to manhandle, but the bearded man considered himself up to the task. It would be injected sporadically into their pre-existing business, piece by piece, entering the system legally without having to do any of the work to earn the money honestly.
The bearded man smiled.
He studied the ship workers milling about the bridge, sweating and focused. They would be paid scraps for their hard work, forced to maintain their positions for years — if not decades — to come.
If only they knew.
The bearded man had only recently experienced the revelation. There were men on this planet who worked harder than him — even when taking into account his violent past. But all it took was a single power move, a set of actions that were rather simple but most chose to avoid. He would take advantage of the way the world worked — all the business dealings that governments and countries allowed to go ahead under the table because they kept the economy running.
In planning this operation, he had discovered that almost anything could be achieved if you made the dealings complicated enough. Carry out the deal in international waters, where jurisdiction was confusing and muddied, and no-one felt the urge to come after you. Set up accounts and systems in five or six different countries across the globe and money is forced to pass through a route that no-one will care to follow to its end.
After all, most countries only give a shit about what happens within their borders.
Now that he could see the coastline, the bearded man experienced a wave of anticipation. It made him giddy with excitement. He didn’t let it show, but hope began to trickle into his system. He had remained sceptical for longer than necessary, just in case everything went belly-up and he found himself at the mercy of a foreign judicial system.
But the endgame was right there.
Just a couple dozen miles away.
Soon the payload would make its way to the container ship with the help of a convoy of work boats hired off the locals. They would cram it into one of the TEUs, which he’d been told would ensure its safety for the return trip.
The details had been explained to him in painstaking fashion.
The likelihood of their container getting inspected was almost nonexistent. Roughly one percent of the containers that passed through the major ports were stopped for inspection — any more than that, and there would be such massive delays as to disrupt the natural flow of the international shipping industry. He had asked his men to compile as much data as possible on the size and scope of the maze, more for reassurance’s sake than anything else. He had come away satisfied — the transnational web of ships that ebbed to and fro across countries and continents was almost immeasurable. Finding their dirty profits would be like finding a needle in a haystack the size of a skyscraper.
Besides, he’d come to learn that almost everyone broke the rules in one way or another. The open ocean was effectively lawless, and certain advantages were taken.
The bearded man excused himself from the bridge and hurried along an open-air walkway, seeking privacy. He turned his face to the open skies and stark moonlight and soaked in the sights — much of the last week had been spent indoors, crammed into a claustrophobic box, riding out the storms.
He fished a satellite phone out of his khaki pants and dialled one of the only numbers he’d bothered to save into the phone.
It was answered in seconds.
‘We just arrived,’ the bearded man said, not bothering to wait for a response. ‘Get moving. We’ve got twenty-four hours of loitering before locals will start to get suspicious. Get the payload to El Hur.’
‘On it,’ came the response. ‘Shouldn’t be a problem.’
Satisfied, the bearded man ended the call, tucked the phone back in his pocket, rested both hands on the rusting railing running the length of the walkway, and smiled.
Everything would work out.
He hadn’t slaved away on the battlefield all those years just to come up short after the transition to civilian life.
War had made him a hard man, and soon it would all pay off.
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King ended up on Jaziira Road, a wide unkempt track that had received slightly more attention than the surrounding fields. His surroundings quickly shifted from rural to urban — sandy plains choked with dead trees and thick bushels gave way to rundown residential buildings and industrial complexes dotted intermittently across the terrain. He was heading straight for inner Mogadishu, straying away from the outskirts. He recognised the increasing likelihood of a confrontation with each step — his skin was naturally tanned, but he was still quite pale from spending time in Washington.
Noticeably foreign.
Something that the locals didn’t see much of, he assumed.
It wasn’t the locals he was worried about. Even as he strode purposefully through the sand, dodging twisted roots and deep potholes, he heard the distant staccato of gunfire resonating across the city. To his right, beyond the industrial congestion, the gentle noise of ocean waves lapping against the shore floated across, directly juxtaposed against the gunfire. King found the setting both serene and terrifying. He couldn’t deny that it felt off.
In truth, he didn’t know what the hell he was doing. What did he expect to find at the port? A collection of ragtag criminals, happy to explain that they were most definitely in the wrong and that Reed had been perfectly justified in shooting a few of them dead?
He knew full well he would find nothing of the sort.
But there was no harm in trying.
He told himself this was what Lars would want him to do.
Take matters into his own hands. Do what the Force Recon Marines were restricted from doing. After all, that was the entire reason he was here.
Screaming voices.
Nearby.
Trouble reared its head suddenly, in jarring fashion. King had been anticipating it, given the region he was travelling through, but the violent nature of the confrontation presented itself in such unbelievable haste that it startled him, making him hesitate. He heard the approaching drone of an engine and turned slightly to see a dusty sedan in his peripheral vision, boring down on him, headlights flaring.
For a fraction of a second, he ignored it. A handful of civilian vehicles had passed him by over the course of the trek, and none had felt the need to instigate trouble.
That moment of hesitation was all it took.
Four dark shapes piled out of the sedan, each of their frames nothing but skin and bone, all of them wielding assault rifles — King assumed Kalashnikovs, but couldn’t be certain in the darkness. Confusion reigned supreme. The pack descended on him in a cacophony of noise and steel. They were intending to overwhelm a straggler, robbing King of all his valuables, more than likely leaving him for dead. They were either off-duty militants, or national soldiers, or shadowy civilians looking for a quick dollar.
They weren’t intimidating King — that was for sure.
Their first mistake was the proximity. If King had been a hapless wanderer, devoid of weapons and easily terrified, he would have been shocked by how close the sedan had come to running him over. The vehicle had missed him by a foot, screeching to a halt close enough for the passenger to step straight out into him, aiming to knock him off-balance and throw him off with the first action.
King saw the entire ordeal coming with a second to spare, and prepared accordingly.
He had little experience dealing with ordinary civilian threats, but he imagined that the four rifles weren’t all trained on him. The four muggers didn’t know who or what he was, so they had evidently decided to swing the guns around like playthings, whooping and hollering in Arabic to intimidate him into submission.
As soon as the passenger hurled the door open and made it out of his seat, King raised his M45 sidearm and sent a round straight through the soft tissue of the man’s pronator teres muscle. The bullet sliced through the skin between his bicep and forearm, taking an enormous chunk of flesh out with it, rendering his good arm entirely useless.
It was one of the more painful gunshot wounds a man could experience.
The guy went down howling, dropping his weapon and clutching his arm at the elbow. The bloodcurdling screams froze up his friends, and King took the opportunity to turn to the man who had piled out of the rear seats on the same side as the passenger, and drill a round through each of the guy’s thighs.
Arterial blood sprayed, and the second guy collapsed in a state of shock.
Three unsuppressed gunshots, shockingly loud, one after the other.
Blinding muzzle flashes in the darkness.
By the time the pair of thugs on the other side of the vehicle had regained their senses and swung their weapons — which King recognised as Kalashnikovs now that he had more time to analyse the situation — he had hauled the now-crippled thug to his feet and wedged the M45’s barrel into the soft flesh above the man’s ear.
King also knew how to use intimidation to his advantage.
‘Put your weapons down!’ he roared at the top of his lungs, his voice booming down the trail. ‘Take your friends and fuck off!’
The two guys on the other side of the sedan had no idea what the hell had unfolded. They were shaking and sweating and their pupils had dilated drastically, a clear indication of mortal fear. They had expected a simple shakedown, and now one of their guys had his arm near-severed at the elbow and the other had a pair of rounds embedded deep in his thighs, already bleeding profusely.
‘English?!’ King barked, taking advantage of the shift in momentum.
One of the guys shook his head.
King took one hand off the human shield’s collar and pointed a sole finger back in the direction they had come from. He shot daggers over the roof of the sedan, his gaze burning into them. The pair nodded sheepishly and lowered their weapons.
That was all it took.
King didn’t feel like gunning down four civilians in cold blood, no matter how diabolical their actions. He let go of the human shield, and with no-one to support his weight the guy crumbled into a heap in the sand, both his legs useless for the near future.
The man with the bullet in his arm had his head bowed. King noticed his body jerking unnaturally up and down with each breath. The guy was crying, great sobs that wracked his whole body with motion.
How sad, King thought, his adrenalin still racing.
Keeping the barrel of the M45 trained on each of the four men to make sure they made no sudden movements, he let the unharmed pair help their injured friends back into the vehicle. Grunting and moaning, the two wounded men piled into the back seat, bleeding all over the upholstery.
The unharmed duo ducked into the front of the vehicle and screamed away from the scene, the tyres sending geysers of sand in every direction. King kept the M45 trained on the rear window, just in case any of them felt the need to squeeze off a potshot on their way back.
When the battered old sedan had faded into the darkness from whence it came, King fished a magazine out of the top of his duffel bag and reloaded the weapon, chambering a fresh seven rounds into the gun and discarding the old mag into the duffel to ensure he left no evidence of his presence behind. He breathed out sharply, settling his heart rate, and continued.
‘I love Somalia,’ he muttered to himself.
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An hour later, King sensed the Port of Mogadishu up ahead. Lars had made him skim a crystal-clear satellite map of the city before he’d landed, and it helped to register where certain landmarks were located. He spotted Aden Adde International Airport to his right, lying dormant and shadowy at this time of the evening.
He didn’t imagine it saw much civilian traffic during the daytime, in any case.
Mogadishu ranked low on the list of desirable tourist destinations.
A mile north of the airport’s perimeter, he slunk onto an industrial trail that weaved between darkened warehouses and scrap heaps. This portion of the town smelt awful — a sickening coagulation of rotting waste, abandoned infrastructure, and general disrepair. King kept the M45 at the ready, anticipating an ambush at any moment. He employed everything that had been taught to him in segments throughout his short but action-fuelled military career, taking tactics from the SEALs and the Delta Force in portions.
He kept low and quiet, darting efficiently from shadow to shadow, never loitering in the open. He moved with the practiced grace of a trained professional, something that had been drilled into him more times than he could fathom. He kept a pace neither slow nor fast, travelling at just the right speed to avoid drawing the eye.
For good reason, too.
When the scrap heaps and corrugated warehouses gave way to broad swathes of concrete and inspection sheds, King sensed he was passing into the port territory itself. He froze on the spot as a party of workers materialised ahead. It had to be almost midnight, which made him ponder why the hell these men were out here at such a late hour.
But, as they passed him by, he realised he had been foolish to judge so quickly.
The men were weather-beaten, their clothes filthy and bedraggled, but they posed no threat. They lit up cigarettes and talked animatedly amongst themselves, heading for the outskirts of the port where King imagined their rusting vehicles had been parked while they finished their shifts.
He let them go about their evening, not daring to interfere. His presence would be automatically assessed as hostile in intention if he appeared seemingly out of nowhere, stepping up to quiz them about an illegal pipeline that he suspected was running out of these docks.
Besides, he had no idea which of them were involved.
If any.
Drugs and guns.
That’s what Reed had said. The man had spotted an exchange between unknown parties, running a staggering quantity of weapons and narcotics off newly-arrived container ships and into trucks that funnelled them along a route that ran seemingly the entire width of the country.
King wondered if he would stumble upon it tonight.
He doubted it.
If Reed truly had taken three of the participants out of the equation, it would have sent the pipeline into disarray. King had learnt enough about the criminal industry during his brief stint in the Delta Force to understand how smuggling routes worked. When it came to the scale of business that Reed had stumbled across, any disruption to the routine would throw the entire flow of shipments off. There would be delays at the port, which would translate to delays further down the line.
Afgooye.
That’s what Reed had said. He’d made it to Afgooye before turning around.
King knew little about Somalia, but he imagined a town west of Mogadishu, further inland, where millions and millions of dollars in unregulated cash accumulated in offices you wouldn’t look twice at. He knew that the most inconspicuous-looking outfits often contained the darkest secrets.
That got him thinking…
He ghosted further into the docks, staying hidden in the lee of towering sheds and warehouses on the outskirts of the port. He didn’t know exactly what he was searching for, but he imagined security would be tight in the portion of the port reserved for the arching towers of shipping containers. He kept his eyes peeled for anything resembling a security office, a low building containing archives of footage that would make his job a hell of a lot easier. He spotted several of the white CCTV cameras on his journey through the docks, making sure he stayed well outside their field of view. If any of them had caught the incident Reed spoke of, he could return reassured that he had their man.
He realised Lars would be counting on a successful recruitment mission. King couldn’t see any other reason for his presence in Mogadishu. He didn’t have the experience to properly investigate, but he had the intuition to sense a man who would work better as a solo operative when he saw one.
Reed checked all the boxes.
So far.
His heart almost leapt out of his chest as a wire screen door flew open a dozen feet ahead, jerking around on its hinges so abruptly that for a moment he thought one of the security cameras had spotted him.
A man in a high visibility vest and tattered overalls stepped down off a small terrace and touched a faded lighter to the cigarette dangling from his lips. King crouched low and widened his eyes, scrutinising every minute detail of the man’s appearance, from the age of his clothes to the expression on his face. He seemed unperturbed, comforted by the smoke break, a welcome reprieve from the monotony of his job.
As King observed, the man stretched each limb in turn, bending down to lengthen his aching hamstrings and cracking the knuckles on each hand while the cigarette hung limp from his mouth.
The fact that he was still here at midnight, as well as the sedentary position he must have adopted over the last few hours, told King everything he needed to know.
He made up his mind and burst into action.
First, he switched the M45’s safety back on and tucked it into the rear of his waistband, ensuring he wouldn’t accidentally shoot himself in the leg. He had the moral integrity to remove firearms from this particular confrontation. He considered himself reckless, but not foolish enough to murder a port official in cold blood with no evidence that he was involved in any wrongdoing.
The terrace rested only a single step above the dusty ground, which left only a few feet of space between the dock worker and the open doorway he’d just stepped through. King darted smoothly into the space, now fully illuminated by the flickering lightbulb overhanging the terrace. If the man turned around he would see King standing there, and panic accordingly.
Even then, it would be too late.
At six-foot-three and over two hundred pounds, King figured he outweighed and outsized the dock worker by at least sixty pounds. The guy was frail and short, almost to the point where he appeared malnourished. His face was pockmarked by gruesome acne scars.
King looped both arms around the guy’s waist and activated all his fast-twitch muscle fibres at once, simply hurling the man back through the air. He launched himself off the ground at the same time, and the momentum carried them both through into the office the man had stepped out of seconds earlier.
They sprawled into the building in a tangle of limbs.
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At close-quarters, King thrived.
Back in Tijuana he had subdued a pair of muscle-packed henchmen in a cramped apartment room, both of whom had outweighed him significantly. A scrawny, untrained dock worker caught off-guard shouldn’t have posed a problem.
He guessed correctly.
He came down on top of the man, both of them thudding into a bare stretch of cheap, stained carpet. King looped a foot back and planted it squarely on the edge of the half-closed door, slamming the wooden panel closed with a distinct click to isolate the fight from any prying eyes wandering past outside.
The next part was the easiest.
The dock worker had naturally fallen onto his stomach, shooting his hands out to protect himself from the impact. With his back facing King and his neck exposed, it took little effort to loop a brutish forearm around the guy’s throat and constrict the hold like a boa.
The guy wheezed and panted and tried to scream, but no sound escaped his lips. The pressure King applied cut off all noise, silencing him as effectively as if he had crammed a rag between the man’s lips.
It took eight seconds to put him to sleep.
King counted out each interval in his head, unrelenting with the pressure. The guy scrambled and bucked, squashing his face into the carpet out of sheer panic, but he wasn’t going anywhere. He slapped uselessly behind him, one of his sweaty palms pawing the side of King’s face.
King barely felt it.
His adrenalin had shot through the roof, lending him a surge of physical strength that only materialised in a no-holds-barred fight.
Then again, it hadn’t been much of a fight.
The carotid artery cut off the blood supply to the man’s brain and he slumped into temporary unconsciousness. King slid off the guy, springing to his feet inside the dimly lit room. He cast a glance at his prey and grimaced, recoiling at the expression on the dock worker’s face.
No-one ever passed out gracefully. He had spent enough time on the jiu-jitsu mats to grow accustomed to the strange, twisted expressions that replaced ordinary consciousness, appearing when anyone held a particular choke a second too long. It didn’t take much to summon unconsciousness, and King considered himself a master at it.
The guy had passed out with his eyes wide open — the literal act of “going to sleep” was a pipe dream reserved for Hollywood movies. He had begun to drool over the carpet, losing control of his bodily functions. King shrugged off the strange sight — any less experience and he might have taken the man’s behaviour as a sign that he was gravely crippled.
He knew for a fact that the dock worker would be awake in half a minute, drowsy and detached from reality but ultimately fine.
To ensure the guy didn’t cause any trouble, King manhandled him onto his side and stripped him of the high-visibility vest draped over his frame. He used the long stretch of material to fasten the man’s hands behind his back, applying enough pressure to ensure his wrists weren’t going anywhere but refusing to stoop so low as to cut off circulation.
He propped the dock worker — already semi-conscious — up against the far wall, and turned his attention to the room itself.
As he’d suspected, it was a security office — hopefully everything King needed rested on the computers scattered across the trestle tables in front of him. He cast his gaze over automatic screen-savers and active screens displaying grainy live CCTV footage of the entire port. Most of the port lay dormant, shrouded in shadow and uninhabited at this time of the night. King imagined the office was occupied twenty-four-seven, a security measure implemented to ensure no-one snuck in unannounced.
Effective system, he thought when he considered how easily he had penetrated the port.
King recalled what Reed had told him hours earlier.
It happened two nights ago. The hired guns came for me the next afternoon.
He yanked the office chair out from underneath the desk and pulled up a seat in front of the only active monitor displaying current CCTV footage. He had little experience with computers, but the port’s security system seemed archaic, a program that a toddler could navigate if they simply applied critical thinking.
He navigated to a menu, and raised an eyebrow in surprise when he noticed the tabs were labelled in English.
He glanced back at the immobilised dock worker in the corner of the room and pondered whether the man spoke the language. He hadn’t considered such a notion, but it opened up a wide range of possibilities — interrogation presenting itself as the most effective option. He wondered just why the hell the man had bothered to learn English — then again, if he was head of security and actively communicating with the dozens of behemoth container ships that trawled into port each day, it made sense that he would need to be able to converse in the most popular language on the planet.
King shrugged it off and turned back to the monitors. A development he hadn’t been anticipating, but would almost certainly make the process smoother.
It didn’t take much effort to pull up the archives. He clicked and scrolled through a dozen separate directories, each labelled meticulously to allow ease of navigation. Briefly, his hands grew cold at the notion that the office was a decoy — everything seemed far too easy.
Then he shrugged it off.
The port had terrible security measures because the workers’ ordinary opposition consisted of junkies and thugs, more than likely. Fools who would slip up when trying to infiltrate the port.
Besides, King imagined the majority of focus rested on the towering skyscrapers of shipping containers piled high along the front of the docks. Those contained the priceless valuables, or — if Reed’s story had any accuracy — the guns and drugs.
He found the archives of all the CCTV footage from two nights previously. A warning as he opened each file informed him that the footage would be overwritten after fourteen days of inactivity, a measure that ensured the archives didn’t pile up terabytes worth of storage with each passing month. It kept the need for storage space at a minimum. Most security systems employed something similar.
King juggled between eight total feeds, covering most of the hotspots within the port, scanning through each grainy archive of footage at a rapid pace. He didn’t need to pay attention to the finer details. If Reed’s shootout with the smuggling ring had indeed taken place, it would flash by on one of the feeds like a detonating bomb, complete with a storm of muzzle flares materialising in the darkness.
It took him four minutes to scan through the entirety of the first feed.
Grimacing at the task that lay before him, fully aware that each passing second risked another chance of getting caught, he twisted in his seat as the dock worker let out a low moan across the room. The man had surfaced from unconsciousness, darting his eyes around the room, groggy and delirious.
King imagined the man didn’t deal with the sudden, violent loss of consciousness very often.
The entire ordeal would seem like a lucid dream, and it would take some time for the guy’s brain to grapple with a return to reality and start firing neurons predictably. King wrenched the M45 pistol out of his waistband and aimed the barrel square between the man’s eyes. With his free hand, he lifted a finger to his lips and stared piercingly across the room, demanding silence.
The man’s eyes widened. He nodded and obliged.
Satisfied that his request would be accepted without a problem, King turned back to the monitor and set to work fast-forwarding through each security feed in turn. He didn’t begin to grow suspicious until the sixth consecutive video log turned up blank. It had taken twenty-four minutes to navigate through the feeds up to this point, and two entire video files remained. The security official had begun to grow restless behind King. As the man’s cohesion returned, piece-by-piece, he started to squirm against his rudimentary restraints. He had obviously sensed the gravity of the situation at hand. A stranger had knocked him out and proceeded to help himself to the security system.
When the man bucked viciously against the vest wrapped around his wrists, King twisted in the chair again and employed the same tactic as he had earlier, raising the M45 level with the man’s forehead.
This time, the guy reacted differently.
He gasped, and the blood drained from his face all at once. His lips were dry and chapped from panic and stress, but he opened them to speak regardless.
‘I’ve seen the footage,’ he said, his accent thick but understandable. ‘You can delete it, if that’s what you’re here for. I don’t want any trouble.’
‘What?’ King said, confused. ‘I don’t want to delete it. I just need to see it. Where is it?’
The man hesitated. He seemed rattled, thoroughly shaken. King wondered what the hell was different from the first time around.
‘Did you leave them alive, at least?’ the man said.
‘What?’ King said again.
‘My men. I saw you on the security footage. Taking them one by one. Please tell me they are alive. They mean a great deal to me.’
One by one.
I’ve seen the footage.
Realisation hit King like a bolt of lightning. He nearly recoiled in his chair, the grip on his sidearm wavering as he finally understood what was happening.
This man had seen security footage of someone abducting his dock workers, something that had evidently occurred in separate incidents. He feared King suddenly, for no apparent reason.
Now, King knew what it meant.
The security official had recognised him. He had identified King as the man from the footage, returning to eliminate all trace of his deeds.
King recalled his first thought upon meeting Bryson Reed.
His identical twin.
The gravity of the situation struck him at the same time as the office’s front door thundered inwards, slammed open by a heavy boot.
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In a cramped, claustrophobic industrial unit wedged up the back of the peacekeepers’ compound, Bryson Reed had a military-issue satellite phone pressed to his ear. He listened intently, understanding the narrow window of time he had to make his move. He nodded as each sentence was transmitted across the line.
El Hur.
Twenty-four hours.
‘On it,’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t be a problem.’
He ended the call without bidding the man on the other end of the line farewell, electing to only keep the conversation to the bare necessities. They had all the time in the world to converse during the trip across the Indian Ocean.
He took a deep breath and stared out the grimy window at the rest of the compound, noting the tranquility that had settled over his surroundings. Nevertheless, it was time to go. It couldn’t wait any longer. He’d humoured the new arrival for as long as he could, and he hadn’t seen the man leave the complex, but he had to assume Jason King was knee-deep in his investigation of the port.
He didn’t know what King might find. Reed had covered his tracks well, but there was always the chance that a clue might slip through the cracks.
Then everything would fall into place, and King would come hunting for his head.
Best to err on the side of caution, and get the hell out of Mogadishu before the fool realised what was really going on.
It hadn’t been difficult to deceive the bastard. The idiot opened his mouth too much, and Reed had deduced that King was looking to recruit him within thirty seconds of the conversation originating. He’d fed the man just enough bullshit to pique his interest, inventing fictional situations that would portray him as a one-man-army.
Exactly what King had been looking for.
Reed had seen the man’s eyes light up, despite his best efforts to hide it. He thought he had another prodigy on his hands, a star recruit to whatever organisation King worked for.
Reed shrugged in the darkness. Maybe he did.
But the ambush at the docks hadn’t happened, and the encounter with the three al-Shabaab militants certainly hadn’t unfolded the way everyone thought it did. It had taken Reed far too long to realise that in the bloody aftermath of a shootout, it was near-impossible to decipher who had fired the first shot.
It hadn’t taken much effort to instigate the carnage.
The ramifications of the shootout had escalated faster than he thought possible, but he’d successfully diverted attention off the real purpose for his visits to the port. Disguise something under the veil of a more serious incident, and all the attention melts away, redirected to the catastrophe Reed had caused by aggravating al-Shabaab thugs.
Can’t believe it worked, he thought.
He shook himself back to the present. It was time to go, whether he wanted to or not. He crossed to the tiny wardrobe next to his dirty mattress and slipped on a pair of tactical combat gloves.
All his belongings — of which there were few — had already been stuffed into a standard military duffel bag. The straps had been fastened to meet the dimensions of his shoulders. Everything was prepared.
He looped the duffel bag onto his back and secured it tight, ensuring it wouldn’t budge in the forthcoming confrontation. He checked the M45 pistol on the kitchen table had a full magazine chambered within, and he flicked the safety off in preparation for the short trip out of the compound.
Johnson would be manning the gate, as usual.
They didn’t exactly get along swimmingly.
He couldn’t see a scenario where Johnson would willingly gift him passage through to the outside world. It had been the man’s idea to exile him to the portable unit in the first place, mentioned in a passing comment that Reed knew would continue to crop up if he let it be. He’d latched onto the suggestion and twisted it into his own thought, thinking it might show him in a favourable light to his superiors.
He’d only needed a few days of stalling for his acquaintances out at sea to complete their journey.
The ploy had paid off.
Now he snatched the M45 off the table and held it at the ready. He stepped out into the night, the air hot and suffocating even at such a late hour. The compound was dead quiet — the peacekeepers had long since hit the sack and activity had deadened. Reed set off across the rear yard, slicing through waist-high grass and stepping over twisted roots. The ground underneath the overgrown vegetation was covered in a fine dusting of sand, blown across from the surrounding plains.
Reed hunched low as he strode along the side of the main lodge, making sure to keep his sizeable bulk below eye-level on the off chance a peacekeeper felt the urge to stare out their window on a sleepless night.
He made it to the front of the compound, passing the convoy of jeeps that were used to funnel the AMISOM recruits to all manner of colourful locations.
Briefly, he wondered where Beth and Victor were.
Both were unreliable, Victor especially.
Reed had hardly seen the man since he’d stepped foot in Somalia, even though they’d been assigned to the same detail. Beth was polite, but he could tell she had been avoiding him ever since his ill-timed advances.
Fuck them both, he thought.
Johnson had the personality of a cardboard box, but at least the man could be trusted to stick to the assigned schedule. Reed had no doubt he would find Johnson manning the security booth at the compound’s perimeter, which was why he kept the M45 clutched tight between his fingers. He was ready, should the opportunity present itself.
He stepped onto the long, winding trail running through the empty space in front of the main lodge. There was at least a hundred feet of open ground between the front gate and the complex itself, riddled with tall weeds and complete with miniature valleys carved out of the uneven ground by the elements. Reed slunk off the trail, keeping low, large enough to be visible to a trained flashlight. The moon had dipped behind a cloud, and the resulting blanket of pitch darkness hung thick over everything. No-one would spot him unless they swung a torch in his direction.
He made for the front gate.
A low muttering floated up the trail, emanating from a source just a dozen feet from Reed’s position. He froze. He recognised the incoherent rambling, and what it signified.
Victor was back.
The Hispanic alcoholic had barely been in-country two days when he’d set off in search of cheap moonshine, acquiring a stash of the eye-watering liquid somewhere in Mogadishu’s slums early into their station. From there, it had been a downward spiral.
The man had no self-discipline whatsoever, and didn’t deserve the position of a Force Recon Marine.
Then again, neither did Reed — for entirely different reasons.
Victor came careening into sight, barely able to keep himself upright. The scent of intoxication emanated off him — Reed smelt the sharp, acrid tang of distilled spirits. The man could function respectably during the day, but something about the night-time encouraged his darkest vices. He routinely slunk off to drown his emotions in the moonshine. Johnson must have allowed him to do it, for the man let Victor through the gates each night unobstructed.
Reed shrugged noncommittally. He couldn’t blame Victor. They were all wrestling with demons. Each of them elected to deal with their issues in different ways.
He heard Victor slurring incoherently. The man drew directly alongside him, hesitating in the middle of the track, barely able to keep his feet underneath him as he swayed on the spot.
All of a sudden, Reed sensed an opportunity.
He didn’t hesitate. King had nailed his analysis in one crucial aspect — when Reed sensed an opportunity, he committed in a single instant and didn’t look back. It probably made him perfect for the organisation that King belonged to.
In another life, maybe, Reed thought.
In this life, he materialised out of the weeds on one side of the trail, moving cautiously enough to avoid detection. Victor had no idea there was anyone nearby, so when Reed lifted the M45 in a gloved hand and fired a deafening round through the corner of the man’s temple, he died instantaneously without any knowledge that his life had reached its end. The pistol’s muzzle flashed in the darkness, bright as a beacon.
Reed moved like lightning, darting over to the corpse as it slumped to the dirt trail in grisly fashion. He placed the M45 in Victor’s right hand and wrapped the guy’s limp fingers tight around the sidearm’s grip, slotting one finger inside the trigger guard. Then he reached down to the man’s waist and yanked Victor’s own service pistol out of its holster, swapping weapons with the body in the blink of an eye.
Force Recon Marines all carried identical M45 MEUSOCs, so no-one would immediately notice the difference.
His work complete, Reed disappeared back into the field with his ears ringing and his pulse racing.
It didn’t take long to muster a response. The gunshot had torn through the silence of the compound, stirring everyone from sleep. The peacekeepers would be slow — even if they realised the discharge had come from within the complex, they would hesitate to investigate. That was the Marines’ responsibility, after all.
Sure enough, Johnson came sprinting down the trail a few seconds later, his own M45 sweeping the dirt track from left to right. Reed watched him approach, buried in the darkness, his own ears still adjusting to the returning silence.
Johnson spotted Victor’s body and approached cautiously, spotting the dark pool of blood and brains around the man’s head.
‘Oh, fuck!’ Johnson said, grinding to a halt as he spotted the M45 in Victor’s palm. ‘No fucking way… oh my God.’
Johnson lost his temper in drastic fashion, pacing back and forth across the trail, pressing a pair of fingers deep into his own eyelids to combat the stress. He dropped his guard entirely, encapsulated by the apparent suicide, clearly wondering just how the hell he was supposed to react to the situation.
Reed could imagine what would be running through the man’s mind.
You let him out. You let him drink. You let him die. It’s on you.
Johnson squatted on his haunches in the centre of the trail, frozen in shock, staring at Victor’s corpse in sheer disbelief.
Behind him, Reed rose out of the weeds and descended on the man silently, like a ghostly apparition in the night.
It was rather simple. Johnson expected nothing, which made the first blow the most important, and Reed had the physical capabilities to end a fight with a single strike. He snatched a handful of Johnson’s thick curly hair to stabilise the man’s head for the half-second it took to swing through with his power arm, bending at the joint and sending the point of his elbow like a jackhammer into the side of Johnson’s throat.
The man went down in a crippled heap.
From there, it didn’t take much. Reed preferred not to fire another shot and attract more attention than absolutely necessary, so he followed Johnson down into the dirt and hammered three strikes with the same elbow into the same exact point, using gravity and momentum and the raw power of adrenalin to maximum effect. He heard bones crunch and felt muscles tear under the force of his overwhelming assault.
Altogether, it took less than three seconds.
After the staggering volley of elbows, Reed slunk off the corpse, satisfied that Johnson had taken his final rasping breath. He had destroyed the man’s larynx, knocking him out from the pain and ultimately suffocating him. As Johnson rolled onto his back and lay still, Reed collected his weapon, swung the duffel over one shoulder and hurried for the front gate.
A dozen feet away from the pair of bodies, he turned back and admired his handiwork.
Then he managed a wry smile.
Something clicked.
The situation had unfolded naturally, with surprise and reaction and unintended consequences, but it had reached a conclusion that favoured Reed.
When the peacekeepers decided to investigate the gunshot — whenever that happened — they would stumble across Johnson first, who appeared to have been murdered in a violent rampage. Then, a few feet later, they would find Victor with his issued firearm in one hand and his brains scattered over the trail.
A drunken spurt of rage. An overwhelming barrage of guilt. A quick bullet to the temple to escape the consequences.
Reed shook his head in disbelief at how effectively the scene had fallen into place. It was unmistakeable — Johnson had confronted Victor on his alcoholism and been attacked. Victor, in his panic, had decided to end it all after seeing the results of his sudden outburst.
If Reed disappeared now, the peacekeepers might assume he’d been killed and hidden by Victor. Perhaps Johnson had seen it, and that’s what had caused the argument in the first place.
Reed shrugged. They could think whatever they wanted. Whatever the case, enough confusion would reign to give him more than enough time to make it five hundred miles up the coast, to the tiny seaside village of El Hur.
He briefly wondered why Beth hadn’t been woken by the gunshot and come hurrying out of the lodge to investigate.
Perhaps she was panicking.
Choking in the heat of the moment, like the incompetent soldier she was.
Reed ducked into the security booth at the edge of the compound and fetched Johnson’s M4A1 carbine. The man had left the weapon resting against the console, propped up and fully loaded, as if beckoning Reed to acquire it. He slipped a finger inside the trigger guard, just in case there were any surprises waiting outside the gate.
Then he disappeared into the shadows.
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At the Port of Mogadishu, the door to the security office burst open with unmistakeable intensity.
King recognised the force applied to the other side of the wood as an act that couldn’t unfold in a normal situation. Whoever was barging their way in meant business, and he treated the resulting confrontation accordingly.
King was off the chair in a heartbeat, crossing the few feet of empty space before the door had entirely opened. He used all two hundred pounds of his bulk to shoulder it back in the other direction, jarring enough to stun the man on the other side into hesitation. He knew it was a man because of the resistance he met — enough kinetic energy slammed against his frame to rattle his bones in their sockets.
King didn’t pause, not even for a half-second.
He hurled the door open with a single, violent heave, revealing a stocky dock worker snatching at the sides of the doorway. He was fumbling with some kind of cheap black market handgun — King realised the man had stormed into the office with the gun raised up in front. He hadn’t been anticipating the door to hurtle back against him, jamming his finger awkwardly in the trigger guard and knocking him off-balance. He’d been leaning forward, expecting an incident, nervous for what he might find.
Either the guy had seen King enter the office — which didn’t make much sense considering he’d been trawling through security footage for over twenty minutes — or somehow, the guy he’d tied up had managed to alert his colleagues.
King yanked the guy forward by the collar, violently, holding nothing back. With his other hand he smashed a meaty forearm down into the guy’s wrist, hard enough to break bone and send the handgun skittering wildly out of his palm.
Now disarmed, King could afford to employ recklessness.
He brought his free hand up and wrapped it around the other side of the man’s collar, now holding him by the neck in a two-pronged grip. He let out a grunt of exertion and heaved the guy inside, sending him tumbling head-over-heels across the carpeted floor.
The guy had been thoroughly unprepared for any kind of resistance, judging by his panicked reaction. He scrabbled for purchase on the carpet — finding none, he simply curled into a ball, anticipating blows to rain down.
But he made the timeless mistake of using both hands to protect his head.
King thundered a front kick into the guy’s side, rocketing the heel of his combat boot directly into the liver. He felt all physical resistance ebb out of the dock worker in a single instant as the man succumbed to agonising pain. King had taken a punch to the liver in training over a year ago, and the memory still hadn’t faded from his mind.
It had been one of the most painful experiences imaginable.
He had then learned to implement it in his own arsenal.
The results spoke for themselves.
The liver kick carried enough weight to intimidate the pair into submission. The first worker — the guy who seemingly manned the office — didn’t move, his skin paling and his eyes wide. The newcomer had doubled over and didn’t seem to be concerned with anything other than making it through the next few minutes without passing out.
King turned back to the monitors.
Did he have time to check the two remaining video feeds?
He scolded himself for his own foolishness, as he realised there was no need to investigate any further.
What the security worker had said to him single-handedly incriminated Reed in something darker. At the very least, it proved he hadn’t been truthful about the encounter with the smuggling ring.
If there even was one.
King regarded the pair of sorry souls at his feet and shook his head in anger. Enough was enough. He couldn’t hang around this office any longer. He had no idea whether half the dock workers at the port had been alerted to his presence or not. He fetched his weapon, determined not to use it and trigger a full-scale meltdown of natural order. So far, he had kept matters strictly to physical combat. He promised himself he’d keep it that way until he was well clear of the port’s limits.
In any case, he had enough evidence for Lars.
Reed wasn’t their man.
He checked the first worker’s restraints were still bound tight, and noted the condition of the second man. Both weren’t going anywhere fast. Satisfied that he had time to break away, he slipped out of the office, plunging back into the night without a word of explanation to the two men he’d left in the room.
Hopefully, they considered themselves lucky enough to simply escape with their lives.
As he hurried back the way he’d come in a low crouch, he considered what he’d discovered. It had been the right move to stop himself before investigating further — he was inexperienced, and even the slightest slip-up had the potential to turn tensions disastrous. The less time he spent snooping around, the better — and he didn’t need the full details in any case.
What he needed was a confirmation of whether Reed would serve as a potential recruit to Black Force.
The answer was a resounding no.
Yet, something didn’t feel right.
A restless tic began in his neck, throwing him off as he retraced his steps out of the port. He had caught Reed in the act of … something. He didn’t know exactly what. A major part of him wanted nothing more than to return to the compound and beat the security worker into submission until he got answers.
How many men did he snatch?
What did he do with them?
Why’d he do it?
King paused in his tracks.
He faltered.
Then he spun on his heel.
He made the decision to return to the security office and get to the bottom of what Bryson Reed was involved in when wailing klaxons roared into life across the port.

21

Just as abruptly as he’d turned, King instantly switched directions again and bolted out of the docks. Sirens screamed all around him, complete with strobe-like flashing lights to signal to everyone in the port that an intruder had been found in their presence.
Either the first guy broke out of his restraints, or the second guy recovered.
It had to be the restraints. King regarded himself as one of the toughest sons-of-bitches on the planet, all things considered, but a well-placed liver shot had put him down for over ten minutes. The pain hadn’t faded away for more than an hour. He certainly hadn’t felt like moving for far longer than it had taken someone to activate an alarm.
So it came down to the first security worker. The guy must have set to work as soon as King stepped out of the office, using some kind of nearby object to saw through the restraints. King had secured the vest tight. He was surprised the worker had capitalised so quickly.
Now he sprinted down the laneway, abandoning all caution, flying past locked warehouses emanating horrific wails of distress. The alarm system rivalled the decibel level of an old-fashioned military siren — the kind that signalled an incoming nuclear strike. King shook it off, regaining his composure and pushing himself faster.
Then the noise of an approaching vehicle made him freeze in his tracks.
The unmistakeable roar of an engine materialised ahead, out of sight, on the other side of a T-junction. King ascertained which direction the car would come careening around the corner and positioned himself accordingly, aware that he only had seconds to act.
It was nearly identical in make to the sedan full of common civilian thugs that had ambushed him earlier. It screamed around the corner, its rear tyres losing traction against the gravel and kicking up two fountains of the stuff. King hesitated at the sheer recklessness of the manoeuvre.
All was not as it seemed.
This wasn’t an ordinary response to a break-in. It couldn’t possibly be.
These men moved with a furious pace, as if the port had to be guarded with their lives.
He sensed that Reed’s claim of a smuggling ring might have some merit after all.
King forgot about the finer details and darted out of the shadows, moving as fast as his massive legs would allow, intercepting the sedan at the slowest point of its wild turn. He yanked the driver’s door open — as he suspected, they’d left it unlocked — and manhandled the driver out of the seat.
The procedure proved simple enough. In the pair’s haste to respond to the wailing alarms, neither had bothered to secure their seatbelts, so King simply hauled the driver out into the dirt with sheer physical strength and dove into the now-vacant seat.
The passenger was scrambling for something resting on the centre console. The primitive, survival-oriented part of King’s brain told him it was a gun, so he broke the guy’s nose with a single jab with his right elbow.
A crack echoed through the cabin, audible over the screaming engine. King reached across the passenger — whose hands were flying to his face to cradle his broken septum — and released the catch on the opposite door. He followed up with a one-handed shove, sending the man hurtling without resistance out of the car.
King straightened up, slammed both hands down on the wheel, and wrenched the handbrake, grinding the uncontrollable sedan to a halt in the centre of the trail. As soon as the car decelerated, he forced the lever back down, stamped on the accelerator, and twisted the wheel in a tight arc.
The sedan rocketed back the way it had come, shooting past the two dock workers who had been commandeering it seconds earlier. They had rolled to their feet, coated in dust and gravel rash, shaken by the encounter.
The nearest man could have snatched for the driver’s door handle and probably seized a respectable grip on the thin stretch of steel, able to offer resistance as King sped past. Instead he simply stood and gawked at the brazen act of grand theft auto.
The guy hesitated long enough to lose his vehicle forever.
King smirked as he tore down narrow laneways, twisting left and right, evading any sign of pursuing dock workers. He didn’t know how many men were stationed at the port overnight, but the last thing he wanted was to find himself in a civilian firefight.
These men didn’t deserve to die.
At least, he didn’t think they did.
He made it back onto Jaziira Road, leaving the port behind. Despite the relative success of the infiltration, he slammed an open palm against the top of the steering wheel and cursed in frustration.
He’d expected more.
Whether Tijuana had convinced him that scoping out the port would prove easier than he thought, or whether the dock workers truly were hiding something sinister, he found himself more confused leaving the docks than he did when he’d first stepped foot on the premises.
He massaged a headache that had sprouted to life in the panic. Now that he was well clear of the port, he took his foot off the accelerator and coasted along the track, trying not to draw unnecessary attention.
Nothing about the situation added up.
The port security was airtight and precise. King had met a sizeable wave of resistance when trying to flee. The guards weren’t contractors hired at minimum wage to half-heartedly protect the port. They had been determined to stop the intruder at any cost.
He didn’t know what that meant in terms of their guilt.
Then there was the matter of Bryson Reed.
King could hardly believe what the dock worker had told him. He had no conclusive evidence that Reed had been abducting people at the port, but all signs pointed to the man masking his true intentions. The security official would know more — King imagined a faction of the military would forcibly bring him in for questioning as they tried to work out what to do with their misbehaving Force Recon Marine.
King was a recruiter, and Reed had spectacularly failed his job interview.
Nothing else was required save for a plane flight back stateside.
This wasn’t his problem anymore.
Then, in a shower of sparks and a screech of twisted metal, it became his problem.
He rounded a tight bend in Jaziira Road and drifted into the middle of the trail in the process, his mind wandering. He hadn’t seen another vehicle for the entire duration of the journey — accordingly, he dropped his guard. The oncoming car had its headlights beaming, the first sight that tore King’s attention back to the present.
He twisted the wheel sharply to avoid a collision, but it seemed like the other driver had applied similarly lax precautions to their trip, electing to coast.
Their side mirrors collided together and broke off each vehicle simultaneously, shockingly loud right next to King’s ear. Both drivers stamped on the brakes, King twisting the wheel sharply to screech to a halt in the dead centre of the road.
He had the M45 ready to fire in a heartbeat.
Out here, any sign of human interaction spelled trouble.
He’d learnt that within a few hours of touching down in Somalia.
But when he darted out of the sedan and trained the M45 on the other vehicle, he noted the faded khaki paint of the military jeep and the blond hair of the woman behind the wheel. She was slow to react, twisting her head to meet King’s gaze. If he was a common criminal, he could have gunned her down effortlessly in the time it took her to throw her door open and lurch out into the dirt.
King found himself strangely angry at her lack of situational awareness, but when he squinted in the low light and made out the expression on Beth’s face, he froze.
‘Beth?’ he said. ‘What’s wrong?’
She flapped her lips like a dying fish, searching for words but unable to form them properly. He didn’t press her for answers, knowing she would produce the right string of syllables if given enough time to process whatever news she’d received.
‘I left the compound,’ she said quietly. ‘To come after you.’
‘Why?’
‘Thought I might be some help. I wasn’t doing anything otherwise, and I saw you leave. I don’t know…’
‘You really shouldn’t have.’
‘I know.’
‘It’s fine, though,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I don’t know why you’re so scared.’
She wasn’t done, though. Eyes wide, she raised her right hand and held up a two-way radio, standard military issue. Nothing spectacular.
‘We use them to communicate with the peacekeepers,’ she said, still looking like she’d seen a ghost.
‘Okay.’
‘They just called.’
King thought about what the security worker had said.
One by one.
I’ve seen the footage.
Please tell me my men are alive.
He thought he knew where the conversation was headed before Beth had even opened her mouth.
‘Victor and Johnson are dead,’ she stammered. ‘They can’t find Reed.’
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King left the sedan in the middle of the trail, ducking into Beth’s jeep as she slotted back into the driver’s seat. He kept his finger inside the trigger guard of his M45 — more for reassurance’s sake than anything else. The surrounding plains felt suddenly barren and hostile, shifting into something menacing as the new reality of the situation dawned on both of them.
Reed isn’t who he says he is.
‘Tell me everything you know,’ he said as Beth started back for the compound.
He kept his tone calm and measured, even though every part of him wanted to panic. If they never saw Reed again, the operation would be regarded a colossal failure.
The momentum from Tijuana would dissipate.
And, more importantly, Bryson Reed would disappear into the civilian world.
Never to be seen again.
The man would have had substantial systems in place to transition into a new identity. He wouldn’t have gone through with this if he didn’t have a backup plan.
Now, King wished he’d returned to the security office and forced more information out of the dock workers.
‘Someone caved Johnson’s throat in—’ Beth started.
‘That piece of shit,’ King snarled, gripping the M45 tighter. He took his finger out of the trigger guard, employing trigger discipline in case the rage built to an uncontrollable level.
‘Not so fast,’ Beth said. ‘It could be a coincidence.’
‘Why?’
‘You remember Victor?’
King paused. ‘Uh, no. We never met.’
‘Oh. Right. Well, he’s a full-blown alcoholic. Spends his nights snooping off the base and getting blind off moonshine in the fields.’
‘How hasn’t he been chewed out for that yet?’
‘He’s discrete enough. He has the day shifts at the perimeter of the compound, and he does his job well enough. I guess none of us were willing to do anything about it when there were more pressing issues at hand. Everything involving Reed broke out at the same time Victor started ramping up his nightly adventures.’
‘Right,’ King said.
‘Besides, we’re the only U.S. forces in the country, I believe. You’d be surprised how flexible our orders are. Not as lax as yours, obviously, but there’s surprisingly little command to hold us accountable. At least, for the time being.’
King simply nodded.
‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘the peacekeepers found Victor a few feet away with a self-inflicted gunshot wound. So he could have come back from a stroll in a drunken stupor and thrown retorts at Johnson. Tempers could have flared. Then he could have killed himself out of guilt. We don’t know exactly what kind of issues Victor had. You never know…’
King shook his head. ‘Where does Reed fit into that?’
‘No idea. There’s been no sign of him.’
‘It’s bullshit,’ King said. ‘He set it up that way.’
‘You can’t be sure.’
‘I know what he’s capable of.’
‘How?’
‘You can just tell,’ King said. ‘Spend enough time around trained killers and you understand if someone has what it takes to go on a rampage. Reed could have done it. Especially after what I found out at the port.’
Beth froze in the driver’s seat, letting the car drift across the trail. She battled a shiver and regained control of her motor functions. ‘Don’t tell me it’s bad.’
‘It’s bad. I think.’
‘What’s he been doing?’
‘I don’t know. One of the guys there thought I was Reed. Because we look similar.’
‘You don’t look that similar…’
‘He only saw Reed on security cameras. We’re the same build. Big guys. Similar facial features.’
‘I guess.’
‘He saw Reed kidnapping his workers.’
‘What?!’
‘What kind of experience did Reed have in the military before the Force Recon Marines?’
Beth shrugged. ‘No idea. Didn’t ask. We don’t talk much about personal shit. Might touch on too many raw nerves.’
‘I’m betting he has extensive combat training. I’m betting he killed Victor and Johnson like it was nothing, and now he’s going through with something he planned to do all along. Maybe a little earlier than expected, because I showed up.’
‘We’ll never find him,’ Beth said. ‘Not if he truly wanted to disappear. We have to hope he wants to come back and silence us also.’
King looked at her. ‘I don’t think we want that.’
‘I do. I want to put a bullet between his eyes.’
‘He might do it first.’
‘I don’t care.’ He could sense the raw emotion in her voice — the shock of the escalating situation had started to fade, replaced by something close to fear. It didn’t sound like she meant it. ‘My career’s over anyway. They’ll find out I wasn’t at the compound when all this went down. They’ll find out I followed you. They’ll throw me out of the military. Or throw me in prison.’
‘Don’t think like that yet,’ King said. ‘We’ll sort this out.’
‘I doubt it.’
‘Why did you follow me? I was specifically sent here to do the things you, Victor, and Johnson aren’t allowed to do.’
‘And look where that got them,’ she muttered.
‘You might have ended up the same way if you made it to the port. Hell, I barely made it out alive myself.’
‘But you did. And you found something.’
‘I barely found anything.’
‘You know Reed’s lying.’
‘That doesn’t help much if he’s no longer around.’
‘It means everything,’ Beth demanded, suddenly stern. ‘I would have bought the Victor-Johnson dynamic hook, line and sinker if you didn’t let me know Reed’s full of shit. I would have spent a week searching aimlessly for him, worried about his safety. Now I know he’s rotten.’
‘Don’t get one hundred percent certain yet. Reed could be bad, but that doesn’t mean Victor didn’t kill him and hide the body. It could just be a crazy coincidence.’
Beth shook her head, resolute. ‘Not out here. That kind of thing doesn’t happen. Besides, ever since the peacekeepers told me I was in disbelief that Victor could do something like that. He’s a drunk, but not a violent one.’
‘Then it’s more than likely Reed’s our man,’ King said.
‘He already is, isn’t he? Regardless.’
‘Dodgy business at the port pales in comparison to the murder of two enlisted soldiers.’
‘Not if he really has gone on a killing spree,’ Beth said, then left her mouth hanging open, as if she had been ready to say more but the words that came out of her lips made her pause in consideration. She shook her head in disbelief. ‘I can’t believe it. Abducting dock workers one by one? What the hell’s he doing?’
‘I have a theory,’ King said. ‘It’s long-winded though.’
‘We have time. I’d say we have ten minutes left on this road before we make it back to the compound. AMISOM needed to operate well out of the centre of Mogadishu. So they could stay out of trouble. Which is ridiculous, in the end, isn’t it?’
King shrugged. ‘No-one could have expected anything like this.’
‘So what’s Reed doing?’
‘I think it has something to do with Afgooye.’
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Beth glanced across, taking her eyes off the road momentarily. ‘The village?’
‘I don’t know what it is,’ King admitted. ‘You’d know more about it than me. But now that I’m looking at my conversation with Reed in a new light, that seems like the only thing he wasn’t bullshitting about.’
‘What did he say?’
‘That he first realised there was a smuggling ring operating out of the docks when he saw trucks pass by the compound at the same time each day.’
Beth paused, reflecting, then nodded. ‘Dump trucks. I’d always hear them. Big transport vehicles.’
‘Somehow, he worked out they were coming from the port.’
‘He could be lying.’
King paused. ‘No, I think that part might be true.’
‘How can you tell?’
‘I can’t. Just a hunch.’
‘Not much to go off.’
‘It leads into the next part. He said he followed the trail, after the ambush that I now know didn’t happen.’
‘So what makes you think the second part was truthful?’
‘I don’t know. It was seriously unnecessary for him to say it. I feel like it just slipped out. He had no reason to tell me he followed a road — unless he thought I’d find evidence that he made it all the way to Afgooye. In which case he’s also telling the truth about that.’
‘So he stumbled across something,’ Beth said. ‘Then he thought he’d exploit it by systematically picking off members of the chain. Then he tried to capitalise on the opening in the trade route by slotting himself into it. How’s that sound?’
‘Sounds accurate. I don’t know what he hopes to achieve though. Whatever these guys are running out of the port, I can’t see anyone along the route willingly co-operating with Reed.’
‘He doesn’t seem like the type of guy to give them much of a choice.’
King stomped down on the footwell, riding out a sudden wave of anger. ‘Goddamnit.’
‘What?’
‘I should have caught this. He fed me everything I wanted to hear in the conversation. I can’t believe I bought it all.’
‘What’d he say?’
King shrugged. ‘He didn’t explicitly say anything. But he made up situations that showed his supposed talents. Talked about how he picked off three guys when they were all swarming him. Kept a level head in the heat of combat. Things that he knew I’d like.’
‘Why’d he do that?’
‘I dropped my guard. I let him carry on staying in the unit unrestricted. I went off on my own personal crusade to the port without thinking a damn thing was wrong on the inside.’
‘You couldn’t have known…’
‘I could have. I could have been more cautious. Maybe Victor and Johnson would still be here. Christ.’
‘It’s not your fault.’
‘I got a bad feeling, on the way to the gate. I was going to double back and secure Reed properly. Lock him in the unit until I returned. Just as a precautionary measure. Then Johnson pissed me off and I forgot all about Reed.’
‘What’d Johnson do?’
‘I thought he was unnecessarily harsh towards Reed.’
King scoffed at the predicament.
‘Turns out he wasn’t harsh enough,’ he said.
‘You really bought Reed’s story?’ Beth said, electing to grill him a little further. ‘He took on six men at once? He gunned down half of them? I wouldn’t have believed that for a second.’
‘He didn’t tell it to you,’ King said, staring out into the darkness. ‘He told it to me.’
‘What difference does that make?’
‘He knew I could relate.’
‘Did you share personal stories with him or something?’
King shook his head. ‘He must have read me. He saw I was young, and he knew I worked for some kind of off-the-books outfit. Which meant I was a prodigy, which meant I’d done things that many people considered impossible, which meant I would buy whatever he fed me.’
He scolded himself inwardly at his own inexperience and hesitation.
‘You’re not twenty-eight, are you?’ Beth said. ‘That was another lie.’
‘I’m twenty-two.’
She said nothing for a long moment. ‘You’re kidding.’
‘No.’
‘They pull you straight out of college?’
‘Not exactly…’
She glanced across. ‘You’re only four years out of high school, for God’s sakes.’
‘You wouldn’t believe my record if you looked at it,’ he said. ‘Let’s leave it at that.’
‘Army?’
‘Navy first.’
‘Just a recruit?’
He shrugged. ‘For a few months. They whisked me into the SEALs pretty damn quick.’
‘No they didn’t,’ she said disbelievingly.
‘Like I said, you wouldn’t believe it. I had a stint in the Delta Force too.’
She stared at him with a bewildered expression. ‘They don’t do that. No-one drags fresh recruits around to different detachments of the Armed Forces.’
‘I know they don’t. But they did to me.’
‘Insane…’
‘Maybe they had this position in mind all along for me. Who knows?’
‘What’s so prodigal about you?’
‘Reflexes, I think,’ King said. ‘Something like that. Reaction speed. Intuition. My handler’s obsessed with it. He ran all kinds of tests before my first operation.’
‘Is this your first?’
King shook his head. ‘I was in Mexico before this.’
‘Successful?’
‘Very.’
‘Shame that this had to ruin your perfect record,’ she muttered.
On cue, she veered the jeep off Jeziira Road and weaved through to the front gate of the compound. An elderly, grizzled peacekeeper met them at the perimeter, his expression solemn and creased with worry.
The reality of the situation struck King, tearing his mind back to the present.
There were two dead Force Recon Marines within this chain-link fence.
He felt a pit forming in his gut as Beth steered the vehicle through the open gate, leaving barely a foot on either side.
He couldn’t shake the feeling that he hadn’t seen the last of Bryson Reed.
The jeep ground to a halt halfway up the trail, as soon as the headlights came to rest on the pair of corpses untouched in the middle of the dirt. Beth disembarked first, hefting a bulky military flashlight out of the driver’s footwell.
King glanced at it.
‘Thought I might need to get your attention if I found you,’ she explained.
The scene was as grisly as he’d anticipated. King had seen gunshot wounds before — more times than he’d have cared to — so he knew what to expect when Beth told him that Victor had blown his brains out, but Johnson’s corpse rattled him the most.
The man’s throat had already swollen beyond recognition, half of his neck caved in by the attack. It had been relentless and barbaric, debilitating him in the space of a few seconds.
King took one look at Johnson, and one look at Victor, and concluded that nothing about the situation on a surface level made any sense.
‘Victor didn’t do that,’ he said instantly, motioning to Johnson’s neck. ‘The guy looks like he weighs about one-fifty. Reed was my size. Over two-hundred. He could have done it.’
‘That’s unbelievable,’ Beth muttered, staring down at the grisly scene. ‘You really think he’s capable of that kind of power?’
‘I’m capable of it,’ King said begrudgingly. ‘So, yeah, Reed probably is. Victor certainly isn’t.’
‘What kind of attack causes that sort of damage?’
‘Elbows.’
‘You sure?’
King nodded. ‘I’d rather not be, but yeah. Elbows. Close-range, short and sharp.’
He crouched in the dirt and squinted at Victor’s corpse. The man had slumped on his side with both arms splayed out in front. He was dressed in a simple faded T-shirt, out of uniform for the night when he’d got himself wrapped up in the madness. Beth noticed King’s attention had turned to the gunshot victim and trained her flashlight beam over to Victor.
King nodded in satisfaction. ‘Neither of his elbows have a mark on them. It was Reed.’
‘What else have you got?’
‘Nothing. I’m not a crime scene investigator. This isn’t Sherlock Holmes. Wouldn’t have a clue about anything else. I just know that Victor didn’t kill this man. I know close-range combat.’ He stood up fully and glanced at Beth, aware that she wouldn’t like what came next.
He said, ‘Which means I’m going to Afgooye.’
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Sure enough, Beth’s face twisted into a scowl. ‘No.’
‘Last time I checked, I don’t need your approval.’
‘That’s what this is?’ she said. ‘Approval? I’m talking common fucking sense.’
‘This is the last chance I’ll get to find him.’
‘Like you said in the car — it’s not your responsibility. This is out of our hands. We report everything that happened and you carry on doing whatever it is you do.’
King pointed at the corpses. ‘This is what I do. Whether you like it or not. I show up and I apply brute force to things. It’s worked for me so far. I’m not about to stop doing it, just because you disapprove.’
She seemed genuinely taken aback. ‘When did I—?’
‘Beth,’ he said, gripping her by the shoulder. ‘This is the only reason I exist in my current role. So I have the option to abandon everything and chase a psychopath across Somalia. That’s what I do. It wasn’t what I expected to happen when I landed, but in all honesty I wasn’t happy with what I was doing here in the first place. I’m not experienced enough to sort out the politics of it all. But I can hunt a man down. No problem. That’s my bread and butter.’
She shook her head. ‘I won’t stop you. But you’re an idiot if you think it’ll go your way. Reed’s played you this much already. Who’s to say he doesn’t have a hired army waiting for you to come wandering into Afgooye?’
‘I hope he does.’
‘Cut the shit. Doesn’t matter how fast you are, there comes a point where you’ll get outnumbered.’
King shrugged. ‘Doesn’t bother me. I think I can do it, so I’ll go for it. My job allows me that. And there’s no chance anyone finds Reed if I don’t go right now. He’ll be in another country or on a boat within twenty-four hours.’
‘He’s an hour ahead,’ Beth said. ‘I think that’s too much.’
‘What else am I going to do — wait around here?’
‘These peacekeepers need guarding.’
‘And that’s your job. You safeguard them until we get more soldiers in-country. I’ll do my job.’
‘What is your job, exactly?’
King paused. ‘Can’t really put it into words. But it lets me decide what the right course of action is.’
‘I’m telling you you’re not making the right decision. We were too late on this one. Let it go.’
King brushed past her, heading for the lodge. ‘Not my style.’
She hurried to keep up with him, huffing in unrest. ‘So what do you expect me to do?’
‘Exactly what you would have done if I’d never showed up.’
‘If you hadn’t showed up, everyone might still be alive.’
He frowned, recognising that she was letting her frustrations out but disgruntled all the same. ‘Reed was going through with this regardless. I don’t fit into the picture.’
‘Which is why you should leave.’
‘No, it’s why I should go after him. Because he wasn’t expecting someone like me to show up. I doubt he planned accordingly. I can take advantage of that.’
‘Suit yourself,’ she said.
She was done protesting. King stepped up onto the terrace of the lodge and barged straight through into the communal area, meeting the gazes of eight frightened peacekeepers. The five men and three women had almost certainly become desensitised to violence if they had been operating in Mogadishu for quite some time. Death occurred as frequently as the sun rising each morning.
But when the bodies appeared within their own ranks, within the walls of the compound itself, he imagined it would rattle them for quite some time. They appeared shell-shocked, like their heads would be next on the chopping block.
‘I don’t know how many of you understand me,’ he said to the room. ‘But the threat isn’t around anymore. You don’t have anything to worry about — it won’t be a recurring problem. I’m leaving now to deal with it. You should all stay focused on what you’re here to do.’
He didn’t consider himself adept at public speaking, but he found himself quietly impressed with the spiel. Satisfied, he hurried straight through into the Force Recon Marines’ quarters, allowing Beth to trail in his wake. When he’d found a smaller communal space reserved for the U.S. military and stepped through into a tiny cube of a room with a similar outfit to the main area, Beth followed him through in a hurry.
‘What are you doing?’ she demanded.
‘I need a gun. And your jeep.’
‘Of course you do.’
‘This,’ he said, raising the M45 into view, ‘isn’t going to cut it. I need something else. Something bigger.’
‘There’s a couple of assault rifles,’ she said. ‘They delivered them to us in case shit hits the fan.’
‘Who did?’
‘An identical cargo plane to the one that brought you in. They were originally Delta Force weapons, I think. Last minute change of destination — that sort of thing.’
He crossed to the piece of furniture she had gestured to — an enormous wood-panelled storage container, its contents masked from plain view. He unhinged the latch and lifted the lid clear, revealing a trio of polished Heckler & Koch HK416 rifles. Despite everything, he managed a wry smile. He knew the weapons intimately.
‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘This will do.’
‘What — all of them?’
‘No,’ he said, lifting a single rifle out of the container. ‘I’m not Sylvester Stallone — as much as I’d like to be. I only need one bullet, anyway.’
‘What if he has friends?’
‘Reed?’
Beth nodded.
‘You don’t make friends in Somalia.’
‘Maybe he did. Psychopath like him — there’s plenty of opportunities out there.’
‘That’s business. If he’s somehow infiltrated the smuggling route and managed to conspire with people to scrape profits off the top — that’s not having friends. They won’t care if he lives or dies.’
‘They might. If it means losing money.’
‘You think that’s what this is about?’ King said. ‘Money?’
‘Isn’t it always? What other motivation would he have?’
King instinctively glanced in the direction of the front door, seeing straight through the building, remembering the brutalised corpses of the two Force Recon Marines who dared to get in Reed’s way. ‘Whatever it is, it’s a damn good one.’
He fished through the bottom of the storage container and stuffed a few spare magazines into pockets in his faded cargo pants. ‘This will do.’
‘You’re the least prepared elite operative I’ve ever seen,’ she said.
He looked at her. ‘You’ve seen many?’
She shook her head.
For no other reason than the fact that it felt natural, he leant forward and kissed her hard, taking the chance to experience a brief reprieve from the madness of the past twelve hours. He had barely been in-country for half a day, and already the situation had dive-bombed south.
He started to think he was a bad luck charm.
She didn’t resist. Instead she kissed back, probing ravenously with her tongue. King hesitated as she stepped forward and pressed her chest against his, gyrating, lost in the heat of the moment.
After a few seconds, he pulled away. ‘There’s no time. Sorry. Trust me, I wish there was.’
She stood there awkwardly, biting her lip as her cheeks flushed red. ‘I’m sorry too. That probably wasn’t the right thing to do.’
He shook his head. ‘Don’t be stupid. Of course it was. I needed it.’
‘You nervous?’
‘Shitting myself.’
‘Then why go? Reed’s long gone. Stay here.’
‘If I stayed, I’d never forgive myself.’
‘Why?’
‘This is what I signed up for,’ he said, lifting the rifle to hammer his point home. ‘Can’t abandon the purpose of my role on my second assignment.’
‘This really is your second task?’
He nodded.
‘I’d rather you didn’t go,’ she said. ‘Personally. Putting all the official shit aside. You’re not a bad guy.’
‘You’re not too bad yourself,’ he said.
For a moment he wavered.
Perhaps Beth was right. There was little chance he could gain ground on Reed, let alone intercept the man’s plans and stop him in his tracks. Even if he never tracked Reed down, he would almost certainly get himself killed setting off on a solo trip across Somalia. The war-torn country didn’t have the best reputation for treating foreigners kindly, let alone their own people. He would run into armed bandits looking for a quick buck over and over again until finally he succumbed to the odds.
On top of that, Beth’s face sported a pining expression, staring hard at him in an effort to convince him to stay. She wanted him, and he wanted her, despite everything that was unfolding around them.
He started to lower the rifle.
Then Lars’ voice came roaring back, ringing in his ears as it replayed on a constant loop in his mind.
Don’t get any ideas.
The man had explicitly told him not to get involved with Beth, warning him of the consequences in the fuselage of the cargo plane. His words hammered home. If King stayed, Lars would know why. He would understand that King had folded in the face of adversity.
And, on top of everything, King had his own personal motivations. He was willing to capitalise on any chance he could get to make Reed pay for his actions — no matter how slim the odds.
‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘This is my job.’
He brushed straight past Bethany Morris and strode for the front door, not daring to look back unless he changed his mind.
Now that he had committed to the journey, he hardened his demeanour, removing emotions from the equation entirely.
There would be hell to pay for what Reed had done.
With echoes of Tijuana ringing in his thoughts, he tightened his grip on the HK416 and made straight for Beth’s open-topped jeep.
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He left the compound behind in a trail of dust, not daring to look in either of the side mirrors in case he caught a glimpse of Beth on the terrace. He’d been secretly hoping she shared his urges ever since he’d spotted her approaching in the jeep earlier that day. He liked the way she carried herself, and he liked the way they meshed, and he liked almost everything about her down to the way the right side of her mouth twisted up when she smiled, but all of that melted away as the reality of the situation dawned on him.
He would never see again.
And — on top of that — he had almost no chance of success with what lay ahead.
But he’d faced the same adversity in Tijuana and Guatemala, and he’d come out on top.
The thought of Reed disappearing into the complicated web of the extra-legal world and living out the rest of his days in unanswered luxury sent fury through his chest. King wouldn’t let the man get away, even if it meant he himself died in the process.
The burden on his shoulders weighed him down as he mounted the path Reed had spoken of the previous afternoon, a one-way dirt track that ran along one side of the compound’s perimeter and twisted into a disintegrating neighbourhood nearby. He plunged into a scene similar to a big-budget Hollywood disaster movie, complete with demolished buildings resting in pitiful piles of rubble and the burnt-out shells of old vehicles that had been torched long ago.
Everything about this land was steeped in misery and suffering.
Much like King himself.
He hardened his resolve, forcing all unpleasant thoughts out of his mind and practicing a measured process of meditation, breathing in deep for seven seconds, holding the breath in for seven seconds, then exhaling for seven seconds.
Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t shake the invading thought that his superiors would likely chew him out even if he achieved the best-case scenario in the coming days. He could stop Reed in his tracks and deliver justice to the man, but the responsibility for the two dead Force Recon Marines rested squarely on his shoulders. It had been his role to step in and clean things up — instead, he had aggravated the situation.
For all he knew, Reed had been biding his time to escape the compound unseen, and had been forced into action when King showed up. Maybe if he’d stayed out of the equation entirely, Reed would have escaped without incident.
That would have been preferable to the way the situation had graphically unfolded.
He settled in for the drive. A brief look at a satellite interface in the passenger’s footwell of the jeep had revealed that Afgooye lay seventeen miles outside of Mogadishu’s city limits, buried in the hostile Somali countryside. He had no idea what he might encounter that far off the beaten track, but the isolation would work in his favour. It wouldn’t be hard to spot a fellow six-foot-three American in a remote village.
That was, if Reed was still there.
Something told him he would be.
Whatever was set to occur in Afgooye, King imagined it would involve a process. There had to be an endgame to his mad plan, something that sent him riding off into the sunset to live out a carefree existence.
He settled into a steady rhythm, tuning out the section of his brain working overdrive to ponder the worst-case scenarios that lay ahead. There was no use considering what might be on the horizon. Whatever it was, it would involve a gun and his reflexes. He didn’t operate in a complicated field.
Half an hour out of Mogadishu, as the surrounding rubble and buildings packed with dust-coated civilians melted away, King determined he was halfway to Afgooye. The air blasting over the windshield and bombarding the open-topped cabin was hot and heavy. He wiped a palm across his forehead, already slick with sweat, and returned it to the battered wheel a moment later. All natural light had faded into the distance as he drove further and further from civilisation.
He spotted the convoy a hundred feet in the distance, cresting a rise in the trail and soaking in the sight of a cluster of headlight beams all at once. He gripped the wheel with white knuckles, inwardly panicking, confused by the darkness and the hostile terrain. A quick glance at either side of the trail revealed impenetrable fields of weeds and potholes. Any attempt to steer around the group of vehicles would result in disaster. The inhospitable terrain would snag his wheels, grind the jeep to a halt, and then he would be left to the mercy of whoever lay ahead.
He couldn’t stop and reverse, either.
It was the only remaining option — the trail had narrowed considerably, preventing any kind of turn that didn’t involve at least five or six points — but it would prove disastrous. No matter how fast he backtracked, the convoy would sense something awry and give pursuit.
They would travel faster forward than he could backward.
As he got closer, he realised they’d arranged their vehicles in a rudimentary barricade across the trail, taking advantage of a short expansion in the width of the route. They had all the odds on their side.
King couldn’t make out much more due to the headlights shining directly into his eyes, but he reached down and nonchalantly thumbed the safety off the M45 in the holster on his waistband. He slid the gun free and tucked it under his leg, keeping one hand wedged between his thigh and the tattered seat in case he needed to react all at once.
Then he let fate determine what happened next, and continued crawling toward the convoy.
If they were affiliated with Reed, King knew he would be dead in seconds. He would only be able to squeeze off a few shots before he was outnumbered, given the number of vehicles waiting for him. They had effectively bottlenecked him into a trap.
He slowed to a halt a few feet from the meeting point and waited for two silhouetted Somali men to stride over to his side of the jeep. He rested an elbow on the door and huffed for dramatic effect, acting as if the stoppage were simply an inconvenience.
Like he drove this route all the time.
If they didn’t know Reed, it might save him.
Then he caught a glimpse of the uniforms, and changed his approach.
‘Evening, officers,’ he said.
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King recognised the insignia on the plain olive button-up shirts — these were officers of the Somali Police Force. What they were doing all the way out here was another matter. If Reed had been correct in his assessment, and this road paved the way for a direct smuggling route to Afgoye, then these men had to be accepting of the practice if they stationed themselves along the trail.
King thought hard as he waited for a response. Perhaps he needed to pay a tariff to be granted safe passage through to Afgoye. He cursed inwardly. He hadn’t left the compound in Mogadishu with a single dollar to his name.
The foolishness of his decisions came racing into the forefront of his mind as the two Somali officers exchanged a befuddled look and motioned for one of their comrades to step forward.
The officer on the left motioned to King, and simply grunted.
‘English?’ the man who had stepped out of the shadows said, surprise in his tone. ‘You speak English too?’
Too.
Reed had been here.
‘Yeah,’ King said, maintaining the disgruntled demeanour. ‘You’re the translator?’
‘Yes.’
‘You usually here?’
‘Only when I need to be,’ the man said.
So they knew Reed was coming. He let someone know in advance.
They’d prepared accordingly, bringing along someone to translate.
King rolled with it.
He analysed the trio, all of them crowding around his side of the vehicle, unsure of how to proceed. They had clearly seen the HK416 assault rifle lying in full view across the passenger seat, but none of them bothered to draw their own weapons.
Either they felt entirely in control, or they thought King had something to do with all of this.
Reed must not have been clear with the specifics.
King rolled with it once more. He narrowed his gaze in mock suspicion and pointed an arm lazily ahead. ‘I’m his brother.’
None of them spoke a word.
‘You going to let me through?’
‘He said nothing about a brother,’ the translator said.
Bingo.
The first hurdle had been traversed. The mere vocalisation of a denial proved that they were unclear about the details. If Reed had implicitly instructed them that he was acting alone and that anyone attempting to pass themselves off as his allies were to be gunned down, then King wouldn’t stand a chance. But the man must have been ambiguous, for the trio of SPF officers merely loitered around in apparent confusion.
But it also meant that Reed had managed to get himself in bed with the Somali Police Force.
How?
Why?
For now, he played ball. The last thing he wanted was for the trio to suspect his intentions, see through his charade, and begin to grill him on the exact details of his involvement. King spotted two or three more silhouettes milling around the vehicles behind them. Six-on-one didn’t favour him, and he had no intention of starting a bloodbath amongst these men. He doubted they deserved it. More than likely, Reed had bent them to his will, just as he’d done to King.
So he switched up his composure, growing visibly frustrated, taking the offensive.
‘Who cares what he said? He told me to follow this piece-of-shit trail until I met up with him in a dozen or so miles. What’s the issue?’
‘We did not know you were coming.’
‘Too bad. And I need a cut of the payment.’
It was a calculated risk — if it proved incorrect, he would brush it off as a breakdown of communication between the involved parties.
It didn’t.
‘Why?’ the translator said, following the question up with a muttered explanation to his two colleagues in Somali. Then he switched back to English. ‘That money was for us.’
‘I need some of it. I don’t need to tell you why. He told me you wouldn’t protest.’
They exchanged a series of glances, each sporting expressions somewhere between annoyance and apprehension. King imagined they didn’t want to upset Reed. He wondered how handsomely he had paid them…
Where’d he get the money from? King thought.
Finally, the translator relented after an awkward silence. ‘How much did he say?’
‘Half.’
The man raised both eyebrows. ‘No.’
‘There’s no negotiation.’
‘You are right. We will not accept that. No negotiation needed. You can tell your brother to come back and talk to us about it if he needs. He should have told us he was dropping off half of it for a follow-up tail.’
‘He’s in a hurry,’ King said. Then he threw both hands in the air, exaggerating the gesture. ‘Okay, fine. A fifth.’
‘A fifth?’
‘Yes. If you can’t do that, my brother will be back. And he will be angry.’
The translator muttered again to his comrades, and they exchanged words. There was hesitancy in their voices, but also a thin undertone of acceptance. They must have expected some kind of catch to Reed’s offering — which made King wonder about the size of the payoff.
He found out a few seconds later.
The translator stepped away from the jeep and disappeared into the darkness, stepping out of King’s field of view. He was blinded by the headlights of the vehicle stalling idly ahead, and he quickly realised he was at the mercy of these men. They could send a round through his skull under cover of darkness, and he would never know what had hit him until it was too late.
But the man returned to the driver’s side a moment later, clutching a fat wad of notes between his fingers. He passed the stash across and King tried not to boggle his eyes at the amount of money he’d been handed. It had to be at least twenty thousand dollars, all Benjamin Franklins.
He didn’t react outwardly, instead taking the bundle with a nod of satisfaction and dropping it carelessly onto the passenger seat as if it meant nothing at all. The cash pooled around the barrel of the HK416.
King motioned to the pair of vehicles parked across the trail itself, blocking his way.
‘My brother will be angry if I wait around any longer,’ he said.
The translator nodded and gestured to his friends. The other officers slunk away, and the next thing King heard was a pair of engines coughing and spluttering into life. For a moment he thought it was too good to be true, and that the next thing he saw would be a gun barrel rising toward his face. But the headlights died out and the vehicles backtracked simultaneously.
The next thing he knew, he had leant pressure on the accelerator and moved off with a slight nod to the translator. The man watched him go, confused and apprehensive but unwilling to protest the demands in any significant fashion.
King slotted straight through the newly-formed gap in the convoy, missing the Somali Police Force sedans on either side of the jeep with inches to spare. As soon as he was through, he crushed the accelerator to the floor and roared away from the procession, eager to cover as much ground as he could.
His heart beat like thunder against his chest wall.
He couldn’t believe he’d made it out unscathed.
He took a solitary glance at the sea of cash covering the passenger seat, the bundle separated into a thin sheet of notes by the force of the jeep’s acceleration.
Twenty thousand dollars.
A fifth of what Reed had paid the officers.
It boggled his mind, making him reconsider everything he’d discovered up to the present moment. He had automatically assumed that Reed’s claims of a smuggling ring running drugs and guns out of arriving container ships was a false diversion of a tale, but he couldn’t imagine anything else dealing with that kind of money. A hundred thousand USD was a mere afterthought to the man, used to ensure himself safe passage through to Afgooye. No wonder the officers had been so co-operative.
If King didn’t stop Reed in his tracks, the man would flee with millions of dollars in stolen funds. It was the only ultimatum that made any sense. He knew the average Force Recon Marine’s salary was fifty-eight thousand a year, and Reed had thrown that at a cluster of officers twice over.
The gravity of the situation began to sink in.
King clutched the wheel with a determined, vice-like grip and surged through the overbearing darkness toward a remote town in the heart of the Somali countryside.
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Afgooye snuck up on him in the darkness.
One minute, King’s guard started to fade as the trail ahead blurred into a constant stream of nothingness, pitch dark and surrounded by open fields of dead vegetation and sand. The next, soft light emanated from the surrounding land, barely perceptible amidst the darkness.
His eyes drooped momentarily, a response to his adrenalin levels crashing down in the aftermath of the police stop. He’d been ready to go down in a blaze of gunfire, and his veins had thundered with cortisol accordingly. Now that the threat had dissipated and he was left to ponder what had occurred at the checkpoint, his energy levels plummeted.
He had almost fallen asleep at the wheel when he noticed broad shapes on either side of the trail.
It startled him into action.
Only managing to glimpse the objects in his peripheral vision, he wrenched the M45 out of the storage compartment in the driver’s door and trained the barrel into the darkness.
Energy came flooding back in a wave.
He hadn’t a clue what he was witnessing, but as his eyes grew accustomed to the dark and the surroundings began to make sense, he let the fight-or-flight mechanism tone itself down once again.
There was no threat here.
He gazed out upon rows and rows of tattered canvas tents, arranged in two staggering grids on either side of the trail. It boggled his mind as he considered the scale of the encampments, plunging into the distance where they faded entirely from view. There had to be thousands and thousands of the tents, with barely any artificial lighting to pave the way for civilians. The soft glow came from the odd halogen bulb dotted randomly throughout the twin sites. In the midst of the temporary shelters, King saw silhouettes moving slowly through the aisles, milling around in certain areas, congesting in hotspots. He could see the lie of the land due to the plains sloping away from the trail on either side, allowing the ability to look out at the sea of tents.
Rattled by the sudden appearance of thousands of people, he tore his gaze away from the camps and stared straight ahead, focusing on slicing the jeep through the midst of the tents without attracting too much attention.
He needn’t have bothered.
No-one even glanced in his direction, and he realised they were preoccupied with their own problems. If this trail acted as a major link in a nation-wide trade route, then one more jeep passing by would mean nothing to them.
King could almost taste the raw fear in the air.
He concluded that the camps must be providing shelter to the men, women and children displaced from their homes in the war-torn hotspots of Somalia. He pondered the gravity of the situation for a moment — just as he had considered the scale of the drug trade in Tijuana. Diving into the thick of the action made him realise how insignificant he was in the grand scheme of things.
His actions didn’t matter in the big picture.
But they mattered to him.
If he could prevent a maniacal soldier from escaping scot-free, he would consider it a job well done.
The perimeter of the two camps fell away after another minute of travel. As he pushed through to the town of Afgooye itself, he glimpsed more signs of civilisation — rundown general stores scattered at random across the sides of the trail, litter and waste strewn across the road itself, the distant stirring of commotion. Everything had closed down for the night, but still the aura of human contact covered everything, vastly different from the wasteland he’d driven through once he left Mogadishu behind.
Still, something caught his attention.
He knew Reed had business in this town, and good businesses operated at all hours of the night — something King imagined would be accurate in this situation given the scale of the money involved. He stopped in the middle of the road and switched the headlights off momentarily, plunging everything around him into total darkness. For good measure, he killed the jeep’s engine, silencing the throaty chugging and replacing it with the omnipresent murmur of thousands of refugees in the distance.
He could hear the commotion floating through the town, even at this hour. It took some of the tension away from the fact that he had come to a halt out in the open, entirely vulnerable to an attack.
Despite his mind conjuring up images of Reed ghosting out of the shadows and plunging a blade into his throat, King focused on holding his breath and listening intently for any sign of suspicion.
There.
Somewhere ahead, he heard it. It came from the land beyond Afgooye’s centre, a section of the countryside past the bulk of civilisation. There was commotion in the air, but a different kind.
Industrial. Purposeful.
It didn’t sound like thousands more refugees floating amongst their city of tents — instead, it carried the urgency and pace of men and women on the job, hustling for a paycheque. He heard the faint beeping of a reversing truck, and right then he knew he had found Reed’s destination.
Hoping he wasn’t too late, he fired the jeep back into life, switched the headlights on, and accelerated hard for the other end of Afgooye.
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King hadn’t been prepared for the size of the industrial complex.
It rivalled the Port of Mogadishu in scale, but out here it seemed a thousand times larger — a small city of warehouses built in the middle of nowhere. He looked in either direction down the perimeter wall of the complex, and found nothing but vast empty space for as far as the eye could see.
Afgooye had turned out larger than he anticipated. It had taken him ten minutes of coasting aimlessly through dusty suburbs to reach the industrial sector. Throughout the journey, he’d been surrounded on either side by residential one-storey clay houses. Half the buildings he passed were painted in outrageous fashion, sporting bright turquoise walls or maroon roofs or any number of other strange amalgamations. When the congestion of the town’s populated buildings began to fade and the vast fields of weeds and sand returned, King’s morale had crumpled as he realised that he might not ever find Reed amidst this wasteland.
Then he hit the concrete wall after two more minutes of steady coasting, and his objective suddenly seemed achievable after all.
The perimeter of the compound must have cost a staggering amount alone — barbed wire topped the wall in an unceasing contorted mess. At random intervals, portholes had been carved out of the rock to make way for fearsome-looking turrets. He recognised them instantly — they were Browning M2HB heavy machine guns, used by the U.S. military for decades.
He wondered how this place had managed to get hold of them, and more importantly, how they had managed to keep hold of them.
Then he remembered the hundred-thousand dollar payment to the Somali Police Force, and it clicked that there was more money involved in this operation than he could possibly fathom.
He didn’t hesitate when the compound materialised ahead — any kind of weakness would be seen as suspicious. Instead, he tuned his hearing to the sound of hundreds of people and vehicles milling about on the other side of the wall and made up his mind to press straight through.
Whatever it took.
He spotted the front entrance to the complex, wide enough to fit the largest of transport vehicles through without any problems. It was the only way to catch a glimpse of what lay within the walls — he saw vast warehouses made of corrugated steel and enormous semi-trailers splayed at random across the main aisle, a vast stretch of concrete as wide as a football field.
The scale sent a shiver down his spine. In comparison to the scene he had stumbled across, he was puny, insignificant in comparison. What could he possibly hope to achieve in this madness?
He could kill one man.
That was all that mattered.
The front gate had been heavily fortified in similar fashion to the rest of the compound — its gate had been constructed of solid steel, made of thick bars that ran vertically across the face. A guard booth with bulletproof windows and another Browning turret lay attached to the exterior wall, directly near the gate. King made out the silhouettes of three men within the small fortification.
It was a similar style of set-up to the peacekeepers’ compound back in Mogadishu, the only difference resting in the amount of zeroes thrown on the end of the budget.
But the added security didn’t change the basic fundamentals of human nature.
Act like you belong.
King screeched to a halt in front of the guard booth in the kind of rush that signalled he had places to be. It couldn’t have worked better.
One of the Somali guards stepped out of the booth, clutching a Kalashnikov AK-47, but the way he let the barrel drift to the road between his feet told King that he had no intention of using it. King raised his eyebrows as the man strolled toward the vehicle, indicating that he was in a rush.
The guard stopped by the driver’s door and merely grunted.
No English.
It didn’t matter. Most intentions in the criminal industry could be communicated with simple gestures that transcended all language barriers.
King reached over to the passenger seat, scooped up the majority of the hundred-dollar bills the police had given him, and handed them straight to the guard without a moment’s hesitation. Then he tapped his bare wrist twice, evidently pressed for time. He settled back into his seat, letting all the tension go from his limbs, and stared straight ahead through the steel bars of the front gate.
Clock’s ticking.
I’ve got places to be.
The guard put two and two together. Nothing about the jeep signalled that it belonged to U.S. military — the faded olive paint could have belonged to any faction, and there was no insignia to argue otherwise. Apart from that, King displayed zero warning signs.
The guard must have figured that a white man with boatloads of cash driving right up to the gate without a worry in the world obviously had something to do with the man who had entered the compound earlier.
If Reed had come straight here, things would unfold without a hitch.
For a brief moment, King stiffened as he realised the silence had elongated to an uncomfortable length. The M45 underneath his right leg made itself known, digging into his hamstring, as if silently instructing him that it might be needed.
He sure hoped not.
Then the guard turned on his heel, pocketing the bulk of the money in one smooth motion, and disappeared into the guard hut. A few seconds later, the gate crawled open with an electronic whine. King let out a sigh of relief — masking it from view of the ragtag guard team — and took his foot off the brake.
When there was enough space to fit through, he let the jeep roll slowly into the compound, refusing to accelerate in case it drew unwanted attention to his arrival.
He plunged into the industrial complex, took one sweeping look around the place — and suddenly, everything made sense.
He knew exactly what Reed had got himself involved in.
He scolded himself for not understanding sooner.
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At surface level, nothing caught the eye.
King realised he had entered the compound with a predetermined idea of what he might find. His mind had conjured up the image of thousands of illegal weapons and piles of smuggled narcotics, hidden from sight by the enormous wall surrounding the complex.
The truth was banal in comparison.
But that was the beauty of it.
He slowed the jeep to a crawl as he passed through the small army of hired workers swarming the compound, many of them directing semi-trailers into cargo bays or navigating forklifts around hundreds and hundreds of wooden pallets. The pallets were stacked high with every commodity King could think of — he gazed out across a sea of food and bottled water and entire containers packed with cigarettes and standard commodities like clothes, building supplies, raw materials, electronics…
Reality set in.
This was a small city teeming with supplies of every shape and form, all transported to the distribution hub in Afgooye along a back route through Mogadishu. Staring out at the operation, it took King some time to realise exactly why such a staggering amount of goods were brought through unchecked channels.
Then it all clicked.
This was the world of extra-legal services. The rumours of guns and drugs were powerful tools to distract people from the reality that most of the goods that avoided regulations were the usual commodities you wouldn’t look twice at. King certainly hadn’t. When he’d first rolled the jeep into the compound he’d barely noticed the thousands of pallets, dismissing them as a front to hide the true nature of the business.
This is the business, he thought, realising the kind of profits that could result from this kind of scale.
King had bristled at the notion of an illegal smuggling ring running all kinds of horrors out of the port — assault rifles, sub-machine guns, semi-automatics, cocaine, heroin, meth. In truth, the smuggling ring existed, and it obviously turned over unfathomable amounts of cash, but it didn’t deal with the product King had expected.
The tens of thousands of refugees crammed into the temporary camps around Afgooye needed to be fed, clothed, supplied with the necessities.
Realisations hit home. No taxes, no customs, no tariffs, no accounting services, no auditing. There was room for millions — no, billions — of dollars of potential profit, just by providing the kind of banal services that the entire country needed to function.
All that money had to end up somewhere.
That’s what Reed was doing.
King suddenly realised that Reed had sold him on the tantalising illegalities too.
Hook, line, and sinker.
Reed had spoken of a notorious smuggling ring dealing in the kinds of illegal goods that would have snatched the attention of a guy like King — and it had worked flawlessly. In truth, there were no guns or drugs — or if there was, they made up such a small percentage of the extra-legal goods to be a non-factor.
The truth lay in plain sight.
King continued through to the next section of the complex. The land near the front gate lay under large floodlights that left no room for secrecy. Everything lay out in the open, under the watchful eye of the handful of guard towers stationed along the perimeter.
The grid of warehouses was an untapped goldmine, and he imagined how easy it would be to track down a stockpile of extra-legal profits and slot them into an offshore account without anyone in the chain of command finding out. Because this world operated outside of the law, they would have to trade exclusively in cash or physical goods like diamonds. It would be laying around here somewhere…
But money had never motivated him.
Dealing with pieces of shit like Bryson Reed was all he needed to stay on track.
He realised Reed had embedded himself into this mess the exact same way King had. Criminals trusted each other — they had to, if they wanted to survive in this world. It wouldn’t have taken much persuasion for Reed to convince these men he was from the port. From there, cash would flow to him with little effort, if he made it to the right place at the right time.
But then what?
There had to be an endgame. In all likelihood Reed would make off with millions of dollars — maybe even tens of millions — but he had to do something with it. Murdering two Force Recon Marines in cold blood had exiled himself from his old identity in a single stroke. He would have to start a new life, somewhere off the beaten track.
He’d need help to achieve that.
He couldn’t front the burden alone.
King found himself grappling with these thoughts as he drove straight into another hotspot of commotion, this hive of activity wedged between a pair of warehouses of similarly gargantuan scale. He drew the jeep to a halt in a long row of idle vehicles, all empty. The towering walls of each warehouse cast great shadows across the land all around him. He looked out over an identical scene to the one at the front of the complex, just slightly smaller in scale. Hundreds of Somali workers in faded overalls manhandled pallets of goods across the space between the two warehouses — a faded stretch of concrete jam-packed with dump trucks and semi-trailers and half-empty shipping containers.
King’s eyes widened at the sight.
Entire containers had been transported from the port.
He wondered just how much of the global shipping industry operated in murky legal waters.
From here, it looked like all of it.
He slipped out of the jeep, quietly closed the door, and made sure the M45 in his right palm had its safety off. He wanted to be ready for anything. The HK416 resting on the passenger’s seat wielded plenty more firepower, but it would stand out like a sore thumb if he decided to carry it into the midst of the commotion.
He skirted around one side of the jeep, keeping low, barely making a noise.
Reed was here.
He could sense it.
Then a boot scuffed on the concrete less than a foot behind him, almost imperceptible amongst the sound of thousands of tons of goods being moved from place to place.
But King heard it.
He wheeled, gun raised — too late.
A well-placed fist smashed into the top of his hand before he could pivot, breaking one of the bones in his wrist with an audible snap. The attacker’s punch kept moving down, simply slicing the M45 out of King’s hand like it was nothing. The gun clattered against the concrete and skittered away, well out of reach.
With the other hand, his attacker jammed the barrel of a sidearm into the side of King’s temple, hard enough to rattle his senses. The original hand that had stripped King of his weapon looped up and tightened around his throat, placing him in a sleeper hold while keeping the weapon levelled at his head.
‘Let’s take a walk,’ Reed snarled in his ear.
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King complied, the blood draining from his face as the shock of the broken bone set in.
He hadn’t reacted in the moment, more concentrated on retaliating against the assault, but Reed had hit him with the perfect storm of actions, a flurry from which there was no coming back. He’d been stripped of his weapon, one hand had been disabled, an arm had choked him into compliance, and there was a loaded handgun crushing against one side of his skull.
He wasn’t going anywhere, and both of them knew that.
Just stay alive, a voice commanded.
He hasn’t killed you yet. See what happens next.
Don’t quit.
Reed dragged him to the end of the line of vehicles, a stretch of the open concrete more desolate than the rest of the massive aisle. From there it was a simple enough procedure to stay out of the window of detection, slinking along the side of one of the warehouses, keeping an industrial vehicle between themselves and the workers at all times. They were headed for the other end of the concrete corridor, an area King hadn’t had the opportunity to scope out.
With each step, the chance of survival lessened.
He focused on putting one foot in front of the other and deliberately dulling the horrific throbbing in his right hand until he had time to focus on recovery.
‘You’re staying out of sight,’ King noted, making sure not to talk with too much urgency in case Reed got trigger-happy.
He sensed the finger near the side of his head tighten against the trigger. His heart skipped a beat.
Then the finger eased off.
‘Not yet,’ Reed said. ‘Gotta do this somewhere quieter. Attract less attention. Keep walking.’
King kept his pace measured, wondering how Reed could have made it this far for someone so foolish. He might as well have said, Feel free to try and escape. I don’t want to shoot you here and blow my cover.
King spotted a narrow overpass about a hundred feet ahead, past the two warehouses. Underneath the concrete structure — seemingly erected for no reason whatsoever — a procession of parked semi-trailers rested in tight slots, ready to be loaded with goods and sent off to all corners of Somalia, or even the Middle-East in its entirety.
He sensed what Reed planned to do.
A single unsuppressed shot from an M45 handgun would be noticeable enough, but there was no-one in the vicinity of the overpass. Reed could have his weapon tucked away and King’s lifeless body hauled over the lip of the bridge before anyone responded to the blistering report.
Until then, they would walk and talk.
King didn’t mind that.
Anything he attempted here — with workers milling around on the other side of the nearby vehicles — would spell certain disaster. If the gun went off in the middle of the packing operation, workers would scramble in a mad panic, and the entire complex would go into lockdown until the threat was dealt with.
King was just as reluctant to cause a shitstorm as Reed was.
For now.
‘They know you’re military?’ he said.
‘Of course not,’ Reed hissed.
‘Thought as much. What’s the plan from here?’
‘Not telling you shit.’
‘Why not? You’re going to kill me anyway, you might as well—’
Reed flexed the muscles in his forearm, compressing King’s air passage with a single, gut-heaving wrench. King’s voice petered out halfway through the sentence, leaving him choking for air, his face turning the colour of beetroot as he scrambled for breath.
He shot both hands up to Reed’s arm out of instinct, fighting for mere survival, and Reed responded by jamming the barrel of the M45 so hard into his temple that it tore skin off the side of his head, right above his ear. Warm blood gushed.
King froze in his tracks, allowing Reed to tighten the choke.
If the man wanted to choke him unconscious and drag him the rest of the way, there was nothing he could to do stop it. Reed was too powerful, too composed.
But King weighed a hell of a lot, and he imagined Reed didn’t want to put that kind of burden on himself. A second later his suspicions were confirmed as Reed loosened his grip. The dark circle on the edge of King’s vision dissipated.
‘I don’t know where you’re from,’ Reed said, keeping his voice low as they walked. ‘But you obviously get paid well. You know what my salary is?’
‘As a Force Recon Marine?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Just over fifty thousand a year if I’m not mistaken. Clearly low enough to want to kill a bunch of people who trusted you and make off with some dirty profits. You’re scum. Don’t try and justify it to make yourself feel better, you piece of shit. Hope you rot in hell.’
King had intended to infuriate Reed over the course of the speech, throwing insults at him one after the other in a relentless stream.
It paid off.
Reed applied the same amount of pressure to the choke as he had before, cutting King off in the middle of his tirade.
But the man had become predictable.
He’d done the same thing twice.
King sensed Reed turning all his concentration to his right forearm, subtly taking his mind off the weapon pressed to his temple. King dropped all his weight at once, letting all tension go from his legs, slipping a few inches toward the ground before Reed caught him. But King weighed over two hundred pounds, and Reed found himself straining to hold the deadweight by the neck with a single arm. He lost balance momentarily and leant forward to tighten his grip.
At that moment, King tensed both legs and exploded off the concrete, launching back a couple of inches in the other direction. As Reed pitched forward, the top of King’s skull cracked him full in the face, hard enough to stop anyone in their tracks.
Bones broke and blood spurted.
King had no time to assess the extent of the damage. He writhed and bucked like a bull at a rodeo, suddenly possessed by raging energy, changing his demeanour in a single instant. It startled Reed into hesitation and King jerked his chin down hard and fast. He sensed enough wriggle room to burst out of the choke hold and capitalised on it, tearing free from the man’s grip while the nerve endings across Reed’s face screamed for relief.
Everything had taken place in less than a second — three short, sharp movements that ripped him out of the choke. But everything came down to what happened next — King understood he had another half-second to seize control of the weapon before the barrel turned in his direction and fired once. It would barely take Reed any time at all. Even though his nose had shattered under the kinetic force of the headbutt, his fast-twitch muscle fibres would kick in and he’d send a round through King’s forehead before he could move one step further.
King had one attempt to snatch the gun.
Or he would die.
He shot out both hands, fingers splayed, palms open, searching in the murky darkness for his target.
Intense, primal focus lent him assistance.
He wrapped both hands around the wrist wielding the M45 handgun and jerked the barrel away from him. With disaster temporarily averted, he focused all his energy on wrestling the weapon off Reed.
But Reed’s frame sported similar raw power, and the two found themselves at a stalemate, writhing from side-to-side across the concrete as they jerked and wrenched with all their might. The M45 spelt the difference between life and death. It meant everything.
Then King remembered that his wrist was broken, recalling the experience as a fiery wave of pain sliced up his right arm, buckling his knees and making his eyes water. Reed had pinned the broken appendage in a vice-like grip, crushing it between his own fingers and the barrel of the sidearm. He had forced it entirely from his mind as the instinct to survive took over, but now it all came roaring back in a singular moment of weakness.
That was enough.
His pincer-like grip on the M45 slipped, barely noticeable but providing enough leeway for a guy like Reed to capitalise. He noticed the sidearm tearing from his grip, and even before Reed had gained full control of the weapon he thundered a combat boot straight up in the air like a kicker trying to punt a football the full length of the field. The toe of his boot slammed home against Reed’s genitals, hard enough to override any kind of willpower and buckle the man where he stood.
Reed’s face paled and he crumpled on the spot, unable to prevent his body’s natural reaction to the horrifying blow. As he went down, he kept enough composure to shield the M45 against his own body, drawing it in to prevent King from making a snatch at it.
In the heat of hand-to-hand combat, where mere inches meant the difference between life and death, King recognised that Reed had saved himself with the procedure.
King wasn’t getting the gun.
Accepting that fact, he pivoted on his heel and sprinted away at full-pelt.
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The moment he turned his back on Bryson Reed, King’s heart threatened to burst out of his chest in panic. It was an acute feeling he had experienced many times over, and it never lessened over time. The realisation that he could only will his body to move so fast hit him like a ton of bricks, sending fear through him in crashing waves. He wouldn’t know if Reed had time to shoot — he would simply take the brunt of the impact to the back of his skull and the lights would darken forever.
The thought spurred him on.
He couldn’t have been on the move for more than a second before a nearby semi-trailer provided some form of cover, yet it felt like an eternity. He hurled himself behind the enormous vehicle, ducking instinctively, pressing his chin to his chest.
Just in time.
Sparks flew a few inches above his shoulder as a round ricocheted off the side of the massive trailer. If Reed hadn’t been dealing with a nightmarish type of pain, he might have been more accurate.
No.
King had seen the man’s handiwork.
He definitely would have hit his target.
But the incident unfolded over the course of milliseconds, and then King was out of harm’s way. He scrambled for the other side of the trailer in a mad panic, tearing the skin off his palms as instincts took over and he threw all concept of temporary pain to the wind. Gunfire roared in his ears as Reed sent another few bullets in his direction, the reports crackling through the complex in just the way they’d both been hoping to prevent.
Pandemonium erupted.
Workers yelled to the heavens and scattered like flies, sprinting for their lives away from the source of gunfire. They had either been trained to flee the scene when confrontation broke out, or there had been enough qualms within these walls in the past to teach them that hanging around a gunfight would achieve nothing.
They worked in a volatile business, after all.
No matter how ordinary it looked at surface level.
‘Motherfucker!’ Reed roared from the other side of the trailer. ‘You ruined it!’
King said nothing in return, his ears still ringing from the gunshots. At that moment he realised that Reed was an impulsive man — anger and disdain laced his tone, unrestrained. He hadn’t bothered to try and hide his emotions.
He had been planning something, and King had stifled it by causing a commotion.
‘Guess I’ll just do it by force,’ the man called, clearly sensing that King had morals. ‘This is on you. No-one had to get hurt.’
Unarmed, reeling from his badly mangled wrist, King was helpless to prevent what came next. He skirted back behind an open-topped transport truck, used to ferry pallets of goods between each of the major warehouses in the complex. He kept his head down, searching for a path back to the jeep where he could get his hands on the HK416.
He no longer needed to employ discretion, after all.
From his position, he had a clear view of Reed stepping out from behind the semi-trailer and racing across the open stretch of land, heading for the warehouse on the opposite side of the aisle. Its huge roller doors were raised, allowing access to the interior of the building. Reed hurried straight through, purposeful, with a clear objective in mind.
As the man entered the vast interior, a trio of menacing Somali thugs stepped out from behind what appeared to be a fuel tanker, each of them clutching a dirty assault rifle in their hands. Their eyes were wide and roaming. They had heard the gunshots, but they weren’t budging.
Guards.
Guarding what?
Still moving, Reed didn’t hesitate. He raised the M45 and squeezed off three shots, one after the other, a short staccato that echoed through the enormous space.
Tap-tap-tap.
He was a painfully accurate marksman.
The three guards — now corpses — lost all function of their limbs and cascaded to the dirty warehouse floor, stone dead. King paled at the ease with which they’d been dispatched. Reed disappeared into the grimy shadows of the warehouse, vanishing from sight. He hadn’t stopped moving the entire time, intent on reaching some unknown destination.
He was en route to a target.
It must have been damn important, for the next thing King knew he had been caught in the middle of a war zone.
With his attention seized so entirely by Reed’s ballsy dash, he’d become oblivious to everything else around him. Next thing he knew, bullets flew over his head, bombarding the interior of the warehouse in an unrelenting stream of gunfire. He flattened himself against the concrete — still positioned in the midst of a maze of industrial vehicles — and hoped like all hell that no-one stumbled across his position.
Every worker in the compound was surging for the warehouse, having snatched up automatic weapons beforehand. King wondered what kind of goldmine Reed had managed to acquire. He listened to the barrage of footsteps resonating across the concrete aisle as Somali workers hurried around nearby vehicles, all aiming for a single destination.
One gangly man came sprinting into King’s corridor, his Kalashnikov rifle swinging on a leather strap in front of him. At well over six-foot-six, he towered above King, slouched over with horrendous posture. King burst off the concrete and slammed a fist into the guy’s mid-section before his presence had even been noted. The guy wheezed and collapsed, taken entirely by surprise. King yanked the AK-47 off his shoulders as he went down, winded by the blow, and made up his mind in that instant.
Now, he had a weapon.
Wherever the workers were headed — that’s where he’d follow.
It would lead to Reed, and it would lead to revenge.
Revenge for the two dead Force Recon Marines who would never return to their families, and revenge for the countless dock workers Reed had murdered in his quest to slip into the supply chain unnoticed.
King had a sizeable headstart on most of the approaching procession, so before anyone could identify him as a new face, he seized a grip on the Kalashnikov rifle, ducked his head to his chest to prevent detection, and ran straight into the warehouse ahead.
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As he stepped onto the interior’s concrete flooring he heard a truck engine roar into life up the back of the warehouse. The noise resonated off the walls, clearly audible despite King’s impaired hearing. He zigzagged through a maze of steel and wood, dodging supplies and vehicles, unsure as to where he was headed but determined to reach it before Reed could escape.
He wouldn’t get another opportunity to catch the man.
He knew that.
Even though the temperature had dropped rapidly as night set in, the warehouse contained most of the day’s scorching heat, packing the humidity into a cubic space the size of an aircraft hangar. The sweat poured off his frame as he hurried through the narrow aisles, leeched from his pores by a combination of stress and overheating. Faint echoes drifted over the towering pallets, coming from behind him.
A handful of the workers had entered the warehouse.
The next moment, gunshots tore across the back of the warehouse, packing the distinctive punch of an M45 pistol.
Reed, firing more shots.
Dropping more guards, in all likelihood.
King quickened his pace, giving the AK-47 in his hands a preliminary check as he ran. Everything seemed in order — when he pulled the trigger, the gun would fire. That was all he needed. His gaze instinctively drifted to his broken wrist, hanging by his side, already swelling beyond recognition. He stomached a grimace and tried to force the injury from his mind entirely.
The more he dwelled on it, the faster it would incapacitate him.
He sensed a break in the maze of supplies ahead and surged forward, drawing closer to the source of the massive engine.
When he burst out into a vast stretch of open flooring, his heart leapt into his throat.
A gargantuan haul truck ordinarily reserved for quarries and mining activities bore down on him, only a few feet away. He caught one glimpse of the massive wheels — designed for off-highway use, at least fifteen feet tall on their own — and threw himself back into the aisle, tumbling head-over-heels in an attempt to avoid being flattened by the steaming behemoth.
He couldn’t believe his eyes as he rolled to a stop and watched the structure-on-wheels tear past.
It came close to touching the roof of the warehouse — King found it hard to believe that a vehicle so large existed. He caught sight of an inscription on the side, reading Liebherr T 282B.
The make and model.
Now he understood the reason for the deafening roar — such an enormous vehicle couldn’t possibly run on less than three-thousand horsepower. He imagined the size of the engine under the hood and blanched at the ramifications of the discovery.
He had no doubt Reed rested in the cabin, sitting comfortably at least twenty feet above-ground. Somehow, he’d discovered the existence of the ultra-class haul truck and planned accordingly. Reed’s furious tirade gave King the impression that the man had planned to commandeer the vehicle with the workers’ blessing, impersonating one of the port officials.
Now, he was forced to leave the complex against resistance.
King wondered how Reed planned to do it.
Then he stepped back out into the open rear of the warehouse as the Liebherr truck screamed past and the blood drained from his face.
There was no exit back here — just three towering walls made of corrugated metal.
And Reed was heading straight for one of them.
‘Oh my God,’ King whispered.
Despite every fibre of his being convincing him to flee, he took off at a sprint after the dump truck.
A colossal impact was imminent, and it would be his only opportunity to gain ground on Reed.
Seconds earlier, as the haul truck had roared down on him, he’d seen an entire metal staircase fixed to the grille, trailing up to the cabin a couple of dozen feet above ground level. He needed to skirt around to the front of the truck when it slowed, hurl himself onto the staircase without getting mown down by the massive wheels, and then make it to the cabin without Reed gunning him down as he ascended the front of the vehicle.
Simple.
He ignored his natural instincts and picked up speed as the haul truck simply smashed through the side of the warehouse.
Metal screamed and twisted and buckled and tore.
Sparks flew.
An engine the size of a semi-trailer screamed in protest.
The Liebherr stalled momentarily, then the full weight of a dump truck the size of a building caught up to the stalemate and tore straight through the side of the warehouse in an explosion of noise.
King’s heartbeat pounded in his ears as he ran, pushing himself as fast as his legs would allow. All around him, the warehouse uttered horrifying wails of protest as its structures failed. With an entire wall demolished by the impact, the supports had begun to fail.
King heard the roof groan far above his head, and he almost froze in shock.
‘Oh, fuck,’ he muttered, barely able to breathe due to the panic in his chest.
He ran with everything he had, letting go of the Kalashnikov in the terror and pumping his arms like pistons, letting the weapon dangle from his shoulder. At six-foot-three, with long limbs that lent him all kinds of conveniences in unarmed combat, his athleticism kicked in and he flew across the open space.
Just in time.
The warehouse came toppling down in a literal barrage of sound and fury, assaulting his senses all at once. He followed the haul truck out of the hole it had created in the wall, closing in on the rear of the vehicle. The roof groaned and dropped and crashed into the ground a second later, hitting him with a blast of air that hurled him forward, almost taking him off his feet.
Somehow, someway, he kept his balance.
Racing alongside the haul truck at a furious pace, he sensed himself gaining ground as the Liebherr reeled from its collision with the side of the warehouse. It had broken through, but the carnage had halted its momentum.
King didn’t stop.
He didn’t hesitate when gunfire ripped across the complex, bullets ricocheting off the side of the haul truck as stray workers unloaded at the fleeing vehicle.
He made it to the front of the Liebherr, fully aware that it would accelerate in seconds.
His legs fatiguing fast, he launched off the concrete and slammed into the bottom step, almost fainting from the stress. If he missed, he’d tumble into the wake of the charging vehicle and one of the tyres would turn his internal organs to mush with barely a shred of effort.
The screaming engine numbed his mind, its cylinders roaring through the grille only a few feet from his ears. He tuned the thunderous noise out and scrambled up the steps, taking them two at a time, fighting to stay balanced as the haul truck picked up speed again and the hot night air whipped against him.
He burst out onto a spacious landing a moment later, careening into full view of the driver’s cabin. He noticed all the tinted windows facing him and ducked instinctively, dropping out of the line of sight in case Reed had anticipated his arrival.
The man certainly had.
In fact, he’d capitalised on King’s weaknesses in expert fashion.
As King dropped low, he noticed a blur of movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to meet the oncoming charge, but was helpless to prevent what came next. He noticed one of the doors connecting to the main cabin hanging open, swinging on its hinges. Then Reed crashed into him, bundling him up against the steel railing, raining down strikes with brutal accuracy.
King realised that the man must have exhausted all his ammunition in the quest to commandeer the haul truck, and now he was forced to rely on his bare hands.
Reed got the job done regardless.
A fist crashed into King’s stomach, doubling him over, then an elbow hit him so hard in the jaw he thought teeth would detach from their gums. He stumbled away, reeling, and Reed took the opportunity to smash an open palm into the bridge of King’s nose, turning his face numb and blurring his vision.
King fumbled desperately for the AK-47 hanging off his shoulder but Reed battered it away, slamming a front kick into King’s chest with enough force to send him crumbling into one of the rails.
Reed charged.
King saw the man coming and sliced out of the way at the last second, narrowly avoiding a clothesline that would have sent him tumbling over the railing to the ground thirty feet below. He lurched unsteadily across the landing, barely able to keep his legs underneath him. The Liebherr had begun to drift to the right with no-one behind the wheel. The haul truck barrelled down a vast aisle of the warehouse complex, with nothing to prevent its mad charge for freedom. But a few moments more of uncontrollable travel and they would find themselves buried in the side of a warehouse, surrounded by workers, outgunned and outnumbered.
King realised he would die if that occurred, but he didn’t care.
Reed would too.
That was all that mattered.
Reed sensed the urgency of the situation and surged forward, turning into a twisting side kick that slammed home in King’s mid-section. He had been on the back foot ever since the first blow had taken him by surprise. Combat worked like that — a single slip-up could spell absolute disaster, from which there was no recovery against a relentless assault.
He had made mistakes.
Reed had experience.
That was all it took.
Struggling to breathe, struggling to see, struggling to keep his balance, he lurched into range and Reed snatched him two-handed by the collar and hauled him over the railing.
King pitched head-first off the landing and fell twenty feet to the concrete below.
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A straight fall would have killed him, pulverising internal organs and either stopping his heart on the spot or leaving him to the mercy of the armed workers in the complex.
He managed everything possible to minimise the impact of the fall, tucking his chin to his chest and rotating once in the air, so that he would roll along whatever surface he impacted. His vision had blurred with such ferocity that he had no idea what would come next. He closed his eyes, braced for the shock of a lifetime, and hoped for the best.
He hit something several feet above the concrete floor of the complex, bringing his momentum to a halt a half-second sooner and perhaps saving his life. It wasn’t steel or concrete he’d hit, or he would have broken a dozen bones at once and paralysed himself instantaneously. Instead a hollow thud sounded as he rolled along the chain of upper back muscles and splinters flew in every direction at once.
Wood.
He’d landed on one of the stacks of pallets. Out of control, he lost his grip on the Kalashnikov rifle as he snatched for a handhold and it tumbled away. Searing agony blasted him as every ounce of breath left his lungs, his internal organs rattled by the sudden halt. He twisted once and sprawled straight off the side of the tower, silently praying that there wouldn’t be too much of a second drop.
He wasn’t sure if his body would be able to handle it.
He hit another surface — this one concrete — much harder, battering him with the force of a thousand invisible fists dropping on him simultaneously. He gasped and rolled to a halt and spat blood onto the dusty ground between his hands.
He devolved into an uncontrollable burst of coughing.
He breathed deep, rolled over onto his back, and stared up at the night sky, in disbelief that he had survived.
Then again, it didn’t mean much.
He was hurt badly, bruised and battered by the two impacts — one after the other in relentless succession. Now that he had come to a stop, the pain started to set in, threatening to overwhelm him and drag him down into unconsciousness before he could take another breath. He turned his head to one side and stared at the fifteen-foot stack of wooden pallets that he’d fallen off. If it hadn’t been there, he would have plummeted straight to the concrete and almost certainly met his demise.
He whispered a silent thank-you through bloody teeth and levered himself upright to get a look at Reed’s next move.
The bulky stone walls fencing the complex in were sturdy as all hell, and there was little chance the Liebherr would fit through the front gate. Its steel bars would do little to prevent the ultra-class haul truck from simply plowing through the fortification, but King couldn’t see a way around the perimeter wall.
Evidently, Reed could.
He elected to charge straight through it.
Unsuppressed gunfire roared across the complex, the never-ending streams of automatic weapon reports sounding similar to a grotesque popcorn machine spitting out kernels at a rapid pace. The shots rang harmlessly off the haul truck — now that King could take his time and study the Liebherr from a distance, he estimated the truck had to weigh well over a million pounds. It grumbled along, unfazed by the gunfire, Reed having safely returned to the driver’s cabin after hurling King over the guardrail.
King watched in abject horror as the Liebherr thundered straight into the front gate — and the concrete walls on either side. An audible boom resonated through the complex, like a thousand thunderclaps at once. King grimaced as chunks of rock flew in all directions. The front of the haul truck lifted up from the sheer force of the impact — he could only imagine the carnage that would be unfolding closer to the gate.
From two hundred feet away, it looked like all hell had broken loose.
A new thought roared into the forefront of King’s mind now that he had time to catch his breath.
What’s in the truck?
From his position, he had a clear view of the haul truck’s rear as it rumbled steadily out of the compound, bullets ringing off its gargantuan hull. The haul bed itself, usually reserved for three-hundred or more tons of mining payload, hovered ominously on top of the main chassis, towering far above the cabin. King would have no idea what it contained unless he could see the bed from a vantage point above. At close to fifty feet above ground at its peak, he doubted he’d get the chance anytime soon. The lip of the haul bed masked any sign of its contents.
It must have been damn important though, because Reed had risked his life to escape.
King couldn’t imagine the man could cover much ground with the Liebherr. In war-torn Somalia, the vehicle would attract the attention of everyone in the country, a tantalising target for an attack. Reed would spend the next week fending off armed bandits unless he transitioned its payload across to some other kind of vehicle.
With that thought in the back of his mind, King ignored his nerve endings screaming for relief and sprung to his feet, laser-focused on pursuit.
He could catch Reed.
There was still hope.
As the Liebherr disappeared into the lawless lands around the complex, a new wave of gunfire started up. This barrage originated from somewhere in the darkness, muzzle flares lighting up the night. King hesitated, unsure what it meant.
There was only one way to find out.
He heard the steady rumbling of an approaching vehicle and turned to see a truck speeding along the aisle, set to pass him by at any moment. It had no trailer attached — simply consisting of the tractor unit and an extra set of wheels — which lent it the convenience of speed.
It was in pursuit of Reed’s Liebherr.
King darted out into the centre of the aisle, waving his arms frantically from side to side in an attempt to flag down the truck. The driver had no intention of stopping, but King gave him little choice. He had nothing on his person to distinguish himself from an ordinary worker, so the driver refrained from getting suspicious. Instead he shouted obscenities out the open driver’s window as he stamped on the brakes and the semi-tractor slowed to a crawl to prevent running King down.
As soon as it had decreased speed, King darted out of the way and vaulted onto the driver’s step.
‘Out,’ he barked through the open window.
The driver — a bony man in a faded singlet with hollow, sunken eyeballs — barked a vicious barb at him in Somali. He waved a Kalashnikov barrel in King’s face.
‘Okay,’ King muttered. ‘My way, then.’
He slapped the gun away, heaved the door open, and hurled the man out onto the concrete, the veins in his good arm pumping as he utilised full exertion. The guy was made of skin and bone and flew out of his seat accordingly, offering little resistance to King’s wrenching motion.
King tossed the weapon he’d relieved the man of — another AK-47 — into the passenger’s seat and stamped on the accelerator as he swung into the space the driver had occupied moments earlier.
He felt the surge in the pit of his stomach as the tractor unit charged forward.
‘Coming, buddy,’ he muttered through blood-stained teeth.
You’re losing your mind, a quiet voice said in the back of his head.
He didn’t care. It was easily the most volatile situation he’d found himself in, trumping Tijuana and Guatemala. He was headed out into a hostile wasteland to pursue a vehicle at least five or six times the size of the truck he sat in. If Reed wanted to go on the offensive, he simply had to turn around and crush King’s truck like a child’s plaything.
But King would give chase all the same, for there wasn’t an ounce of quit in his body.
With his broken wrist throbbing and the skin across his upper back bruising and his nostrils bleeding and his ribcage aching, he sped out of the complex after Reed and the payload.
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He didn’t make it far.
The semi-tractor bounced and jolted over the sea of rubble created in the wake of Reed’s mad charge through the perimeter wall. King spotted the twisted, mangled front gate lying a few dozen feet away from its original position — he swung the big truck around the roadblock and veered back onto a dirt trail leading away from the compound, back to the outskirts of Afgooye.
He spotted Reed’s ultra-class haul truck a hundred feet in the distance, already enveloped by the night. From a distance, the murky scale of the vehicle boggled the mind. It looked like a floating island rumbling into the darkness. King managed a wry smile in smug satisfaction, assured that he could match the Liebherr’s pace until he figured out a way to get Reed out of the cabin.
Worst case scenario — he would tail the moving behemoth to its final destination, whereupon he could inform Lars of its location and let the upper echelon of the Special Forces handle the rest.
As long as he kept track of Reed, he could manage.
Then the entire situation imploded in a single moment.
King noticed wraith-like shapes all around the cabin of his truck, ghosting along the sides of the trail, heading for the hole carved out of the complex’s front wall. Suddenly curious, he applied slight pressure to the brakes, allowing Reed a little extra ground he could make up later.
He wanted to work out what the hell was going on.
He recalled the blitz of gunfire as Reed had left the compound — the newly arrived party must have unloaded on him in the belief that he posed a threat. When Reed had rumbled straight past, unconcerned with them, they’d abandoned their efforts to stop him in his tracks. They must have assumed King belonged to the same convoy — no-one fired on him as he coasted to a crawl.
He stared in the side mirror and watched the shadowy forces slink into the artificial light of the compound.
They were dressed in cheap combat gear, sporting bulletproof vests and khaki pants. All of them were native Somali, wielding a wide range of assault rifles. They seemed high on stimulants, their movements jerky and charged with adrenalin. As King sat and observed, war broke out inside the compound.
Gunfire roared out through the gap in the perimeter, a fearsome staccato complete with accompanying muzzle flashes. King didn’t have enough details, but he assumed they were either al-Shabaab militants or a separate party of armed bandits. Out here, there was no telling who wanted your head on a stick. King realised that Reed had provided them with the initial distraction to stage a takeover-coup.
He had indirectly started an all-out war between an extra-legal smuggling ring and armed attackers.
In the chaos, no-one paid attention to King’s tractor unit. He wrestled with the idea of returning to the complex and attempting to instigate order, but quickly dismissed it as a fool’s errand. There was no controlling what had unfolded, and his main objective remained with Reed and the payload.
What that payload consisted of was anyone’s guess.
King tore his attention from the side mirror, leaving the warring factions to their own devices, and leant on the gas pedal again.
He made it a dozen feet before the three distinct gunshots rang through the space ahead.
He saw the trio of muzzle flares in the brush — they emanated from a shallow ditch in the land, off the beaten track from the main trail — just a few dozen feet from the nose of his semi-tractor. For a brief instant, the flashes lit up a strange scene — at least six or seven of the invading militants milling around in the darkness, surrounding a single spot. Three of them dropped, hit by the gunshots.
But that wasn’t what froze King in his tracks.
He recognised the weapon that had discharged.
It sounded an awful lot like an M45 pistol — standard issue for the Force Recon Marines.
A tight ball forming in the pit of his stomach, he snatched the Kalashnikov rifle off the passenger seat and flicked the safety off, temporarily abandoning all thoughts of pursuing Reed.
If he was correct in his assumption, then at this current moment Bryson Reed was the least of his problems.
He threw the door outward and leapt out into the dirt, landing hard on the side of the trail. He kept low, skirting down the terrain with silent, cautious steps, placing his boots on the flattest sections of ground. He worked with what little light he had available, some of the artificial glow from the complex dissipating into the surroundings.
Sure enough, he spotted a trio of Somali militants crouched low at the bottom of the shallow ditch, their attention fixed solely on their target.
In their midst, King saw an unkempt mop of blond hair.
He saw flaming, blistering red — and unleashed hell on the bandits who had dared to cross his path.
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How, or when, or why — none of it mattered.
What mattered was Beth.
King surged into range and unloaded four rounds from the AK-47 into the chest of the bandit furthest away from her. He hadn’t been wearing a vest, and the bullets tore his vital organs to shreds. He fell forward, pitching face-first into the dirt.
The other two posed more of a threat. They were in the process of manhandling Beth around, snatching at her clothes in sadistic glee. King didn’t dare fire on them at risk of hitting her, so he dropped the weapon and launched himself at the pair with reckless abandon. He crash-tackled them into the mud, slamming an arm into each of their throats with enough force to send all three of them cascading to the floor of the ditch.
Wading in putrid muck, King reared his head out of the earth and smashed an uppercut into the exposed jaw of the closest bandit. Teeth shattered and blood sprayed — the guy let out a guttural moan and fell to the dirt. As the man collapsed, King spotted strands of Beth’s uniform fabric between his fingers. There wasn’t a shred of remorse in his body.
These men knew what they were doing — and they would face the consequences.
With two men out of the equation and three down behind them, it left the last bandit in a one-on-one confrontation with King. The guy — long and lanky but with similarly little muscle as the rest of the party — looked quickly in either directions, subliminally searching for an escape route. He had no weapons on his person — he must have felt he’d gained the upper hand after they wrestled Beth to the ground.
King didn’t hesitate. He sent the sole of his combat boot into the man’s chest, going through the motions of a vicious front kick. He guessed that the guy wouldn’t have the fast-twitch reflexes to dodge the blow, so he leant his whole weight into it, overcommitting in an attempt to floor the bandit with a single kick.
It worked swimmingly.
A distinct crack sounded in the gloom — King figured he’d broken the man’s sternum with the front kick. The guy wheezed and spluttered and went down on one knee, offering no resistance. He kept enough balance not to topple backward, but the horrified expression on his face as he sunk to the ground signalled that King had dealt out serious internal damage. The bandit wasn’t headed anywhere in a hurry.
With the two men nearest Beth temporarily incapacitated, King dropped to one knee and scooped up the AK-47 he’d abandoned in the close-quarters brawl. A rudimentary yet effective weapon, he had practiced with it mercilessly stateside, his superiors understanding that it was the most common rifle one could acquire on the third-world battlefield. The safety had been flicked off well before he’d come into possession of the firearm, so it all it took was a sweeping aim and two separate pumps of the trigger.
Just like that, a six-man party of savage Somali bandits were no more.
King didn’t pause — even as the sound of the unsuppressed gunshots pounded in his ears, he reached down and helped Beth out of the hot mud. She stumbled to her feet, taking a moment to find her balance. King’s stomach twisted as he searched for any sign of serious injury, but aside from a bloody lip she appeared unhurt.
Just shock, he thought.
If he hadn’t appeared to hurl the last three men off her, she would have succumbed to a fate neither of them wanted to consider.
‘You did good,’ he said, trying to take her mind off what might have occurred. ‘Those three dead guys back there — that was you?’
She nodded, white as a ghost. ‘I couldn’t do much against six of them.’
He nodded back. ‘Understandable. Anyone would be overwhelmed by six hostiles. Eventually.’
‘I can’t believe what just happened.’
King said nothing — he didn’t know how to respond.
‘Is it always that easy?’ she said, staring at the trio of dead men around her.
He shrugged. ‘Not usually. I outweighed them. I caught up to Reed back there and he beat the shit out of me. He’s damn good.’
She visibly stiffened. ‘You found him?’
‘I’ve been trailing him this whole time.’
‘Where is he?’
‘Did you happen to see a building-on-wheels rumble past a few minutes ago?’
‘I was a little preoccupied.’
King nodded understandingly. ‘Look, we can’t hang around here for long. You okay?’
‘Yeah. I’ll live.’
‘You hit anywhere?’
‘No. You?’
‘Not hit. Might have a few broken bones, though.’
‘You’re inhuman.’
He shrugged. ‘Just adrenalin, mostly. I’ll come down soon. Let’s get out of here.’
‘Are we going after Reed?’
He paused. ‘I am. I always planned to. I don’t know what you’re doing here, but we’ll discuss it later. Now’s not the time.’
None of the colour had returned to Beth’s face, and King didn’t feel the urge to interrogate her about why she had come after him. He had a million questions — first and foremost, who the hell is protecting the peacekeepers if you’re here? — but he bit his tongue and helped her out of the ditch, aware that a close encounter with rape and murder left a permanent mark on the psyche. He had seen the effects of wartime trauma before and felt no need to add any kind of additional mental stress until she had time to process what had happened.
As they hurried back up the shallow hillside, Beth stared up at the semi-tractor King had parked in the middle of the road. The distant roar of all-out war drowned out all other sounds, floating over the top of the nearby compound’s perimeter walls.
‘Did you steal that?’ she said.
‘No, I ordered it online a few weeks ago. Planned with the dealership to pick it up in Afgooye.’
Despite everything, she smirked. He’d run the risk of falling horrifically flat with the attempt to distract her from the chaos of the last few moments, but he nodded quietly in satisfaction.
Then the smile vanished from her face as she turned toward the source of non-stop gunfire. ‘What the hell’s going on in there?’
‘World War Three, it sounds like.’
‘Because of you?’
King shrugged. ‘Somewhat. My trouble with Reed gave these men the opportunity to launch an attack. They must have been lying in wait for weeks, trying to find an opening.’
‘They’re al-Shabaab,’ Beth said. ‘At least, the men who attacked me were.’
‘Then the rest of them are too,’ King said, putting the pieces together. ‘The complex is a goldmine — that much is obvious. These militants must have been roaming around for weeks or months. They sensed profits, but it was heavily fortified until Reed ran an ultra-class haul truck through the front gate.’
‘A haul truck?’ Beth said. ‘Like in mines?’
‘Yeah.’
‘What’s he doing with one of those?’
‘It was the only reason he came here. I got the feeling they were about to hand it over to him before I crashed the party. He ended up having to take it by force — he killed a small army of hired guns trying to protect it. Six or seven men, minimum. He’d embedded himself into the trade route over time by killing off dock workers at the port. There was no-one along the chain to tell these people otherwise. They just assumed he was part of the process.’
‘What’s in the truck?’
‘We’ll find out when we catch up to him.’
King vaulted up onto the driver’s step and swung into the cabin, dropping into the indentation that the previous owner had battered into the seat through years of use. Beth skirted around the hood of the semi-tractor and climbed into the passenger seat. When they swung each of the cabin’s doors shut in turn, silence fell over them. They had the opportunity to breathe, to pause, to process.
King sat still for less than a minute before the pain from his accumulated injuries began to throb into existence.
He bowed his forehead to the top of the steering wheel for a single moment, composing himself. Then he sat up straight and wiped blood off his upper lip. ‘We need to keep moving. I’m going to crash if we stay still. I can’t think about this right now.’
‘What do you mean?’ Beth said, then her gaze wandered over to the extent of his wounds. She gasped, recoiling. ‘Oh, Jesus. You need a doctor.’
‘Not yet.’
‘King…’
‘I said not yet. I go to a doctor, Reed gets away.’
‘He already got away.’
‘He’s driving a truck the size of an office complex. He’s not going anywhere fast. We can catch him.’
‘You said that he planned to pick the truck up regardless?’
‘Yeah.’
‘So he’s obviously got a contingency plan in place to switch the payload over to a smaller vehicle. You don’t think he would have thought that through?’
‘He didn’t expect to be pursued.’
‘That doesn’t matter,’ Beth said, suddenly serious. ‘You think he would drive a truck that size all the way to the coast? He’d be setting himself up for a dozen separate ambushes.’
‘Why do you think he’s headed for the coast?’
Beth shrugged. ‘Intuition. Where else is he going to go? The airports are out of the question. Many of them are discreet but there’ll be a nation-wide search for this guy if he really did make off with an invaluable haul. That complex is at the heart of all this — they’d control the airports. He’ll leave on a ship.’
‘How’s he going to get a ship?’
‘Like I said, I feel like he’s already planned all of this. I feel like we’re clutching at straws.’
‘Well, then, if you’re so sure,’ King said, slotting the truck into gear. It lurched off the mark, rumbling away from the compound — which by this point had descended into total madness. ‘We’d better get a move on.’
‘We can stop him,’ Beth repeated. ‘If he needs to switch vehicles it’ll slow him down.’
‘Maybe,’ King said, sensing that her mind had wandered from the terrifying encounter in the ditch. ‘Now, in the meantime — what the hell are you doing here?’
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‘Everything changed,’ she said, her voice low — King wondered if the shock was setting in. ‘As soon as you left, we got reinforcements. The timing was uncanny.’
‘What?’ King said, taken aback. ‘When?’
‘Thirty minutes after you drove off, a fresh group of Force Recon Marines rolled in. ’
‘The timeline doesn’t make any sense.’
She nodded. ‘It didn’t to me either. I asked them what the hell was going on. They told me they were in the middle of a “Deployment Phase” on a warship in the North Atlantic. Orders came down the pipeline and they were whisked straight here after one of our own requested immediate assistance.’
King paused. ‘Huh…?’
‘Johnson called them in. As soon as we heard you were on your way, he must have made the call. He didn’t trust you — and apparently, your division is fresh enough that there was a serious breakdown in communication. The Navy sent over a fresh batch on the next cargo plane. They weren’t happy about it, apparently. Our presence in-country is supposed to be low-profile. But Johnson wanted his own men — familiar faces — around him while trying to deal with Reed. Nothing about the situation made sense to him, so he was trying to handle things on his own.’
‘So they’ve got the place on lockdown?’
Beth nodded. ‘They’re handling the investigation. They grilled me on everything I knew, and then they left me alone. It gave me time to think, and I realised I was the only one who knew you were out here. It’s my responsibility to bring you back. So I told them I’d received direct orders to retrieve “critically important personnel” and set off. They must have thought I was talking about the peacekeepers. We were officially there in the first place as Personal Security Detail, after all. They must have thought I was just doing my job. And I don’t think they had the heart to tell me to sit tight, after what had happened to the rest of my team. They let me go about my business.’
‘Did you tell them about me?’
She shook her head. ‘I still don’t know exactly who or what you are. I decided to leave it be — they didn’t have any knowledge of you when they arrived. Actually, they were flabbergasted that they were the first ones to be called in.’
‘For good reason,’ King said. ‘It would seem like there’s disarray in the upper echelon if they don’t know I exist. No-one had responded to an urgent situation except them.’
‘You came to recruit Reed, didn’t you?’ Beth said. ‘That’s why no-one knows.’
King paused. ‘There’s no point denying it.’
‘Did you expect this?’
‘Never.’
‘Which is why you’re so determined to stop him.’
‘I have to prove myself capable. And it’s slightly personal, too.’
‘It’s personal for me,’ she said. ‘You didn’t know Johnson or Victor. I did. And I hated the way you left — heading into the unknown with no plan. I hated what Reed did, and in the back of my mind I thought he might outsmart you.’
‘You thought about me an awful lot, then.’
‘I didn’t expect to walk into something like that. There were six militants around me before I could do anything. I tried to fend them off…’
‘You succeeded. You killed half of them. That’s nothing to scoff at.’
‘If you hadn’t shown up…’
‘Don’t think about that. Nothing happened — you’re fine. Now let’s go get Reed.’
They lapsed into silence, each drawing into their thoughts. King set a fierce pace with the semi-tractor, bouncing and jolting over the uneven terrain, and focused entirely on the road ahead.
He didn’t want to think about anything — at least for the time being. Any kind of self-reflection would only draw attention to the state of his broken wrist, and the damaged muscles across his upper back, and his spasming ribcage, and his potentially-broken nose pulsating with agony.
His nose had only recently healed after Mexico…
Ignore it.
Struggling to take his mind off the injuries, he sunk into a trance-like state as he followed the path back to Afgooye’s outer limits. There was little debate as to which direction Reed had headed — there was only one way in and out of the complex. The sides of the trail were reserved for inhospitable terrain — unless Reed had decided to simply run over anything in sight, he would stick to the main trail until he made it to his replacement for the haul truck.
If there was one to begin with.
When they returned to civilisation — worse for wear but still holding themselves together — King applied the brakes and paused for consideration at a T-junction.
‘North or south of Mogadishu?’ he said.
‘What do you think?’
‘I have no idea. You’ve been here longer. You know the lay of the land better than I do.’
She pondered that statement. ‘North. It’s more desolate. Less chance of getting randomly murdered. If I was Reed, I’d drive up the coast, to one of the fishing villages.’
‘Why?’
‘No-one goes up there. That’s reason enough.’
‘There’s no warring factions up there?’
‘There’s warring factions everywhere. But it’d be simple enough to buy a discreet extraction on a container ship — they don’t even have to come all the way to shore. He can meet them just off the coast. It’s what I’d do. I haven’t spent enough time with him, but I imagine it’s what he’d do.’
‘Sounds accurate enough. But it doesn’t narrow down our options. That’s a lot of coast to cover.’
‘Do you have superiors?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Contact them. Get them to check if there’s any container ships stalling unnecessarily along the coast.’
‘If it’s a common occurrence like you say, there could be dozens. It won’t tell us anything.’
‘It’s better than nothing. I assume we have access to all kinds of satellite feeds.’
‘I wouldn’t know. I’m still a young pup in this game.’
‘And they sent you out here.’
‘Must have had faith in me.’
‘I can see why.’
He paused. ‘North?’
‘North.’
He twisted the massive wheel and swung the semi-tractor to the left, setting off into the total darkness.
‘If we’re wrong…’ Beth said.
‘Then Reed gets away with what I’m imagining is hundreds of millions of dollars. No-one ever finds him again, and he lives out the rest of his days in luxury after murdering two of his brothers-in-arms. I get chewed out and possibly released from my role, and you get dishonourably discharged for lying to your fellow Force Recon Marines and following me. And that’s best-case scenario. In all likelihood we get killed by armed bandits while trying to track Reed down.’
‘Was that supposed to reassure me?’ she said. ‘You’re sounding awfully pessimistic.’
‘This is a pessimistic field,’ he said, and settled into an uneasy silence as they accelerated into the night.
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The trail took them all the way back to the outskirts of Mogadishu, passing shoddy, rundown neighbourhoods milling with activity and all manner of fearsome-looking parties loitering by the side of the road, searching for stray travellers. King kept his foot firmly planted on the gas pedal at all times, unwilling to slow down for even a second. He lost count of the number of automatic weapons he spotted over the course of the journey.
The road ran parallel to Mogadishu for a couple dozen miles, running along the furthest stretch of the city from the coastline. From there it twisted back into the more desolate stretches of Somalia, replacing dishevelled buildings and collapsed infrastructure with the weed-choked fields and hollowed-out administrative checkpoints that King had become used to by now.
He wrestled with the idea of contacting Lars. None of the news he bore was pleasant — it was near-identical to the situation he’d faced in Mexico. But the man would find out one way or another that the Force Recon Marine they’d been interested in recruiting had turned psychotic and slaughtered his fellow comrades.
King might as well be the one to break the news.
He fished the satellite phone out of the duffel bag in the passenger’s footwell and dialled. The man answered within seconds.
‘Where are you?’ King said.
‘Still airborne. It’s a damn long trip. I’m almost back stateside. What’s the update? I haven’t heard anything.’
‘It’s bad. It’s all bad.’
Lars sighed. ‘That seems to be a reoccurring problem with you.’
‘I get the job done, though, don’t I?’
‘You going to get it done this time?’
‘Maybe. It’s complicated.’
‘Well, fill me in.’
King told him everything, starting from the moment he stepped foot on the runway, moving through to the initial encounter with Reed and his preliminary investigation around the port, then touching on the scene he’d returned to and the altercation in Afgooye.
‘…And here we are,’ he finished, taking a deep breath as he realised he’d spent two full minutes vomiting information.
Lars took some time to respond, opting to process the tale King had told. After a few seconds of radio silence, he said, ‘Are you fucking with me?’
‘Wish I was.’
‘You’ve barely been in-country for twelve hours.’
‘I don’t mess around.’
‘Where are you now?’
King stared out at the dark, undulating plains. ‘Middle of absolute nowhere. We’re going to find Reed’s haul truck soon, though. My guess is he’ll abandon it soon — if he hasn’t already.’
‘How big is it?’
‘Largest vehicle I’ve ever seen.’
‘He’ll ditch it. Christ — I wanted him in our ranks. That’s the reason you’re in Somalia. Imagine what would have unfolded if we’d recruited him before he could pull off this mess?’
‘Based on everything I’ve learnt so far,’ King said, ‘I’ve worked out he likes money. Maybe he would have bitten at the chance to serve his country and get paid well for it… if we’d offered.’
‘He would have been a ticking time bomb. We both know that.’
‘Obviously.’
‘How long until he sensed an opportunity to disappear with enough money to keep him going for the rest of his life?’
‘That’s what he’s doing right now.’
‘You don’t know what he’s doing. He could have stolen sensitive information for all we know. He might be planning to sell it to the highest bidder.’
‘How often do you keep sensitive information in a haul bed the size of a building? Whatever it is, it’s valuable. They had at least five men guarding it, maybe more. I lost sight of Reed while he was killing the guards.’
‘He killed five men in Afgooye?’
‘He’s killed plenty more than that. It took a string of abductions at the port for him to be able to infiltrate the supply route without anyone raising an alarm. I don’t know the details of what he did yet.’
‘He’s done enough. You need to take him out of the equation. We both know that.’
‘Have you run that by anyone?’
‘Haven’t you heard?’ Lars said. ‘I finished sorting out where Black Force sits in the hierarchy. That’s what was taking so long in Washington. The upper echelon were beyond impressed by Mexico. We’ve been granted full approval. Now people run things by me.’
‘Congratulations,’ King said quietly. ‘We’ll celebrate when I get back.’
‘Make sure you do get back,’ Lars said. ‘With Reed out, you’re all this division’s got. It’s resting on your shoulders until we recruit more operatives. I’m sure you’re aware of that.’
‘It crossed my mind.’
‘So — I hate to say it, but don’t throw yourself into trying to track down Reed. If you can’t catch him — whatever. Don’t get yourself killed being unnecessarily reckless. We need you. You can do more good applying your talents to other operations than trying to stop a bent Force Recon Marine. By what you’re telling me, it sounds like he would have made a talented operative. It’s a damn shame. Don’t bite off more than you can chew.’
‘Is that an order?’
‘Yes.’
‘But I can use my own discretion?’
‘You’ve always been allowed to do that. That’s the point of this division.’
‘Then don’t question my choices,’ King said, suddenly barbed. ‘You’re sitting on a plane somewhere — I’m in no-man’s-land in Somalia. I’ll decide what the right move is, okay?’
‘Rough night?’ Lars said, surprisingly calm.
King paused, composing himself. ‘Yeah. Rough goddamn night.’
‘You beat up?’
‘Somewhat.’
‘Try and make it back in one piece. Do what you do best.’
King recalled the mental image of Victor and Johnson lying motionless at the peacekeepers’ compound, their injuries grisly and their limbs splayed. They hadn’t been anticipating betrayal of that nature. They had been doing their job, and their lives had been stripped from them because Reed wanted an illegal payday.
He could almost feel his own blood boiling.
‘There’s no way in hell I’m letting this guy get away,’ King said into the mouthpiece. ‘Respect my choice. I’ll contact you when it’s done.’
Before Lars could say anything, he ended the call. Beth shifted uneasily alongside him and he turned to see her pressed up against the passenger’s door, her chin drooped to her upper arm, using her own limb as a makeshift pillow. Her brow was furrowed and her skin clammy. After the incomparable adrenalin dump of a potential gang-rape, her energy levels had understandably crashed.
King said nothing, gently lowering the satellite phone to the footwell between her feet and turning his attention to the road ahead.
He realised his own energy levels were dissipating as the cortisol leeched out of his veins. With no immediate threat, and no sign of civilisation for dozens of miles in any direction, he found himself battling to simply keep his eyes open.
He slouched forward against the wheel once, then twice, then a third time. After the third attempt to stay lucid he slapped himself hard across the cheek, which set off the throbbing in his damaged nose all over again.
He instantly regretted it.
Beth stirred as the hollow slap emanated through the cabin, lifting her head and squinting through sleep-affected eyes. ‘You okay?’
‘Yeah,’ he said, masking a wince. ‘Go back to slee—’
Then it appeared on the side of the trail ahead, illuminated by the faint glow of the semi-tractor’s headlights. From this distance it seemed like an administrative building three storeys tall had been dropped in the middle of the desert, but King knew better.
‘On second thought,’ he said. ‘Don’t. This is our cue.’
He let the semi-tractor approach the Liebherr haul truck with reserved caution, expecting an ambush at any moment. If he were Reed, he would elect to burrow into the undergrowth all around the abandoned vehicle, lying in wait for King to arrive before putting a bullet through his head under cover of darkness. He checked the weaponry he had available — the Kalashnikov AK-47 he’d snatched off the semi-tractor’s previous driver, and Beth had her M45 pistol in its holster.
‘He could still be here,’ King muttered.
She nodded, eyes wide, searching the dimly-lit land around the haul truck for any signs of life. She slid the M45 out of its holster and switched the safety off in one practiced motion.
King brought the semi-tractor to a halt directly behind the haul truck. He killed the engine and the lights simultaneously.
Their surroundings plunged into complete darkness.
He doubted Reed had prepared enough in advance to somehow acquire night-vision goggles.
‘Let’s go,’ he breathed, his tone near-silent.
Together, they swung the cabin doors open and slipped out of the relative safety of the cabin.
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King spent a long, drawn-out moment entirely frozen by the side of the dirt road, tuning his ears to any imperceptible shift in the atmosphere, listening intensely for any sign of Reed.
None came.
He let the silence reach an uncomfortable length. Beth had evidently followed suit, for he heard no sound of movement from her side of their vehicle.
If Reed was here, he would be squirming on the spot, confused by the loud appearance of the tractor unit followed by the uncharacteristic silence and darkness. He would have been expecting King to advance noisily over to the haul truck, but it was like they had never showed up in the first place.
When the night had enveloped them entirely and King was sure he had seized the upper hand by way of sheer unpredictability, he raised the AK-47 in one swift motion and unloaded ten blistering rounds into the nearby undergrowth, sweeping the barrel from left to right. He screamed at the top of his lungs simultaneously, a berserker-like roar that echoed across the plains. Altogether it created a cacophony of noise that erupted out of the night. If Reed was buried in the bushes, he would almost certainly be shocked into returning fire, possibly thinking a small army had descended on him.
King hit the dirt, flattening down on his stomach, anticipating some kind of retaliation.
None came.
With his ears ringing and his pulse pounding, he waited a few long moments and concentrated hard on picking up any kind of movement in the brush.
‘We’re clear,’ he said after a beat of observation. ‘He’s long gone.’
Beth took her time to respond, her voice drifting across from the other side of the tractor unit. ‘What the absolute fuck was that?’
‘I needed to see whether Reed was here.’
‘You almost gave me a heart attack. In fact, I think you did.’
‘You’re still alive, aren’t you?’
‘Yes…’
‘That’s all that matters. I’ll gladly look like an idiot if it draws him out of hiding.’
‘You sure he’s gone?’
‘Yeah. Let’s check out this truck.’
He was ninety-percent certain that Reed had switched vehicles instead of needlessly waiting for King to catch him, but he found himself glad that he’d made sure. Now he swung back into the tractor unit’s cabin and twisted the headlights back into action. The two white beams cut through the night in piercing detail, lighting up the Liebherr in all its glory. Now that he could concentrate on the task at hand, King noted that the haul bed’s front was raised straight up in the air. It had been lifted via a mechanism and the contents unloaded across the flat dirt patch behind the truck.
Or, at least, most of the contents.
‘Oh my God,’ Beth muttered, as the remnants of the haul bed’s payload appeared before them.
King hadn’t noticed originally, but Reed had transferred the cargo in a hurry, simply leaving some of it where it lay. What was left behind spoke volumes regarding the sheer scale of the operation at the Afgooye compound.
He cast his gaze over bundles of U.S. dollars, scattered intermittently across the ground in front of their tractor unit. Twenty thousand dollars here, fifty thousand dollars there. Still perched on the tractor unit’s step, he spotted a few clusters of the bills that had cascaded down the shallow slope into the undergrowth he’d fired upon moments earlier. Those bundles seemed larger in size — each of them at least one hundred thousand USD.
All in all, King estimated that Reed had been in such a hurry to leave that he’d abandoned several million dollars in his haste.
‘Unbelievable,’ he said. ‘You think he’d be so careless? Seems like a set-up.’
‘Unless this is nothing in comparison to the bulk of the money,’ Beth said. ‘What if the entire haul bed was full?’
King stared up at the haul bed tilted towards them, hovering ominously in the sky like a giant’s bathtub. He paled as he spotted a thin coating of more hundred-dollar bills littered across its floor. Another million, maybe more. Just sitting there for scavengers to help themselves to — all because Reed didn’t feel like loitering a few minutes more.
‘That would be billions,’ King said. ‘That’s not possible.’
‘Says who?’
‘I mean…’ King started, but he couldn’t fathom the scale of what Reed had done. ‘Why would they keep that kind of money on the premises? That’s the stuff of empires. That’s how entire countries are founded.’
‘You saw the size of the operation,’ Beth said. ‘There’d be billions and billions in profits if you apply that to an extra-legal ring stretching across Africa. You know how much money is in the shipping industry alone? It’s staggering.’
‘And they’d leave it in a haul truck for anyone to waltz in and take?’
‘From what you’ve told me,’ Beth said, ‘it seems like they had it heavily guarded. That didn’t stop Reed.’
‘You think they’d keep it all in one place?’
‘Maybe it’s not all in one place. Maybe they have dozens of these trucks.’
‘That’s unfathomable.’
‘What else are they going to do with it? It’s money they’ve made by skirting around the existing system. They can’t deposit it in banks. They can’t do anything with it but hoard it in gross quantities. Reed must have smelled opportunity and taken advantage of it.’
‘Which brings me to my next point,’ King said. ‘What the hell is Reed going to do with it?’
‘Hoard it for himself?’ Beth said. ‘I’m not following.’
‘How’s he going to do that? There must be an endgame to all of this. If he has over a billion dollars in undeclared cash, he’s facing the same problems the people at Afgooye were. He can’t dump it in a bank. I’d say he switched it to a smaller truck with an attached trailer — but then what? He can’t drive around Africa avoiding authorities forever.’
‘The boat option. It’s the only feasible way to get it out of the country.’
‘And then? He has to get off somewhere.’
‘Let’s focus less on what his plan is and more on hunting him down,’ Beth said. ‘Sound good?’
King nodded. ‘I’m overthinking. Let’s go. He’ll still be following this trail — there aren’t any other options.’
He transitioned from the exterior step to the driver’s seat, slotting the big tractor unit into gear and applying pressure to the brake pedal to keep it in place. He remained that way, waiting for Beth to swing into the passenger seat in turn. There was nothing left for them to see here.
He started to grow suspicious when she failed to materialise in an orderly fashion.
‘Beth?’ he called.
She swung into the cabin a moment later. ‘You don’t think it’s an awful waste to leave all that money lying around?’
‘Of course I do,’ King said, ‘but have you got a better idea in mind?’
‘No-one will miss a couple of bundles.’
‘They won’t miss it. But your CO will throw you out of the military if it gets found on your person. Don’t even think about it.’
‘I mean, I’m probably out regardless…’
‘Not if we catch Reed. And we’re right on his heels. Besides, you didn’t hear the conversation I had with my handler before. We’re officially in bed with the upper echelon now. He can make your problems go away. So don’t get any ideas in the meantime.’
She nodded, a little hesitant to agree but wise enough to see the reality of the situation, and swung the door closed behind her. It slammed with a certain finality, sealing them both off from the tantalising prospect of siphoning a few million dollars off for themselves.
As King kicked the tractor unit into gear and set off along the unlit road, Beth craned her neck to watch the sea of money fading into the black.
‘There’s more lying there than I’ll make in a fifty-year career,’ she said, suddenly glum. ‘Let’s hope Reed gets what’s coming to him.’
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The idea of billions of extra-legal dollars moving freely around the country with a bent Force Recon Marine kept King wired long into the overnight drive.
He didn’t want to lose a second of time on Reed’s tail — he had resolved to catch up to the man through sheer endurance.
Beth dozed restlessly beside him as he followed the road for hundreds of miles. The electronic clock on the truck’s dashboard had broken long ago, which helped the minutes blur into hours. King tried not to pay attention to the duration of the journey and instead shrunk into his own thoughts, pondering the kind of life Bryson Reed would live if he made it out of Somalia scot-free.
There would be unbridled luxury and unabashed freedom. If he set himself up correctly and took the proper precautions to ensure he was never caught, he would be free to do as he pleased for the rest of his life.
King thought of the corpses the man had left in his wake and applied a little more pressure to the accelerator.
The satellite phone in the passenger’s footwell screamed into life. King leant across fast and answered it by stabbing down with a well-placed finger, hesitant to disturb Beth’s slumber. He hefted the phone to his ear and kept his other hand firmly on top of the steering wheel.
‘Lars?’ he said.
‘I found you,’ came the reply.
‘What?’
‘My new position has perks. I’m allowed access to all kinds of DARPA wizardry. Based on the last location you called from, I’ve pinpointed you on one of our satellites. You’re driving half a truck, correct?’
Despite everything, King smirked. ‘Yeah, you could call it that.’
‘Good. The road you’re running along has almost zero turn-offs. There’s a few dozen vehicles along it, so I don’t know which of them is Reed. I found the haul truck too late. He’d already switched over to another vehicle, but I’d assume it’s a semi-trailer of some kind. He must have already had that in place.’
‘He’s been planning this for weeks. And he has no shortage of cash.’
‘Where’d he get the money to fund this kind of operation?’
‘Suddenly abducting dock workers makes a whole lot of sense,’ King said. ‘That part always confused me — why’d he bother killing so many of the men at the port if he just wanted to follow the trade route to its inevitable payload?’
‘He needed their private stashes,’ Lars said, putting together the pieces in unison with King. ‘To pay bribes, extort officials, ensure he made his presence known as a top player in the chain.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Smart bastard. Shame he couldn’t have used his powers for good. He could have done great things.’
‘But he didn’t,’ King said. ‘No other way around it. That’s how the world works.’
‘The choices we make…’ Lars said.
‘If you don’t mind saving the philosophy for another time,’ King said. ‘I’m still in the middle of nowhere, in case you couldn’t tell.’
‘The road you’re travelling along ends at El Hur. It’s a tiny coastal village — there’s nothing around it for dozens of miles in any direction. About as isolated a place as you can get.’
‘Perfect for Reed, then.’
‘You think he’s sailing away with his money?’
‘Check the ocean around El Hur for any signs of a container ship loitering unnecessarily.’
‘Which one do you want me to focus on?’ Lars said.
‘I don’t follow.’
‘There’s plenty, King. There’s a hundred ships hanging around a few dozen miles off the coast at all times. That’s the nature of the industry — I can’t change that. In fact, I’ve spent the last couple of hours attempting to track the closest ships to El Hur, because I had that exact thought. It’s madness. No-one’s revealing anything. I have to assume it’s just the nature of the beast.’
‘They all do it?’
‘They must. If Reed’s really hauling around a billion dollars in cash then this is far bigger than I could possibly fathom. I knew the shipping industry was inherently corrupt, but this is unbelievable. There’s nothing I can do to stop ships milling around in open waters. They’re obviously waiting for discreet deliveries from the mainland, but I have no way to prove that. I can’t prosecute anyone. It’s free reign out there — they can do as they please. The laws have been bent to allow them those kinds of conveniences. The jurisdictions don’t make sense either. Look, to sum it up, if Reed makes it onto one of those container ships he’s as good as gone. There’s nothing to stop ships meeting up in the middle of the ocean, and it’s horrendously hard to track. That’s how all this extra-legal trade exists in the first place. You following?’
‘I’m following. Sounds like a shitstorm.’
‘A shitstorm that’ll work in Reed’s favour if he makes it off the coast. He’ll be untraceable. The global industry is set up that way. I’m way out of my depth on this one. We all are.’
‘Then I’ll stop him before he gets to the coast.’
‘You’d better. I can’t protect you if you reach open waters.’
‘Let’s be real,’ King said. ‘You can’t protect me here either.’
‘Touché. Good luck.’
‘Thanks. Something tells me I’ll need it.’
As soon as he ended the call, he settled into a routine of such monotony that he lost all perception of time entirely. He focused on the unchanging road and entered a trance-like state. He still had no idea how bad he was hurt, opting to ignore the truth for as long as it took to get the job done. Then he could turn his attention to recuperation.
Until then, he would persevere.
Hours later, when the dark blue fingers of pre-dawn began to spear across the Somali sky, the coastline came into full view.
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King reached over and tapped Beth on the shoulder as soon as he noticed the sparkling ocean stretching out in full view. He had driven all through the night, and most of the sea lay shrouded in shadow. There was barely enough natural light to make out the undulating plains descending down to the coast, devoid of vegetation, packed with twisted brambles and dead trees like much of the landscape across the country.
‘Reed’s down there, somewhere,’ he said, staring out at the scenery.
The hostile landscape did nothing to calm his heart rate — it seemed like everything in sight had the potential to hide an outfit of armed bandits. Nothing about the gently sloping plains felt welcoming. Realising that he couldn’t pause on the crest forever, he threw the tractor unit back into gear and set off for the Indian Ocean a few miles in the distance.
‘What’s our plan of attack?’ Beth said, shifting restlessly in the passenger seat.
She had come awake all at once, as if anticipating confrontation. King glanced across at her and noticed that she couldn’t take her eyes off the coastline. It beckoned them forward, quiet and menacing. He found himself impatient for the sun to rise and bring daylight to the region. The dark blue hue covering everything in sight left all kind of room in the imagination.
The shadows could hide almost anything.
He spotted El Hur in the distance after another half-hour of cautious travel. This close to the finish line, he felt no need to rush. The last thing he wanted was to conclude a twelve-hour journey across half of Somalia with a hasty approach that fell apart in an instant.
It would take little effort for Reed to outsmart them at this point — King was relying on the man being distracted by his closeness to a successful exit. Hopefully he would keep his attention fixed on the journey ahead, instead of constantly checking over his shoulder.
It was the only way they would succeed.
‘You sure you want to do this?’ King said. ‘I can let you out here if you want.’
Beth stared at him as if he were insane, and flashed a glance out the window. ‘I’ll get ambushed and murdered if you do that.’
‘There might be a worse fate waiting for us down there. I don’t want Reed to get his hands on you.’
‘I don’t think he had anything personal against me,’ she said. ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t prolong my suffering.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘You’re right. I don’t. But there’s no way in hell I’m staying up here.’
‘Okay. Your call.’
‘He’ll know we’re coming.’
‘He can see the finish line,’ King said. ‘He has anywhere up to ten figures on him, all in cash. That kind of temptation can blind anyone, no matter how disciplined they are.’
‘You know that from experience?’
King shrugged. ‘It’s the way of the world. I’m a fresh face in this game but everyone I’ve had to deal with had dollar signs in their eyes in some capacity.’
‘Money isn’t everything,’ Beth muttered.
‘To these people it is.’
There was nothing else left to say, so a comfortable silence descended over the cabin, the kind of silence that formed when two people had spent many stressful hours together without the need to speak. King hadn’t picked up much speed yet — the tractor unit chugged along the wide trail at a rate not much more than a crawl — so he didn’t mind when Beth leant across the centre console and touched a hand to his cheek.
She twisted his head and he responded willingly, sinking into the sensation, kissing her hard and letting his eyes fall closed for a brief handful of seconds. It carried a similar feeling to the kiss they’d shared back at the peacekeepers’ compound — a beacon of stress relief in the midst of carnage. He could sense the tension in her body as their lips worked over each other, and he momentarily took one hand off the wheel to press her tighter against him, noticing the outline of her breasts against her khaki shirt. They sat against his chest, inviting, tempting.
Don’t let yourself get distracted.
He bit her lower lip softly as he pulled away, letting her know with a single gesture that he shared her lust. He wanted her there and then, but there were urgent, pressing matters at hand. They both knew that. Alone in the cabin, they were both fully aware of the gravity of the situation looming over them.
Human instincts could never be entirely suppressed, though.
‘Later,’ King muttered. ‘Not here.’
‘Damn shame,’ Beth muttered back.
King turned his eyes back to the road, and noticed a faint plume of dust rising off the land a couple of miles down the track, emanating from the same stretch of terrain that housed the coastline. It had materialised seemingly out of nowhere while he’d been preoccupied with Beth. As the dust rose higher in the thick dawn air, he grimaced.
‘What’s that?’ Beth said, noticing it simultaneously.
‘Exactly what I hoped it wouldn’t be.’
‘Coming towards us?’
‘Yes.’
‘That looks like more than one vehicle.’
‘Looks like a convoy.’
‘You think Reed sent them?’
‘Only one way to find out.’
She glanced across at him. ‘We’re not going to stay here and wait for them to arrive, are we?’
King paused momentarily, deep in thought. ‘I’m guessing it’s every hired gun from El Hur heading our way. I know Reed planned this out, but I don’t think he ever anticipated getting pursued all the way to a coastal village. I doubt it’s a literal army. Maybe a few men. A dozen at best. I can’t imagine it being more than that. There’s thousands of places across Somalia that thugs-for-hire can get better work.’
‘Maybe they knew what Reed’s payload is. He’d pay them plenty to take some time out of their schedule and wait at a fishing village.’
King shook his head. ‘I doubt he told anyone. I doubt they know now. He’s not going to wave a billion dollars around in a country like this. He’d get his head sawed off for five digits less. These men won’t have allegiance.’
They both stared hard at the approaching plume. ‘How long do you think we have?’
‘Five minutes,’ King guessed. ‘It’s off-road terrain, and uphill. Enough time to try something.’
‘What do you have in mind?’
‘We can’t hide the truck,’ King said, looking out each window in turn. ‘Nothing around here for miles. And we’d only make it a few dozen feet off the trail before the tyres exploded.’
‘So we wait here?’
Even though she was attempting to disguise the natural panic that leeched out of one’s bones in an encounter like this, King could hear it in her wavering tone. The same symptoms raced through him, quickening his pulse and drawing sweat from his palms. He honed in on the dust trail, laser-focused. At this point, he could begin to make out the shape of the distant vehicles. There were at least three.
‘This is a last-ditch effort,’ he said, vocalising his thoughts. ‘Reed just needs enough time to get his cash from the truck to a work boat. Then it’s a short trip out to any of the container ships hovering out there.’ He paused, squinting as he scrutinised the Indian Ocean sprawling out before them. There were a number of black pinpoints dotted across the pale blue water, each of which represented a distant craft large enough to house a thousand of the containers he’d spotted at the Port of Mogadishu. ‘He’s buying time. He didn’t expect us to make it this far. He was confident he’d pick us off sooner.’
‘You’re getting all this from a trail of dust?’ Beth said, quizzical.
‘Most of it’s pure speculation. But I think if we get past this, we’ll find Reed wide open.’
‘Reed on his own is enough of a problem.’
‘It’s better if these guys are out of the equation.’
‘So what do we do?’
King turned to her, studying the expression on her face.
‘How good is your acting?’ he said.
Her face lit up with realisation as she connected the dots. ‘Good enough.’
King nodded once. Grimacing in preparation for what came next, he shoved a hand into the duffel bag at Beth’s feet and came out with a short tactical combat knife with a serrated edge.
He contorted his mouth into a hard line, raised the tip of the blade to his upper arm, and sliced open the skin across his bicep with a single pull.
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The stage had been set.
The convoy arrived in an adrenalin-fuelled screech of tyres, all parties charged with the tantalising prospect of murder in exchange for funds. Burrowed into the undergrowth a few feet off the trail, entirely invisible to anyone who didn’t feel the need to scour the surroundings with a magnifying glass, Jason King wondered if they had been paid upfront. He imagined Reed would be using these vital minutes to load up a work boat and set off for a distant container ship, which meant the arriving Somali thugs would have been handed their sizeable payment before the man set off.
Which meant they were carrying out Reed’s request for the sheer thrill of the hunt. King could see it in their eyes as they piled out of the pick-up trucks, boxing the motionless tractor unit in despite the fact that it wasn’t going anywhere.
King had killed the truck’s engine moments previously.
As the convoy of mercenaries leapt out of their cabins and formed a rudimentary semi-circle around the truck, they shut down their own vehicles in turn, allowing the sounds of nature to envelop the scene. The men were quiet, hopped up on adrenalin but focused on the task at hand.
There weren’t many natural sounds on this hillside.
King could hear his heart thumping in his ears as he scrutinised the party. He counted eight men spread across three vehicles, all armed in some capacity but few wielding automatic weapons.
A party of thuggish brutes willing to trek all the way out to El Hur for some work didn’t have the largest budget in the country for their gear. He glimpsed a pair of AK-47s spread between the entire eight-man crew — the rest held a combination of machetes, clubs, or semi-automatic pistols.
Right then and there, King confirmed his initial theory.
Reed was simply using these men as a distraction.
King paused briefly to consider his options.
He conjured up the mental image of gunning down eight men in an unexpected bloodbath, and it set off a dark twinge in the pit of his gut. The idea didn’t entice him — he would do it if the situation demanded it, but nothing about it would carry pleasant feelings.
These men were born and raised Somalians — a tough life in itself. They were skinny and gaunt and hopped up on some cocktail of off-brand hard drugs. He could see it in the way their gazes jerked to the tractor unit, surrounding it, swarming it, their lips smacking at the thought of the dope they could buy with Reed’s generous payment.
King had the Kalashnikov AK-47 resting on a small, smooth rock in front of his pronated form.
He was ready.
But he needed the subconscious command.
Whether that came from youthful naivety or a strong moral compass, he needed the eight-man gang of barbarians to prove they deserved to die. It was something primal, something instinctive. He had been granted full discretion to act as he pleased on the battlefield, and he was determined not to lose his humanity on his second operation. It might have seemed ridiculous to a more hardened soldier, but King wouldn’t have made it this far if he’d simply tried to fit in with the rest of the pack.
It was part of the reason why he’d implemented Beth in his plan.
One of the thugs — clutching his own AK-47 at the ready — stepped up onto the driver’s step and hurled open the door of the truck. He aimed his barrel into the cabin and King’s heart leapt into his mouth — for a brief moment he thought the man might unload his weapon then and there, leaving no room for King to act. But the guy hesitated, his eyes widening, a sick grin spreading across his mouth, revealing a set of gums sporting a handful of rotting teeth.
He barked something to the men around the truck.
From inside the cabin King heard a soft whimper — Beth putting on her best performance. Before the convoy had arrived, King had smeared his blood across her chest, adding to the notion that she was injured.
Helpless.
Alone.
A tantalising prospect for a gang of degenerate scum.
They all lowered their weapons — nothing noticeable to the untrained eye, but King’s senses were thrumming with anticipation. He watched the tension diffuse in the air — they had been expecting violent confrontation and instead stumbled across something else entirely.
Something they hadn’t been expecting.
Something tempting.
Their shoulders slumped ever so slightly and they relaxed, moving forward in an eager cluster to get a glimpse at their prize. They lost their situational awareness, giving up on the task at hand.
They had their money. They had a woman.
A good day, all things considered.
King sensed the intention in their movements, and subconsciously he flipped the switch.
It was all too clear what they were about to do.
He saw red, and impulse took over.
The Somali thug on the driver’s step slapped against the side of the tractor unit’s exterior with a wet smack as he took a cluster of bullets to the temple. He simply crumpled, an ugly sight given his elevated position to the rest of the gang. His legs went limp and he simply folded into himself, leaving a thin trail of blood and brains down the exterior of the vehicle.
A horrifying sight from a distance.
King couldn’t imagine the reaction it would instil in those not used to death up close.
Out of the seven remaining hostiles, at least a handful were bound to be frozen in shock at the sudden shift in atmosphere.
He turned his attention instantly to the three thugs who reacted instantaneously. They jerked around, twisting on their heels, searching for the source of the gunfire. Before any of them had made it through a half-revolution, King worked the barrel from left to right, targeting the threats in clinical fashion. They dropped one by one, falling like dominoes amidst the procession.
Amongst the three of them lay the owner of the second AK-47 — now stone dead.
All rifles were eliminated from the equation.
King didn’t relent.
Four men ducked for cover, realising that their comrades were dropping all around them. King saw them cower, their morale withering in the chaos, but he heard nothing. The non-stop burst of unsuppressed rounds directly next to his ears had temporarily shut off his hearing. He sent a pair of rounds through the nearest man’s chest, tearing the machete from his grasp as his torso jerked from the kinetic force of the impacts. He came down on top of his friend, pinning one of the remaining trio to the dirt under the man’s dead weight.
Two left functioning.
By that point King had sunk deep into combat mode, all hints of morality and mercy thrown out the window. These men wouldn’t have hesitated to rape and murder Beth, before setting off to find more dirty work they could be paid handsomely for. He ignored the twisted expressions of fear on their faces — masks of sheer terror that somehow made them look ten years younger — and took the last pair out with a pair of successive headshots.
At such close range, with his senses wired and his vision focused, he had no chance of missing.
Seven men dead.
Blood spilt.
Bullets dispensed.
The lone survivor of the carnage — which had unfolded over the course of less than five seconds — whimpered from his back, staring up at the sky as the sun materialised on the horizon. With an orange glow swarming across the hillside, King got to his feet, hurling loose brambles off his back as he exposed himself again. He touched the tip of the AK-47 to the skinny guy’s bloody forehead and pulled the trigger, ejecting a single round into his skull.
A mercy kill. Had he left the man to stumble around the scene, drenched in the blood of his dead comrades, it would have spelled a grisly fate. Other parties of armed bandits would have sensed his weakness and either enslaved or murdered him. On the other hand, with his gang of thugs no more, the guy would have likely succumbed to insanity if left to fend for himself in this desolate wasteland.
King turned his eyes away from the bodies. He methodically ejected the AK-47’s near-empty magazine and chambered a fresh one home, snatching it off his combat belt. He dropped the used magazine to the trail floor and levered himself straight up into the tractor unit’s cabin.
He glanced at Beth — her face had paled and she’d ducked below the line of sight as the gunfire had begun to rage. Her M45 sidearm sat tight in her sweaty palm. She’d been ready to use it. He had no doubt she would have slaughtered anyone who dared step foot in the cabin after her acting job had been rendered suddenly useless.
‘They’re all dead?’ she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
‘They’re all dead. Let’s go get Reed.’
He swung the driver’s door closed, fired the truck to life, and navigated around the sea of dead bandits spread between their vehicles. He didn’t spend a second admiring his handiwork. There was nothing to admire.
They surged toward El Hur, and the sparkling ocean beyond.
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‘You waited,’ Beth said, breaking the uncomfortable silence always present in the aftermath of violence.
The kind of violence King didn’t think he’d ever forget.
He nodded, quiet, eyes fixed on the trail ahead.
‘Why did you wait for them to open the door? You know how dangerous that was? That guy could have shot me and there was nothing I could have done about it. That wasn’t part of the plan.’
‘It was. I didn’t want to tell you. I’m sorry.’
‘You used me?’
‘You could call it that.’
‘Why?’
King paused, wondering how much he should tell her.
Fuck it, he thought. She could have died back there. She deserves to know.
‘I have a fairly unique position in the government,’ he said. ‘It allows me discretion. Way too much discretion. And I didn’t realise the kind of ramifications I was dealing with until I saw Reed fly off the rails.’
‘You took it for granted?’
He nodded. ‘Exactly. And it’s been chewing me up inside ever since I saw Victor and Johnson’s corpses. Can you imagine I liked what I saw yesterday, and I passed that information onto my handler, and my superiors made the decision to recruit Bryson Reed on the spot? Can you imagine the kind of things he could do if he had no-one to report to, and no rules to follow?’
‘Look what he did even when he had people to report to, and rules to follow,’ Beth said.
‘We were so goddamn close to fucking everything up. I realised the kind of things I’ve been allowed to do, and it’s made me think. What happens if I keep bending the rules over time, in slight increments? Just enough to not realise what I’m doing. How far could I stoop morally before I caught myself?’
‘You wanted to see their intentions,’ Beth realised. ‘To make sure they were cruel men before you killed them.’
‘If I need to kill, I want to be beyond sure from this point onward. I don’t want to be like Reed. And it’s a fine line in this business. One action leads to another. I can never allow myself to go down that path. There’s too much responsibility on my shoulders.’
He found himself gripping the wheel as tight as his massive hands would allow, attempting to transfer some of the tension in his body through to the tractor unit. Beth must have noticed his white knuckles. She reached across the centre console and touched a hand to his face. ‘You’ll never end up like Reed.’
‘How can you be sure?’
‘I just know. You do too. Deep down.’
King didn’t respond. He pondered for a while, shaking his head in disbelief at how his life had unfolded before his eyes, moving so fast that he’d lost track of where he was. It was like he had suddenly, starkly realised his position all at once.
‘If a couple of those guys back there were innocent men,’ he said, ‘no-one would ever know. They could have been tagging along with their friends for the day. I’d never be held accountable for it. I’ve been turned loose, and I’m twenty-two years old. I want to be tested when I get back stateside. I want every psychological profile under the sun. I need it. I don’t know if Lars has realised the kind of burden he’s placed on me.’
‘Lars?’
He paused. ‘My handler. Probably wasn’t supposed to tell you his name.’
‘All this is affecting you, isn’t it?’
‘Somewhat. I’ll feel better when Reed’s dead.’
‘If he surrenders,’ Beth said, ‘you won’t take him in?’
‘That’s not how my job works. Not after what he did at the compound. And he won’t surrender. I might be young but I can tell you that much.’
‘It’s as simple as that? An eye for an eye?’
‘It’s never as simple as that. But it’s the way I do things, and I’ve accepted it. Wouldn’t have taken this job otherwise. They would have found someone else to do it.’
‘Would you have been okay with that?’
‘Not really. I wasn’t meshing well with my old unit.’
‘Want to talk about it?’
‘No.’
Beth nodded, staring out the grimy windshield. ‘We’re close.’
‘We certainly are…’
El Hur turned out to be nothing more than a ramshackle smattering of rundown houses strewn across a sandy dune, just a few hundred feet from the coastline. King sensed the desperation in the air as he guided their truck through the tiny village. He caught sight of men and women in his peripheral vision, but he didn’t dare look. Any further confrontation had to be avoided, and King figured the slightest hostility would be taken as a direct insult out here. The land he drove through had the aura of animalistic intensity — life in this frontier was tough and cruel. There was no doubt about it.
King headed straight through, instructing Beth to stay low in her seat and avoid the attention of the villagers. She complied, sensing the same atmosphere that King had. Mogadishu was hostile enough, but this was a whole different beast.
A new level of survival-of-the-fittest.
They left the village itself behind with much relief, trawling onto a narrow bumpy path barely wide enough to fit their truck. It led through undulating sand dunes to a coastline devoid of any man-made structures or signs of life. There was no port where Reed could load up his work boat under the veil of privacy. He would have to do it in the open, exposed to the world, frantically transferring mountains of cash from the back of a semi-trailer to an old transport boat.
With that thought in the back of his head, King screeched to a halt a few dozen feet from the gently lapping waves and almost gave himself whiplash craning his neck from side to side. He peered down the flat coastline for as far as the eye could see, squinting hard, searching for any kind of disturbance in the stark white plains.
‘There!’ Beth cried.
King followed her gaze and made out a distant, near-imperceptible object bobbing up and down in the shallow waters just off the shore. He estimated the distance at close to five hundred feet from their position. He let his vision focus and made out the distinct shape of a small boat’s hull.
He recognised the make. It was a rigid-hulled inflatable boat.
‘RHIB,’ he said. ‘That makes sense.’
Beth knew it too. ‘How’d he organise to have an RHIB meet him all the way out here?’
‘He didn’t. He brought it with him.’ King froze as he spotted a silhouette move from one end of the boat to the other. ‘Oh, shit. That’s him. He’s on board.’
There were no other watercraft in sight.
If Reed made it out of the shallows, they would lose him forever.
At the final hurdle.
On a deserted stretch of beach in a country as inhospitable as a post-apocalyptic wasteland, King twisted the big truck around in the sand and gave the protesting engine everything it had. For the first stretch it seemed like they were moving through mud — the wheels took a few painstaking seconds to find traction on the beach.
When they picked up enough momentum to make a break for it across the coast, King leant forward in the driver’s seat and hefted the AK-47 into his good hand.
The barrel aimed straight at the windshield — and past it, to the barely visible RHIB firing to life a few hundred feet away.
If they couldn’t make it to Reed’s position in time, he could do his best to throw every weapon in his arsenal in the man’s direction and pray for a direct hit. The RHIB’s inflatable collar would burst on impact if it took a round from the Kalashnikov rifle.
He narrowed his vision, tunnelling in on the boat, and fired.
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The massive windshield blew out in a detonation of shards, compounding with the racket of the automatic gunfire reports. Glass sprinkled across the dashboard, making Beth recoil in her seat. King felt sharp nicks against his skin as slivers of the windshield drew across his forearms, but he ignored it and focused on holding his aim steady.
Tiny geysers of water kicked up around the RHIB’s hull, each of them missing by mere feet. King grunted out of frustration, took a moment to compose himself, and tried again.
All missed.
It was impossible. The truck he sat in bounced recklessly across the sandy beachhead — as if firing from a moving vehicle wasn’t challenging enough, the waves lapping at the shore threw the RHIB around in their churning swell. He had let fifteen rounds fly before Reed noticed the incoming gunfire and ducked below the line of sight, disappearing under the lip of the inflatable hull.
King grimaced and emptied the rest of the AK-47’s magazine at the watercraft, but the initial misses had rattled him. The sweat dripping off his forehead masked his vision and the pain of his broken hand had come roaring back to the surface all at once.
By the time he’d emptied every bullet in the magazine — with zero success — they were still three hundred feet from the RHIB’s location, and King could do nothing but watch as Reed fired the diesel engine to life.
The boat took off, screaming away from the Somali coastline, leaving nothing but churning water in its wake.
‘Shit,’ Beth cursed. ‘What do we do?’
‘I don’t know,’ King finally admitted.
He’d been pressing forward relentlessly for what felt like a month — even though he hadn’t even been in-country for twenty-four hours yet. Now, at the end of the road, he found himself lost on how to proceed. The endless stretch of beach was empty — he couldn’t spot a single craft in sight, save for the floating islands far out at sea which he recognised as dormant container ships.
He wondered how many of them were waiting for illegal payloads, their captains siphoning off cocktails of extra-legal funds in exchange for loitering in open waters as long as necessary.
That’s what Reed was doing.
He couldn’t imagine the bent Force Recon Marine was the first to devise such a scheme.
Two hundred feet up the beach — a destination they were rapidly approaching — King spotted the vehicle Reed had used to traverse the last stretch of the Somalian mainland. As he suspected, the man had used a semi-trailer to transport the cash. Its rear doors hung invitingly open, the vehicle abandoned a dozen feet from the lapping waves. Reed had backed it up to the ocean, where he had unloaded the inflatable boat — perhaps with the money already inside.
Beth spotted it simultaneously.
‘He’s going to get away with it,’ she said, stark realisation spreading across her face.
King nodded solemnly, slowing down as their truck pulled up to the abandoned scene. Much like the scene around the abandoned Liebherr haul truck, Reed had left a tiny portion of his haul behind in the bed of the semi-trailer. Hundred-dollar bills drifted out through the open doors, blown into oblivion by the seaside wind buffeting across the coastline.
King sat motionless behind the wheel of the truck, watching the bills dissipate into thin air.
Just as Reed had.
Then he noticed churning water out the driver’s window, significant enough to seize his attention away from the wind howling through the open windshield frame. He looked out to sea and spotted a craft hurtling toward the shore, moving fast, approaching hard.
He instinctively reached for the HK416, ready to fetch another magazine from the duffel bag and prepare for an all-out war.
‘He can’t have more reinforcements,’ King muttered under his breath. ‘How the fuck…?’
Beth turned to him inquisitively, then she looked past him to stare at the approaching craft in unison. He noticed her paling out of the corner of his eye.
‘Extra forces from the container ship?’ she said.
‘I didn’t think he’d bring an army with him. He must have planned this out in detail.’
He began to reach into the passenger footwell for a fresh magazine, but something stopped him. He squinted, analysing the approaching boat.
‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that…?’
All of a sudden, he recognised the insignia on the hull. It was the same emblem emblazoned on the convoy of vehicles that had stopped him on the way to Afgooye. He squinted hard and made out a trio of shadowy figures milling around onboard the boat’s upper deck. It was hard to discern, but he thought he spotted uniforms.
‘Somali Police Force,’ he said. ‘Thank God.’
Beth nodded. ‘Makes sense. They deal with maritime law enforcement. I haven’t been here long, but they must do an awfully poor job of it if these kind of payloads are getting through to container ships.’
‘I can only imagine,’ King said, remembering the glint in the officers’ eyes as he’d handed over a hefty bribe to ensure safe passage. ‘Do you have your military credentials on you?’
She nodded again. ‘I look like hell though. Still covered in your blood.’
‘Sorry about that,’ King said. ‘Needed something to shock the bandits into hesitating.’
‘It worked,’ she said. ‘That’s all that matters.’
‘You think you can persuade these guys to take us out to sea?’
‘I’m sure I can.’
‘Then let’s go.’
He reached down and snatched the entire duffel bag out of the footwell, slinging it over one shoulder. He and Beth stepped down out of the tractor unit, plunging into the white sand. It stretched for miles in either direction, shrinking to a pinpoint whichever way King looked. To their rear, the rising sand dunes masked the view of El Hur itself.
The Somali Police Force boat pulled into shore in a blaze of momentum and the three officers leapt out into the shallow waters. Here, the swells had diluted, allowing the boat to hover in place without the need for one of the men to drop an anchor over the side. The ocean soaked through their pants, sloshing around their knees as they waded up to Beth and King.
There were 9mm semi-automatic pistols in leather holsters at their waist, but it seemed they had no intention of drawing them.
They didn’t consider King a threat, obviously.
King followed suit, dropping the duffel bag into the sand and letting the empty AK-47 fall on top of the canvas material.
As soon as he let them out of his hands, and gestured for Beth to follow suit, the tension seemed to dissipate from the approaching officers. Their gazes wandered, when previously they’d been locked onto the pair.
The officers had certainly stumbled onto a strange scene.
They sauntered onto the beachhead and came to a halt directly opposite King and Beth, forming a single line. It was obvious they were hesitant on how to proceed. They were maritime law enforcement officers, but King doubted that usually involved confronting a pair of Americans this far off the beaten track.
King knew none of them would speak English — the SPF translator he’d met on the way to Afgooye had been a mild fluke, only present upon Reed’s request.
These men hadn’t been instructed to meet them anywhere.
A chance encounter.
So, immediately, he started a series of gestures, ushering the trio’s attention to the RHIB speeding away from shore. The craft was already a dot on the horizon, heading straight for one of the container ships floating a mile or so out at sea.
The three men turned in unison to follow King’s gaze.
They noted the fleeing craft, and turned to study the empty semi-trailer littered with cash, right next to the dormant tractor unit.
An odd sight, to be sure.
One of the men stepped forward, his eyes still fixed on the semi-trailer. King took the movement as simple curiosity, unable to help himself as he closed in on the sight of hundred-dollar bills drifting in the breeze.
‘Not mine,’ King muttered.
Then, in one fluid motion, the officer who had waltzed into range snapped his attention straight to King, producing a set of steel handcuffs from his belt with a practiced flick of the wrist. They made eye contact, and the man gave King a look as if to say, What were you expecting?
King understood, all at once.
The party of police officers on the road to Afgooye weren’t isolated from the rest of the force. They were a single entity, led to servitude by whoever paid the most. Obviously King’s ruse to pass himself off as Reed’s brother had only worked for a short period of time. It would have taken one phone call on Reed’s part during the drive to El Hur, and from that point onward the entire Somali Police Force would have been instructed to keep an eye out for King, and stop him at any cost.
Money talked, after all.
It meant everything out here.
A billion dollars could buy a whole lot of help.
But — in the half-second it had taken King to realise the trio’s intentions — none of them had bothered to reach for their firearms. Perhaps they weren’t accustomed to violent combat, used to compliance from their foes. Perhaps they had taken King dropping his rifle as an act of surrender, even before the confrontation had taken place.
In the end, King had no qualms with the trio’s decision to attempt to apprehend him without expecting him to resist arrest.
Because that meant the following seconds would hand themselves over to fists and feet.
King bristled with anticipation as the officer closest to him reached half-heartedly for his wrists, searching with the open handcuffs, sizing up the stretch of skin to clamp the steel across.
He waited until the officer touched him — some kind of effort to flick an internal switch, just as he had done with the armed bandits.
When a single sweaty palm clamped down on his forearm, he exploded off the mark.
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It came down to physics.
The guy across from King had sinewy muscle, but it rested on a skinny, athletic frame. He was built like a marathon runner — obviously he kept himself in good shape, without an ounce of fat on him, but it was a world away from the brutish powerlifter’s frame King sported. With five inches of height over the man and enough explosive power in his strikes to put anyone down for the count with a single direct impact, the guy never stood a chance.
King knew exactly where he and Beth would end up if they allowed themselves to be arrested, and nothing about the grim situation enticed him. He let the ramifications fuel him as he swung a pointed elbow like a steel baseball bat, hitting the guy in the lowest point of his jaw with enough kinetic force to shatter bones and send teeth flying loose.
King had overcompensated with the first strike, because he needed to take advantage of the time it would take the other pair to react. Their eyes widened as their comrade crumpled before them, but by that point King had leapfrogged over the first officer’s unconscious form and surged into range within the space of a single second in time.
He focused entirely on intimidation.
The two remaining officers were reaching for their weapons — one a little faster than the other. The guy on the right looked youthful and inexperienced, his eyes widening as the situation backfired. King imagined he hadn’t spent much time in live combat situations. The murky world of bribes and extortion paled in comparison to an adrenalin-charged fistfight. Now he was panicking. King had seized his attention, and he hadn’t even thought to reach for his sidearm.
The other guy was a little older, a little wiser. He’d experienced the trials and tribulations of Somalia for long enough to be ready in a heartbeat. So as the man reached down instinctively and wrapped a hand around his firearm, King slipped straight into a Muay Thai stance and fired off a blistering volley of side kicks with the same leg, one after the other in rapid succession.
Bang-bang-bang-bang.
Leg down, leg up. Repeat.
Four total, in the space of a couple of seconds.
Thousands of hours of relentless practice on heavy bags and coaches’ pads paid off — the first kick crushed the officer’s forearm into his side, the second slammed with a hollow thud into the guy’s exposed abdomen, the third pummelled the exact same area with an equal amount of explosive force, and the fourth landed a little higher, smashing across his sternum.
The guy went down in a crumpling heap, stunned into submission by the onslaught, not going anywhere. Bones had been broken and shock had set in. All thoughts of reaching for a weapon had been hastily abandoned.
With each consecutive kick, King had shifted a little closer to the last officer, skirting a few inches across the sand with his grounded foot. By the time he completed the barrage he had manoeuvred himself into range.
By that point it had been four seconds since King had thrown his first strike — and, finally, the third officer realised he would achieve nothing by gawking and reached for his gun.
Perhaps it might have surprised King years earlier, but he’d seen it many times before — those unaccustomed to sudden and explosive violence often found themselves slow to react, even if all their training had taught them to respond fast to an instant threat.
The last officer clamped a hand around his weapon, but it took him a half-second to wriggle the gun free from its holster, and by that point King had closed the foot of space between them and bundled the man by the collar. He wrapped his unbroken hand around the young guy’s shirt and transferred all his energy into a single mighty heave.
He hurled the kid — literally — through the air, yanking him off the ground with enough of a change in momentum to make him drop the pistol.
As soon as King saw the weapon fly free of the guy’s sweaty palm, he reversed the officer’s momentum in the air and dumped him on his head in the sand. The somewhat-soft terrain ensured the kid wouldn’t be paralysed for life, but the dull impact had enough force behind it to knock him senseless for the foreseeable future.
He stepped away from the third and final body, barely out of breath. From there it was a methodical process of levering the sidearms out of the officers’ holsters and tossing them far out to sea. He briefly considered adding them to his arsenal, but any extra firepower would just prove cumbersome. He had the AK-47 and the M45 pistol in his duffel bag, which would prove more than enough for whatever lay ahead. He only had one functional hand, after all.
Beth didn’t move.
‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘We’re in deep shit.’
King said, ‘I’m not. I’m allowed to do this. And if we make it through this, I’ll make sure you’re cleared of all wrongdoing.’
‘You can do that?’
‘No, but my handler can.’
‘You sure?’
‘Not really. But I’m hoping he has the influence. Now let’s go. Clock’s ticking.’
The sun had finished its ascent, casting warm daylight over the coastline. In any other circumstance, King might have stopped to admire the view in either direction down the coastline — if he could forget he was standing on the edge of a war-torn wasteland, it might have even seemed like a desirable setting.
But the distant patch of sea spray representing Reed careening toward one of the offshore container ships shattered all chances of getting distracted.
King stared at the now-empty police motorboat — roughly the size of a small car with a windshield covered in grime and scratches — and made up his mind on the spot. He fetched his duffel bag and the loaded Heckler & Koch assault rifle from the sand a few feet away and made straight for the boat.
When he noticed that he’d plunged into the shallow waters alone, he turned back to see Beth standing awkwardly on the spot, shifting from foot to foot.
‘I’m not used to this,’ she said.
‘Used to what?’
‘All this forward momentum. I got accustomed to staying in one place, and protecting it. I’ve never been further from my comfort zone in my life, to be perfectly honest.’
‘Stay here,’ King said. ‘I don’t want you doing anything you’re not okay with.’
She shook her head. ‘Can’t do that either. I would have just stayed at the compound in Mogadishu if I didn’t want to see this through. I’d had enough of Personal Security Detail, thank you very much.’
‘Is it personal? Did you like Victor and Johnson?’
‘I hate Bryson Reed,’ she said, which provided all the answers King needed.
‘Then get in the boat. You didn’t come this far to stall here.’
It gave her the kick in the stomach she needed to lurch forward after King. He didn’t give her time to reconsider, turning away and heaving himself over the lip of the motorboat’s hull. He landed on his rear in the middle of the deck, taking caution to cradle his badly broken wrist. Despite his best efforts to ignore the injury, treating it as another scratch in the overall accumulation of trauma, the next level of pain was presenting itself.
Throbbing agony ebbed and flowed up his arm, making his vision waver. He grimaced, stuffed the sensation down into a tiny compartment within himself, and focused on helping Beth into the boat.
He reached for the controls, ready to turn the craft one-hundred-and-eighty degrees and send them hurtling after Reed in a blaze of horsepower, but something made him hesitate. He checked the three police officers on the beach, each of them in varying states of agony, and thought long and hard about their potential usefulness.
‘Reed has help,’ he said finally. ‘On the container ship. He must. There’s no way he could have co-ordinated an exact meeting point with an international shipping company in the time he had to infiltrate the trade route.’
‘He might have,’ Beth said. ‘He managed everything else.’
King shook his head. ‘No. We’re missing something. There’s someone else involved here. How’s Reed going to put a billion dollars in cash to any use without help? I think he’s meeting people onboard the ship. People who planned to be there. I think I might need a distraction.’
With that, he hopped straight back into the knee-deep water and trudged to shore. The second officer in the three-man chain — the guy who’d taken four consecutive kicks to the arms and mid-section — seemed to be in the worst shape. King had dealt out some serious internal damage.
Regardless, he felt inclined to use the man. The guy had almost managed to draw his gun and cut King’s life brutally short.
He didn’t care what happened to him.
With his good hand, King heaved the officer to his feet and hurried him back into the water, heading straight for the boat. The man wilted under King’s pressure, and willingly stumbled through the lapping swell. King thrust him up to the lip of the hull and Beth snatched two handfuls of his shirt, hauling him onboard. As soon as she put her hands on him, he burst into a half-hearted panic, writhing to try and escape.
Perhaps he thought he’d have a better chance at breaking free of a woman’s grip.
Female or not, Beth was a Force Recon Marine, which came with all manner of physical training. She thundered a straight punch into the guy’s stomach, adding an explosion of pain to an area already tender from King’s blows. The man crumpled and she finished dragging him to the floor of the motorboat.
King smiled wryly and levered himself up. He found the corrupt officer cradled in the foetal position on the deck, head bowed and eyes squinted shut. He turned to Beth.
‘That looked like it hurt.’
‘Because it did. You think I’ll get in trouble for it if he talks to the right people?’
‘If he’s still alive in thirty minutes, then we won’t be. And there won’t be much to worry about if we’re dead.’
She paled. ‘What are you planning on using him for?’
‘A precautionary measure.’
He revved the outboard engine to life and sent the craft rocketing away from Somalia.
Good riddance, he thought.
He’d only spent a day straight on the mainland, and the country certainly hadn’t been kind to him.
Cradling his broken wrist, he turned all his attention to the ocean in front of them — and, far in the distance, a looming container ship beckoning them ominously forward.
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The police vessel had been designed to allow high-speed pursuits, tailored to the requirements of the Somali Police Force.
It allowed King the capacity to reach an unbelievable speed, giving the motor all it had. Horsepower chewed through the ocean, sending them hurtling toward the container ship at a rate he didn’t think possible. Briefly he turned and soaked in the rapidly subsiding coastline, the sight of the two abandoned trucks becoming increasingly blurry as the seconds flew by.
He turned back to the path ahead, hunched low behind the console, realising the speed would play right to their advantage.
There was no way to do this other than all-out assault.
The nearest container ship dawned on them like a floating city, hundreds of feet long and stacked with an unfathomable quantity of supplies. King stared at the steel containers towering high above the ship’s deck, and he mentally connected them to the size of the containers he’d glimpsed up close at the Port of Mogadishu.
The scale of the ship boggled his mind.
If Reed elected to hide onboard, squirrelling himself away, it might take weeks to find him.
But King imagined it wouldn’t come down to that.
It couldn’t have been more than five minutes since Reed had left shore, but he’d moved fast. King spotted a rusting access ladder attached to the side of the gargantuan ship, plunging into the churning waters all around the hull. As he narrowed his vision, he watched a rectangular object roughly the size of a grand dining room table disappear over the ladder’s lip, vanishing into the murky shadows on deck.
Reed’s RHIB.
It had been winched up by fat steel cables, a procedure no doubt planned out in painstaking detail. It confirmed what King had suspected all along — Reed was working with disciplined, well-trained co-conspirators. The winching system had been in place long before Reed arrived at the base of the massive container ship.
Somehow, King doubted those at the top of the ladder would offer the steel cables for a second payload.
He maintained the police boat’s pace, squinting as sea spray kicked off the hull and stung his eyes. Shadows materialised on the deck a few dozen feet above, occupying a dark space running underneath the piles of shipping containers. King caught sight of them and hunched low, anticipating gunfire from Reed’s friends onboard.
He reached back and threw Beth to the deck.
Thankfully, she’d also spotted the hostiles and was halfway to the floor when bullets cracked through the air above their heads.
King kept his head down, counting out the seconds as their boat entered the most vulnerable stretch of ocean. The closer they got to the side of the container ship, the more awkward of an angle it would take to score a direct hit. He flinched as the air displaced above his hunched back — a round had missed him by mere feet. It thudded into the wooden deck, sending splinters flying.
Another three-round burst dotted the floor around Beth’s head before the gunfire temporarily ceased — the enemy combatants would have to change position, aiming straight down the side of the giant ship. King took the opportunity to raise his head above the line of sight.
He tensed up.
‘Shit,’ he muttered.
He had almost covered the entire stretch of sea between their police boat and the looming container ship. Its pale blue hull towered over him, taking up his entire vision. Another couple of seconds following the same trajectory would send the front of the police boat smashing into the steel wall with enough force to break the craft in two.
It would sink, and they would either get swept into the path of the container ship and battered to a pulp by its giant propellers, or picked off by assault rifles from the deck, or simply be left to tread water miles off the coast until their energy depleted and they sunk to their watery graves.
None of the available options appealed to King.
He veered the boat sharply to the left, correcting into the same direction the container ship was moving. Now the two watercraft ran parallel, one outweighing the other by a few hundred thousand tons.
‘Are you sure we need to do this?!’ Beth roared above the chaos.
‘What?’ King shouted back.
‘It sounds like there’s a small army up there — and now we know what ship he’s on. We can just call it in. Live to see another day.’
King shook his head, still hunched low, minimising his target area. ‘Reed can bounce around from ship to ship on the open waters with barely any persuasion. We turn back and we lose them forever. He’ll be sucked into the maze.’
He turned to study her demeanour. All the blood had drained from her face, and she sported the expression of a deer in headlights. Beads of sweat had broken out across her forehead. She was clutching her M45 pistol with white knuckles. Despite that, resolve had set across her face, creasing her mouth into a hard line. She seemed determined. Scared, yet willing to press on.
King shared her sentiments, even though the symptoms of his terror weren’t so apparent. They presented themselves through a pounding pulse and an incessant tightness in his chest. He stuffed them down along with the mind-numbing agony of his broken wrist and turned back to the console to see them approaching the base of the access ladder at a blistering speed.
‘You can’t return fire when you’re climbing the ladder,’ Beth noted, motioning to his useless wrist.
He nodded. ‘I figured that out in advance.’
Another burst of gunfire sounded, directly above their heads. They both ducked for cover, and Beth lay down suppressing return fire with her M45, unloading seven consecutive rounds into the side of the container ship. The rounds ricocheted harmlessly off, but their combatants didn’t know that. King could sense them ducking for cover, protecting themselves from stray shots.
She fished a fresh magazine from her Combat Utility Uniform and chambered it home.
Now, a voice in King’s head demanded.
He swapped positions with Beth, allowing her to take over the reins and steer the boat roughly towards the access ladder. King made straight for the timid police officer they’d dragged aboard, who had opted to cower in an unresisting ball up the back of the police boat. The man was unarmed, and scared out of his mind.
A slight twinge in King’s gut made him pause halfway across the deck. He stared at the pitiful sight, his mind churning.
Do you really want to do this? he thought. After all that talk about morals earlier?
Then the officer decided for him. The man lifted his head off his chest and craned his neck, searching for any sign of life far above.
‘Reed!’ the man screamed, utilising his limited English skills. ‘Help!’
King hadn’t been sure that the trio of officers were directly assisting Bryson Reed, which was half the reason he’d beat them down instead of putting a bullet in each of their heads.
Now that he knew for sure, he compartmentalised his emotions and sunk into a rigid, unwavering state of mind.
He hauled the unarmed police officer to his feet — using his good hand — and hurried the man to the front of the deck, bundling them all to one side of the police boat in anticipation for what came next.
‘You piece of shit,’ King hissed in the man’s ear. ‘You have any idea what you’re doing? You just saw money and became a slave.’
He knew the guy couldn’t understand him, but his frustrations had reached boiling point and the need to unload some of his rage spurred him on. Everyone around him — besides Beth — had been swayed by the toxic lure of dollar signs. With his blood boiling, he shoved the officer to the lip of the boat as Beth steered it toward the access ladder.
King reached down, plucked the AK-47 off the deck, ejected the empty magazine, chambered a fresh thirty rounds home, and nodded once to Beth.
‘Now,’ he said.
She knew exactly what she had to do. There would only be an opening of a couple of seconds to mount the base of the access ladder. At the speed the container ship was travelling, fat clouds of sea spray washed over the police boat, making it appear insignificant in comparison to the behemoth alongside it. With no-one behind the controls, the entire craft would be hurled away by the churning waters before long.
Beth grimaced, braced for a messy departure, and steered the police boat straight into the gigantic metal hull.
Sparks flew and the deck underneath King’s feet lurched back and forth. He stumbled for balance, almost tipping head over heels into the tiny gap between the boat and the hull. He grabbed a handful of the police officer’s shirt to stabilise himself, letting the Kalashnikov rifle swing loose at his side.
‘Up,’ he commanded, shoving the man in the direction of the access ladder — now only a few feet of open space from their position. ‘Or I shoot you in the back of the head.’
King knew the man spoke minimal English, but there was no mistaking his tone. With the chaos of high-speed manoeuvres raging around them, he didn’t have to think twice about his next move. Spurred on by the desperate lure of survival, the man leapt onto the access ladder. Briefly, he lurched sideways, and King paled as he realised the man might fall to his inevitable death.
Then the officer scrabbled for purchase — finding it all at once — and began racing up the metal contraption, moving as fast as his shaking limbs would allow.
King blocked all intrusive thoughts from his mind, letting it go blank.
‘After me,’ he said to Beth, his voice monotone.
She just nodded.
Operating with a single hand — allowing the broken wrist to dangle uselessly at his side — he launched off the side of the police boat, slamming home onto the metal rungs. He got both feet onto a single rung and wrapped his good arm around one at chest height, making sure he had successfully transferred between the watercraft before racing up after the police officer. Now that the guy had sensed a window of opportunity to get away, he had ignored the pain no doubt coursing through his mid-section and was scrambling toward the deck.
Toward allies.
Little did he know that King had expected him to do just that.
There was no time to check whether Beth had followed. King was disadvantaged in the race against time by an entire limb, and it would take serious safety risks to keep the officer’s pace. He checked that the AK-47 had remained on his person, and upon discovering it still swinging at his side he began to furiously ascend the access ladder.
The metal rungs cut deep, many of them rough and unfinished. He felt warm blood against his palm but ignored it, adding it to the list of injuries he’d sustained over the last twenty-four hours. If it didn’t debilitate him, it didn’t concern him.
Twenty seconds later, the police officer directly above him reached the lip of the ship’s sprawling deck.
King hovered only a couple of rungs behind the man, poised to capitalise on what he knew would come next.
The officer made it to the top of the ladder and began to haul himself onboard, onto flat ground.
A hail of gunfire tore his chest to shreds and sent him hurtling back in the other direction.
His lifeless form cascaded off the ladder, tumbling down, almost landing directly on top of King. The corpse grazed him as it flew past and he shouldered it aside, completely ignoring the brutal violence only a couple of feet above him.
There hadn’t been enough time for those on deck to assess the situation.
They’d expected King to appear first.
He hadn’t.
King recognised the single second of advantage he’d carved out of nothingness and elected to make full use of it.
He burst into full view of the deck directly after the police officer had, and swung the AK-47 round to unload on the unsuspecting hostiles.
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He had never dealt with a greater list of unknowns.
As he reared into view, he had no idea how many combatants he’d be facing, what kind of skills they possessed, what kind of connection they had to Bryson Reed, or how close they had positioned themselves to the access ladder.
But he had been selected as Black Force’s inaugural recruit for a single predominant reason.
His reflexes in the field.
He laser-focused on a stationary target, identified that the target was a white man, recognised the man as a threat, noted his possession of a rifle, brought his AK-47 around in an instinctual, sweeping gesture and drilled three rounds straight through the guy’s centre mass, taking great care to aim for a portion of his body that carried the smallest potential to miss.
All in the space of a half-second.
Blood sprayed and the guy went down in a snarling heap, losing all function in his limbs at once. Out of the picture — no doubt about it.
Before the man had even started to topple, King’s attention tore across to another moving target, this man wielding a fearsome-looking assault rifle, only half of his body mass visible. Another white male. The guy had taken up position behind a giant steel column, used to prop up the football-field sized platform above their heads, piled high with shipping containers. He’d been the one to shoot the police officer dead, judging by the position of his rifle’s barrel. Recognition must have been flooding over him, pulsing hesitation into his trigger finger as he assessed whether the second man up the ladder was another friendly.
The shock of killing an ally by accident didn’t wear off quickly.
Nevertheless, these men were impressively trained, and King could sense he would take a bullet to the forehead if he hesitated for even a fraction of a second.
Luckily, he didn’t.
As the first guy collapsed, King sent a pair of rounds into the top half of the second guy’s skull, taking his head apart in grisly fashion. He didn’t stop to admire his handiwork, instead reeling to take aim on a third shape he’d sensed in his peripheral vision.
He’d been visible at the top of the access ladder for less than a second.
The third guy — another white male with a weapon — fired, reacting decisively to the carnage. But King had kept most of his body below deck, both heels firmly planted on the fourth rung from the top, which left a tiny sliver of available space for the third guy to nail a headshot. And the guy’s aim had been thrown off altogether as his subconscious dealt with the sight of his two friends blasted to shreds right before his eyes.
His first three shots missed, sailing over King’s head, rocketing out to sea.
That was all it took.
The third guy’s face exploded, caught by two consecutive rounds from the AK-47. He splayed back across a twisted mass of industrial machinery, slumping over pipes and dials and grates, bleeding all over them.
King froze in place, still as a statue, entirely motionless, his situational awareness honed into the space around him. He tuned his eyes and ears to the slightest disturbance in the dark industrial space, searching for a fourth hostile.
He found nothing.
Satisfied that he’d bought a minute to compose himself, he hurried up onto the deck, ushering Beth from her position directly beneath him. Only then did he stop to analyse the details of the gruesome scene.
And most of it surprised him.
In the heat of a live combat situation, he tuned out everything bar the necessary details. Now that he had a chance to soak in the sights, he paused to linger on the faded uniforms donning the trio of corpses.
They were MARPAT-style combat uniforms, sporting the familiar digital-patterned camouflage. King knew the Marine Corps held the patents on that design. And these weren’t cheap knock-offs. They were the real deal.
‘What’s the bet they’re ex-military?’ he said.
‘They have to be,’ Beth muttered. ‘I’ve never seen anyone move as fast as you do in the field, but that third guy got a few shots off.’
‘They almost had me,’ King said, nodding along. ‘Another half-second of hesitation and I’d have been dead. I could sense it. That’s some serious training.’
He kicked one of the rifles away, sending it to the lip of the deck, out from under the oppressive roof above their heads. The sunlight displayed its features in all their glory.
‘M4A1 carbines,’ King said. ‘You can’t get those easily.’
‘Unless you know people,’ Beth said. ‘Military contacts. People in the right places who can siphon a few rifles off an unchecked surplus.’
‘So he’s got old military buddies who want a piece of the pie. That’s what this is.’
‘There’s more to it than that,’ Beth said. ‘There’s gotta be. How were they going to avoid the authorities forever? If any of that cash shows up in banks, the government would have been all over them. They must have known that.’
Something clicked in King’s head, as if two pieces of an enormous puzzle slotted together instantly. ‘Unless they make it legit.’
‘What?’
‘I have an idea of what Reed’s trying to do. Now I want to hear it from the man himself.’
A soft noise floated out of the darkness further inside the ship. King snapped his attention to the sound, perceptive to anything unusual in his surroundings.
He stared into the shadows. It looked as if a giant drawer had been pulled out of the side of the container ship — the body rested underneath them, and above lay the platform stretching from one end of the ship to the other, home to hundreds of shipping containers laid end to end. This portion of the ship was like a cavernous warehouse interior that stretched far into the distance, mostly bare but littered with the odd office or column.
‘Reed’s in there,’ King muttered. ‘Somewhere.’
He took a single step forward, dipping underneath the ceiling into the shadows. As he moved, he sensed another body — horrifyingly close.
He tensed up in anticipation as a man circled explosively around one of the nearest steel columns and swung a heavy wrench at his chest like a lethal baseball bat.
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It wasn’t Reed, but that was all King had time to ascertain before he took the brunt of the impact to the sternum.
He’d sensed the presence of the man a moment before the guy made his move, which had provided him the opportunity to lean back away from the incoming blow. If he’d kept his forward momentum the wrench would have cracked his chest bone and likely killed him on the spot, if not dealing out horrendous internal damage.
Even as he rolled away from the strike, the fixed jaw at the head of the wrench landed against the centre of his chest with enough of an audible crack to send him straight to the metal floor. He landed hard on his back, two-hundred plus pounds crashing to the ground. He snatched for the AK-47 as he fell, but came up surprisingly short. His good hand brushed the weapon’s stock but it was already falling away from him, sent flying from the surprise attack.
As King missed the gun, he realised he might be far more hurt than he thought.
Before he even had a chance to skirt out of the way of another blow, his attacker had loaded up with another barbaric swing and dropped the fixed jaw of the wrench into King’s stomach. It struck a tender portion of his flesh, aggravating a pre-existing injury. Pain exploded across his abdomen and he spat blood across the metal beside his head. He crumpled involuntarily, helpless to resist his body shutting down on itself in an attempt to recuperate.
Through blurred vision, he watched the ghost-like apparition of his attacker float over him. The guy lost concentration on King, focusing instead on the other significant threat — Beth, standing a few feet back with the M45 pistol in her hand. Something deep inside King’s head had plunged him into semi-consciousness, so he couldn’t turn his head in time to watch the commotion unfold.
There were two gunshots — each from a different weapon.
They sent twin bolts of fear through his chest.
Like a nightmarish dream where all his limbs were weighed down, he found himself slow to react. Like moving through quicksand. He laboriously rolled his head around to soak in the sights behind him, terrified of what he might see.
His heart dropped as he made out what had happened.
Beth had been hit.
The attacker hadn’t.
Now that King had time to get a better look at the man, he noticed certain features. The heavy physique. The full beard. The hard, narrow eyes. Definitely ex-military. A man who had learnt when to compartmentalise all emotions for the sake of the task at hand.
King realised the guy was about to make use of that talent.
He willed himself forward with every ounce of conscious energy he had, but it was no use. He had only made it to his knees by the time the man strode across the deck to Beth, where she stood rigid, motionless, completely pale. She’d been struck in the shoulder — King had no clue as to the extent of the injury.
It was significant enough to send blood pouring down her uniform, and the M45 sidearm clattering to the deck. Whether he’d intended it or not, the bearded man’s bullet had rendered her right arm useless, the arm she used to fire a weapon.
She was helpless to resist as the man closed the space between them and thundered an elbow into the side of her head.
She reared off-balance, her equilibrium shattered by the blow. The guy had put all his weight behind the strike, sending her reeling. King grunted, seeing flaming red, and got a foot underneath his body. He levered himself upright, wobbly, but functioning.
Too late.
The bearded man snatched two handfuls of Beth’s uniform and hauled her effortlessly over the railing. King watched it unfold in a state of paralysis, horrified. Beth tumbled head-first over the side of the deck, limbs flailing. She disappeared from sight instantaneously, and King’s stomach heaved at the thought of what came next.
A fifty-foot drop, minimum.
Into churning waters. Into open ocean.
With a crippling bullet wound in her upper body.
If the impact didn’t kill her, she didn’t stand a chance regardless.
King caught a final glimpse of Beth disappearing over the side of the ship, and a switch flipped somewhere deep in his mind. An audible click sounded in his ears — with a rushing flood of anger, he lost focus on any of the damage the bearded man had wreaked on his torso with the wrench. Everything from the neck down went numb, and he laser-focused on the guy, his brain steaming and his veins racing with raw fury.
But he kept completely still.
He allowed himself to slump back to the floor, staying on his feet for less than a second before seemingly succumbing to the build-up of pain.
In truth, he barely noticed any of it.
He had his mind and soul set on the bearded man — nothing else mattered.
He hoped his acting abilities were in shape. He’d need them to stay alive.
He knew, deep down, that he was badly, horrifically hurt. The adrenalin and emotion that came from seeing a woman he barely knew but cared deeply about fall to certain death couldn’t stay in his system forever. Eventually it would give way to the agony and the unconsciousness. When that time came, he would welcome it.
Just not right now.
Sure enough, the bearded man now sported a smug grin, satisfied that he’d effortlessly seized the upper hand. He strode slowly toward King, his boots ringing off the steel floor. He was a heavy man — King could tell by his footfalls. Out of the corner of King’s eye he watched the blurry shape draw closer and closer. The guy had a wrench in one hand and a Browning 9mm in the other.
King realised he could have taken a bullet between the eyes instead of the beatdown with the wrench.
This man wanted to prolong King’s suffering.
Draw it out, assert his own dominance, get some semblance of revenge for his three dead allies.
King felt a twinge of hope.
The bearded man wanted control, but this was a game of inches. In the movies, the guy would have been free to circle around King’s motionless form, delivering a speech revealing his grand intentions and relishing over how he’d gained the upper hand.
In reality, the man reached down to seize a handful of King’s hair — and King swung an uppercut with such ferocity into the guy’s unprotected groin that he audibly yelped in abject horror.
Jason King surged to his feet, his concentration absolute, his mind hungry for vengeance.
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The bearded guy slumped to his knees, unable to help himself, battling to control his limbs but giving way to the natural bodily reaction — just as King had moments earlier.
The man was still armed with two weapons, and highly dangerous.
King scrambled to get his feet underneath himself in the space of a second and smashed the heel of his boot into the hand clutching the Browning 9mm. A collection of bones in the man’s fingers shattered under the force of the strike, and King spotted several of the digits twisting grotesquely at awkward angles, jammed between his combat boot and the trigger guard of the sidearm.
The gun cascaded to the floor.
By that point the bearded man sensed that he was metaphorically clawing for air and swung the wrench as hard as he possibly could at King’s exposed chin.
If it connected, King’s jaw would have shattered.
Thankfully, the groin shot compounded with the shock from his broken hand took the wind out of the guy’s sails, resulting in a half-hearted flailing instead of a furious swing.
King simply caught the wrench by its fat steel head and tore it free from the bearded man’s grasp, invigorated by the shifting tide of momentum. He thrust the thick jaws on either side of the head into the guy’s throat, plunging each pointed section deep into the skin.
Blood spilt.
The man reached pathetically for his neck.
King broke all the fingers in his other hand with a single downward slicing motion, smashing the wrench head home with an accompanying noise akin to popping a large sheet of bubble wrap.
The guy howled and went down on his rear, a sorry mess of a man. The confidence and glee and control were long gone. King had never seen someone pale at such an unbelievable speed. All the blood drained from his cheeks, leaving him white as a ghost as he realised the extent of his incapacitation.
He knew what was coming next, and he was helpless to stop it.
King sized up the distance between them — the guy seated on the floor a couple of feet away, King standing upright clutching the wrench. He assessed trajectories and momentum and technique.
Then he let all the stifling emotion swell in his chest, drawing energy from the sickening mental image of Beth tumbling helplessly over the railing. He used a single bounding step as a run-up, charging his two-hundred pound frame with momentum, and lifted the wrench high above his head — double-handed — as he leapt into the air. He brought it down harder than he’d ever followed through with an attack, a single devastating swing that connected right on the crown of the bearded man’s skull, omitting a noise that King realised he would never forget.
The man keeled over and lay still.
The wrench stayed embedded in his head.
He was unquestionably dead.
King turned away from the corpse, not interested in lingering on what he’d done. The guy had deserved worse than a bullet and a quick death, but he felt no personal satisfaction from the killing. It had been brutal in nature, but he couldn’t help but feel like he’d set things right.
At least, in this tiny unimportant corner of the globe.
The Browning 9mm had come to rest at his feet. Out of instinct, he bent down and picked up the weapon, ejecting its magazine to check it had enough ammunition before slotting it back into place. He briefly turned his attention to the AK-47 lying dormant a few feet away, but shook his head immediately at the notion.
Everything from this point on would take place in close quarters. He preferred a compact weapon to the fearsome assault rifle.
Still reeling from everything that had unfolded, sensing the dull pain of inevitable collapse dawning on him, aware that his time in the realm of the conscious was limited, he stumbled around to face the darkness of the ship’s interior and lurched straight into the belly of the beast.
Reed.
He hadn’t come this far for nothing.
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The nightmarish hallucinations started almost immediately.
He knew exactly what was causing the sensation, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying. The injuries to his torso — he made an off-handed guess that he had at least three broken ribs and possibly a handful of tears in the muscles around his stomach — were adding up, pushing against the mental barrier he’d temporarily erected. As they fought to break through, his mind faltered as he plunged into the darkness.
Disgusting, haemorrhaging wraiths roared into his vision, cackling with glee and mocking his gait. He limped on, determined, trying not to let them faze him. He understood they weren’t real, nothing but demons in his mind warping and pulsing on the edge of his peripheral vision.
He continued onward.
A figure in military uniform came sprinting out from behind one of the nearest columns, nothing but a silhouette in the dim lighting. King raised the Browning and fired once, deafeningly loud in the empty space, the muzzle flare blinding to anyone in the vicinity.
The shot passed straight through the figure.
In the light of the flashing barrel he saw the uniform-clad apparition in full detail. It was Beth. Half the skin on her face was missing, chewed away by fish. She stopped directly in front of him and stared, her single functioning eye boring into him.
You could have done something, her face said.
Then she vanished.
King stayed motionless for a beat, his breath sinking into rattling gasps, his heart pounding hard. He’d never experienced anything like that.
You’re losing your mind.
You don’t have much time.
Spurred on by the grievous nature of his wounds, he hurried toward a pinprick of light far in the distance. At this point he couldn’t ascertain if the faint orange glow was also a hallucination. He didn’t care either way. Some part of him had detached back near the railing, allowing him the energy to avenge Beth but leaving a hollow broken shell in its place.
He’d sacrificed his sanity to stay alive for another moment longer.
He found himself empty of thoughts entirely.
The tiny singularity of light was the only thing that mattered. Something told him it would lead to the end of the road. He hurried forward, as fast as his broken body would allow.
As he reached the outer limits of the glowing aura, he realised that it wasn’t an apparition, or a hallucination, or a vision of any importance whatsoever.
It was the reversing lights of a giant forklift heading straight into a vehicle bay. The structure had been erected somewhere deep within the ship’s bowels, a hangar-sized room inside a vast disused stretch of deck. Everything about the warehouse-like structure and its surroundings reeked of abandonment, as if no-one had visited this section of the ship in years. King imagined the container ship was understaffed.
Budget cuts, perhaps.
A strange thought to have in the middle of a confrontation.
As he watched, the forklift reversed straight underneath an open roller door, dipping into the vehicle bay. Soft LED lights dotted the ceiling within — that was the faint blue glow King was picking up on the edge of his vision. He turned his attention to the massive object resting on the two steel forks, propped up in the air to make it easier to transport.
The RHIB.
King squinted in the gloom and spotted the sides of the craft literally overflowing with cash. The money trickled down across the floor like a waterfall — whoever sat in the forklift’s cabin had become increasingly careless with the payload, hurrying to hide it as best as they could.
King knew exactly who it was.
He kept low, praying he still had the element of surprise on his side. It hadn’t worked at the compound in Afgooye, but Reed would be panicking here, struggling to shield the RHIB and its massive fortune from sight while his ex-military buddies dealt with the threat at hand.
King paused. Maybe the Browning round he’d fired earlier had added to the effect. Perhaps it had convinced Reed that the conflict was still raging.
He wondered if a resolution was still possible…
He’d abandoned all hope of making it off the container ship alive, considering a stalemate with Reed the best-case scenario. Now he willed himself forward, trying to bring old combat tactics to the forefront of his mind but failing spectacularly. He couldn’t focus on anything — a blistering headache had sprouted to life deep behind his eyeballs.
The forklift’s hydraulic lift cylinder whined as Reed lowered the RHIB to the floor. King slunk into the shadows of the vehicle bay’s entrance, watching the proceedings with blurry vision. The boat slumped against the metal and pitched over, emptying its contents across the bay floor.
King’s eyes boggled.
He’d been right.
Hundreds of millions of dollars — no, billions. The money poured in avalanches out of the RHIB, more cash than King could possibly fathom. The kind of money that could start a country. The kind of money that could support an entire town for generations.
The kind of money that bought unparalleled power.
There was something toxic about the scale of it. This entire time King had been pondering just what kind of motivation someone needed to murder their brothers-in-arms and take off in search of dirty profits. Now, in his suggestible state, with the power leeching from the mountains of cash washing over him, he could see how a sick mind might be lured by the prospect.
Reed stepped down out of the forklift’s cabin and slammed to the floor, landing with both boots simultaneously. Just from the noise of the impact King ascertained that the man outweighed him. Maybe two hundred and ten pounds. Maybe more.
In the end, it didn’t matter.
Reed’s attention had been seized whole-heartedly by the piles of U.S. dollars. He crossed to the mountains and stood before them, enraptured, pausing in the heat of a war zone to admire his haul.
King took the opportunity to raise the Browning level with the back of the man’s skull and pump the trigger once, with finality.
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Nothing.
The gun lay dormant in his hand. He had instinctively leant forward with the expectation of firing a shot, hoping to blast Reed’s head to pulp in a spray of gore. Instead he scuffed the sole of his boot along the bay’s floor, barely audible but noticeable enough to seize the attention of Bryson Reed.
The man wheeled on the spot, reaching automatically for his waist.
Reed found nothing there to comfort him.
He paused, sizing up the situation, staring across the vehicle bay at the weapon in King’s palm. It posed an odd sight — King glanced briefly past Reed to the backdrop of a billion dollars cash. It lent an eerie aura to the setting.
‘Well,’ Reed said, his voice hollow. ‘Seems like I lost my gun in all this confusion. I was in a bit of a rush to get the haul out of sight. Impressive, isn’t it?’
He motioned over his shoulder, imploring King to gaze at the mounds of hundred dollar bills.
‘It’s yours if you want it,’ Reed said. ‘As much of it as you can bother to take.’
‘No thanks.’
‘Suit yourself.’
Despite the cloud of confusion descending over King’s senses, he kept his mind racing, assessing possibilities. What if Reed didn’t know the gun was empty? Had it made a sound? Had it jammed — a freak accident at the worst possible time — or was there something else at play?
Reed answered all those questions a second later.
He motioned to the Browning. ‘That’s ours, isn’t it?’
King said, ‘Might be.’
‘No, it definitely is. Because you tried to shoot me before. I heard it. We fit all our firearms with a secondary safety, just beside the trigger guard. You don’t thumb it down before firing and the slide locks up. Complicated work, but it pays off. Saved my life just then, didn’t it?’
King imperceptibly shifted one of his fingers, searching for the additional safety catch in as subtle a fashion as possible.
Reed noticed immediately.
‘Don’t bother,’ he said with a smirk. ‘Miss it once and the gun’s fucked. You’ll need to disassemble it and put it back together to get it working again. Little trick-of-the-trade my friends taught me to stop hostiles making use of the weapons they take off their dead bodies. Like you just tried to do.’
King stood motionless for far longer than he was comfortable with. In truth, his equilibrium had faltered — instead of hastily devising a fresh scheme to eliminate Reed he was simply trying to focus on staying conscious and preventing his legs from wobbling under the loss of balance.
Reed noticed that, too.
‘You’re in bad shape,’ he said.
His voice had turned cold, as had the surroundings. Unnatural shivers ran down King’s spine as he tuned into the words. He was losing it, slowly but surely. He grimaced, righted himself, and maintained a sweaty grip on the useless Browning.
Reed gazed left, then right. Searching for anything he could use as a weapon, more than likely. Finding nothing. A wry smirk spread across his face.
‘Sort of poetic that it came down to this, huh?’ he said. ‘Our bare hands. I’d be shitting myself if I were you. You saw how well that worked out for you in Afgooye.’
He was talking, droning on and on. Far longer than necessary. King sensed the blurry darkness forming like a ring around his vision, closing in, threatening to consume him. He realised that Reed knew fully well how debilitating King’s injuries were, and had simply elected to distract him long enough for nature to take its course.
Every second he spent waiting, listening to the spiel, was another second of opportunity for his body to shut down on himself. He recalled each sensation back in Afgooye as Reed had manhandled him, breaking his wrist, kicking him hard enough to incapacitate him, throwing him off a haul truck like he weighed nothing at all.
That was what awaited him just a dozen feet ahead.
Bryson Reed was a hand-to-hand phenom — there was no doubt about it.
But there were few other alternatives.
In fact, there were none.
King took a deep breath, hurled the disabled Browning away and sprinted straight forward, surging directly toward his worst nightmare.
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As King charged, the endless list of disadvantages rolled through his head — unable to help the doubt seeping in, he chose to utilise the emotion. He let it wash over him, relishing the raw fear it carried with it. It honed his senses, zoning him in on the man in front of him.
He thought of all the reasons why Reed would beat him to death in the coming fight without breaking a sweat.
With both of them at optimal health in Afgooye, Reed had practically manhandled him, breaking his wrist and hurling him off a haul truck without King landing a single shot of his own.
Now, he was hurtling toward the same man — who was still unharmed, unblemished by the raging effects of non-stop combat — whereas King had a seemingly unending list of injuries to deal with. From his broken wrist to his crippled abdomen to the tender patches of skin all across his face from repeated blows, he knew it wouldn’t take much effort for Reed to overpower him and end it all with a rapid outburst of pinpoint-accurate punches.
King knew how to kill a man with his bare hands, which meant Reed did also.
Once again, King thought of the sheer potential in the man, and how much of an impact he would have made in the ranks of Black Force. For a moment he felt nauseous — he himself had single-handedly beat down everyone he came across in Mexico, and his superiors had hyped him up as one of the greatest prodigies in military history. Now he was facing a man who had made him look like a fool in hand-to-hand combat, something King was unaccustomed to.
He forced it all from his mind.
Reed was untarnished, and maybe that meant he’d be susceptible to the power of momentum. If King managed to gain the upper hand for just a second, he could deal out such pain that the tide would turn, and Reed would lock up, paralysed by a barrage of attacks. It had worked flawlessly with the bearded man minutes earlier.
He held onto the fleeting idea that he had a chance in the coming brawl.
Even though he knew what little hope there truly was.
You can take any kind of punishment he can deal out, he told himself. You don’t know if he can deal with pain the way you can.
He kept that idea in the back of his head as he surged into range and launched a series of Muay Thai side kicks into Reed’s torso.
He targeted the largest centre mass, making sure that each kick slammed home. Even if Reed had the reflexes to block the strikes — which he did, bringing his arms up to protect his sensitive mid-section — King’s shin bone smashed home relentlessly against the delicate bones in the man’s forearms. He let them fly with all the technique and power in his arsenal, drilling each kick home with enough force to break bones.
Reed battered them away, taking all the correct precautions to make sure none of the kicks were fight-ending. He used his forearms as twin shields to absorb the brunt of the impacts — King prayed that one of the kicks would hit with just the right pressure to crack the radius, or the ulna. The two major bones in the forearm — an injury to either of them would be debilitating.
Unfortunately, after four of the side kicks in the space of two seconds, Reed timed the fifth and hurled himself into range, taking a glancing blow from the fifth kick in exchange for closing the gap. King twisted away from the punch he knew was coming, but certain movements were slow and laborious. He tried to lean back away from the swinging left hook but his mid-section screamed in protest. Broken bones and torn muscles simply refused to move with the rapidity he was looking for.
It threw his timing out the window.
The fist crashed against the side of his head with enough force behind it to knock him unconscious. Thankfully, the muscles in King’s neck and jaw were unhurt, and he managed to roll with the trajectory of the punch at the last second. It took some of the devastating weight out of the shot.
But that didn’t make it any less painful.
He physically sensed his brain reeling from the punch, and a bright light flared across his vision. He understood a terrible sign when he saw it — his motor functions were fried, subject to a world of hurt with little room left to delay the inevitable.
You don’t have much time, a voice told him.
Take one to dish one.
The second thought kept him in place, planting his feet when every fibre of his being screamed at him to recoil away from Reed’s attacks. There was another punch heading straight for his face — a lightning-fast jab with Reed’s right hand. But the timing was slightly off — Reed had been expecting King to stumble away in the aftermath of the connecting left hook.
The jab landed with half power, hitting home a full foot before Reed intended. The man had been expecting to build up speed as he flicked his fist through the air, and it crashed home far too early.
Despite that, it still hurt like all hell.
King took the punch square on the forehead, his head snapping back as the kinetic energy dispersed through his skull. He clenched his teeth and fought through the sensation, remaining in exactly the same place.
Reed couldn’t help himself.
His natural balance took over and he was forced to take a step forward after throwing two successive punches with all the effort he had.
That put him uncomfortably close to King — only a foot separated each man from chest to chest.
King willed his body to put up with his requests for another ten seconds longer, and then he unleashed hell on the man he’d been chasing through war-torn Somalia for the better part of twenty-four hours.
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The sequence took five seconds from beginning to end, but by the time it came to its conclusion King had dealt enough damage to kill a lesser man.
As Reed stepped briefly into elbow-range, King pivoted with his hips, taking care not to twist his stomach too hard at risk of his body locking up in protest. He unloaded an elbow with his right arm, the only strike possible considering his broken wrist had ballooned in size. Thankfully it coincided perfectly with the distance between them, and he hit Reed in the lower part of his chin with the point of his elbow hard enough to omit a crack, signalling a broken jaw. Before the man had time to even recognise the debilitating injury, King pumped his left fist like a mechanised piston, hammering it across the space between his knuckles and Reed’s nose.
The short straight left landed home in exactly the right position, breaking his septum with the familiar twang that he had almost become accustomed to by this point. Blood sprayed from both nostrils, and Reed’s jaw started to slacken as he realised the damage that had been wreaked on the lower half of his face. His bottom lip drooped momentarily.
A perfect opportunity.
King let his left fist retreat from Reed’s broken nose with a single movement, cocking it like a weapon, and sent it flying straight back at a target a few inches lower down the man’s face. His knuckles crashed into Reed’s lower row of teeth, knocking a few of them loose. They shot back into his mouth, exposing bloody gums.
Three strikes, horrendously fast.
Bang-bang-bang.
A broken jaw, a broken nose, and displaced teeth.
King didn’t stop there. Images of Victor and Johnson flashed in his mind — he lingered on the memory of Johnson’s neck wound for just long enough to let it fuel him. He understood the tiny gaps in defence that had to be taken advantage of when two skilled combatants came head to head, and it made him realise that if he hesitated for even a moment he would end up on his back, getting the life choked out of him by Bryson Reed.
So even as the snapping sound of broken bones was lingering in the air he changed levels, ducking low and looping his good arm around Reed’s thighs. High-school wrestling practice came roaring back and he completed the double-leg takedown, thrusting off the mark and sending them both sprawling to the metal floor of the vehicle bay.
Reed on his back, King on top.
The three strikes to the face had killed Reed’s ability to resist for a fraction of a second, and it was all that King needed. He sliced a leg up to the man’s stomach and brought it over to the other side of his motionless form, so that he ended up straddling Reed’s mid-section.
Now the size advantage meant nothing.
He’d taken full mount, a jiujitsu technique that King had found as one of the most effective tools to implement in a live combat situation. Reed could buck and jerk and roll and twist with all his might, but the sheer power of gravity ensured he wasn’t going anywhere. He could throw punches up at King, but they would carry little weight behind them, affected by the same laws of physics.
And, more importantly, the laws of physics favoured King’s strikes also.
A punch thrown straight down had all kind of additional weight behind it.
With that in mind, he forced himself to relax and spot openings with clinical precision. Reed made all the right moves given his predicament, bringing his meaty forearms up in front of his face like a massive shield, hoping to protect himself from the brunt of the incoming onslaught.
He needn’t have bothered.
King simply sat patiently atop the man, one leg on either side of his stomach, his elbow poised like a predator waiting to demolish its prey. As soon as Reed shifted uncomfortably in an attempt to wriggle free, King spotted a slight gap in between his forearms and drove his elbow down in a scything motion, like a sharp bullet splitting through Reed’s defences. It landed right on the button, smashing into the man’s forehead and knocking his skull back against the metal floor.
The successful strike shocked Reed, stripping him of certain reflexes.
King took direct advantage of it.
He loaded up again and dropped the same elbow through the same gap in Reed’s forearms, hammering the same patch of skin above his eyebrows. It carried similar weight and had the same effect, detonating Reed’s head against the cold metal once again.
The gap in his forearm defence widened as he began to lose consciousness.
King let loose with an unrelenting barrage of elbows to the exact same pinpoint, slamming the pointed bone again and again and again into the man’s skull.
When it was over, Reed had entered a groggy state of consciousness, awake but barely functioning. There was no returning from such a series of attacks. It would take him hours to return to his normal levels of alertness, and by then King intended to be far away from the container ship, and far away from Somalia.
He maintained full mount position, but let the elbows cease. He had done enough damage. Anything Reed attempted in retaliation would be laboured by brain damage and semi-consciousness and the disadvantageous position he rested in. His face had become a mask of blood, jagged cuts laced across his forehead, yet King felt no sympathy whatsoever.
Reed seemed to sense that King had yielded temporarily. He let his forearms fall away from his face, exposing himself entirely. He smirked with a mouth full of crimson liquid, his features grotesque and his eyes filled with hate.
‘Good one,’ he murmured. ‘You did it. Fucking shoot me and get it over with. Go get your medal…’
King paused. ‘I’ve got a couple of questions first.’
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Before he spoke, King touched a hand to the bridge of his nose to wipe away a steady stream of blood that had begun to drip from his nostrils. His lip had been split too, at some point since he’d climbed aboard the container ship. He thought back on everything that had happened in that time, and found himself flabbergasted that he was still conscious.
He knew the pain would catch up to him. If he did recover, it would be a painstakingly slow process. Worse than Mexico.
Far worse.
He didn’t drop his guard, aware that there was a dangerous hostile underneath him — no matter how bloody, battered and beaten, he was still Bryson Reed.
A worthy candidate for Black Force.
And a royal piece of shit.
The blood flowing off him ran down the sides of Reed’s abdomen and covered the thin layer of hundred-dollar bills that had come to rest all around them. Their fight had taken place on the edge of the mountain of cash. King smirked, despite everything, as he studied the sight.
‘Blood money,’ he muttered. ‘Almost poetic.’
Reed spat a glob of blood onto the bills and shook his head. The gesture took all his effort. ‘Not quite. You saw who I stole from. Not quite the attention-grabbing headlines of smuggling guns or drugs, hey? No-one cares about that smuggling route. It’s why they make so much money. Because the big corporations endorse it — it adds to their yearly haul. So who gives a shit if I break away with their stash? If it’s extra-legal, then I deserve it as much as they do. Survival of the fittest.’
‘If you made your getaway without anyone knowing any better, I might have let you go. But you killed people. Innocent men. You don’t think about that?’
Reed shrugged. ‘Not really.’
‘You’re not doing much to help your case.’
‘Fuck my case. You’re going to kill me regardless. And if you don’t, you’re more of an idiot than I ever imagined.’
‘I beat you. I wouldn’t call myself an idiot.’
‘You bought what I fed you. You should have worked it all out when you first interviewed me, but you didn’t. Your eyes lit up at the prospect of guns and drugs and everything illegal. You ignored the banal shit. That’s the only reason I made it this far.’
‘Your men back there,’ King said. ‘Who—?’
‘Not my men. Business partners.’
‘Who were they?’
‘Ex-Marines. All retired from service. They run a private security firm in New York. Or, at least, they did. The kind of guys that get paid obscene amounts of money for bodyguard work. Protecting high-profile individuals, looking menacing when they need to. That sort of thing. But business was slow.’
‘Their income was up and down, I take it?’
Reed nodded. ‘They got used to the highs. All of them were miserable when they had to ride out the lows. I got in contact with them in the midst of a particularly poor stretch.’
‘How?’
‘I saw the amount of money flowing out of the port and sensed the opportunity of a lifetime. Leeched information off my military contacts until I came across that firm. Got in contact with them and we organised to rendezvous here, off El Hur. They knew enough about the shipping industry, apparently. Enough to know that almost anything can be bought.’
King nodded, connecting the dots. ‘That’s what you planned to do with the money. Launder it through their firm.’
Reed smirked again. ‘Bingo. Because of the private nature of their contracts, no-one would have ever known where the money came from — and no-one would have ever questioned it. I’m proud of myself, if we’re being honest. Sure, I had to use my sociopathic tendencies, but I knew I had them and I knew I could use them to my advantage. Empathy, sympathy — I don’t know what those kind of emotions are, you see. All bullshit. So I did what I had to do and I almost made it.’
‘Why are you telling me all this?’
‘Because I’m dead anyway, and I want someone to know how close I got. It would have been beautiful, man. Ride off into the fucking sunset with a billion dollars and a new identity. Shame how things work out, hey? I’ve never been shit, but I almost did something, man. Almost did something…’
King could see the glint in the man’s eyes. He could spend weeks and months dissecting Reed’s motivations, but he thought he understood the general gist of it.
Bryson Reed was a Force Recon Marine with a monotonous life and a God-awful salary who’d taken a risk and murdered his closest allies for a shot at a lifetime of freedom and luxury. There had been many like him in the past, and there would be many like him in the future. It was inevitable.
King reached down with his good hand and clamped his meaty fingers around Reed’s throat. He began to squeeze. ‘Anything else you want to say?’
Reed shrugged, even as his cheeks turned beetroot and his eyes turned bloodshot from the restricted air supply. ‘Nothing that’ll change your mind, brother. Do what you gotta do. No shame in it.’
Reed paused, succumbing to the pressure of the choke, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. King watched him momentarily give way to the sensation, then his eyes shot open, and he managed to wheeze out one final question.
‘You … r-really killed … all my men?’
King nodded. ‘They weren’t the fastest, I’m afraid. Retirement must have made them rusty. Four-on-one — they should have got the better of me.’
Despite clutching at the throes of death, Reed exposed blood-stained teeth in a final, pathetic smile. ‘There’s … five of them. Y-you missed one. Good luck.’
Reed slipped into unconsciousness at the same moment as King sensed rapid movement behind him. He was slow to react, still stunned by Reed’s last words.
Before he could even turn around, a sharp steel blade hammered between his ribs, cutting him wide open with a sensation like nothing he’d ever felt before.
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In the blink of an eye, King knew he was dying.
He had been stabbed without resistance, giving his attacker the opportunity to slide the entire length of a blade into his abdomen. It carried a squeamish sensation, the feeling laced with horror — King felt no immediate pain thanks to shock, but the knowledge descended over him that the stab wound was fatal.
At the same time, some kind of primal instinct took hold.
He lunged into action with both hands spread wide, searching for the one manoeuvre that would keep him alive for a few seconds longer.
That was all that mattered.
Prolonging his life by seconds.
He would go down fighting. He was only twenty-two years old, but the only thing he knew he could rely on was sheer, unadulterated willpower.
So he clamped both his hands down on the knife, keeping it buried to the hilt in his flesh, using every shred of power in his massive forearms to lock the blade in place. Subconsciously, he knew that if the attacker wrenched it free, he would undoubtedly go into shock from massive blood loss. He would be dead within a minute.
And despite his rational self screaming at him to remove the foreign object from his body, he kept it pinned inside him with a vice-like grip, sweating and shaking and paling as he rode out the abhorrent waves of agony. He looked up into the eyes of his attacker — just another bearded white man with hard lines creased into his features from years of exposure to the sun.
Probably the desert.
Ex-Marines, just like the lot of them.
In the grand scheme of things he meant nothing — just one of dozens of men that had tried to take King’s life in the past.
This one, however, was about to succeed.
King realised how pathetic his efforts were. He wavered in and out of reality as he fought to keep the knife embedded in his side, just as the bearded man battled to wrench it free. Muscles strained and veins pulsed with exertion, both men locked in a struggle that could only end one way.
King felt the lactic acid burning in his arms, and his grip began to falter. It would have been simple enough for the bearded man to release his grip on the knife and beat King into oblivion with his bare hands — such was the nature of King’s injuries. But the man elected to continue trying to pull the knife free, maybe sensing a personal challenge to out-wrestle a dying man.
King knew he didn’t stand a chance. Even if he managed to keep the knife in place, he couldn’t move. His body was shutting down on itself — he was acutely aware of the sensation. With cold sweat dripping off his brow he began to lose traction on the handle.
Any second, it would tear free.
Slipping…
Slipping…
The top of the bearded man’s head exploded, showering King with gore. A fraction of a second later he heard the gunshot, deafeningly loud in the otherwise-silent vehicle bay. The guy pitched forward, missing a significant portion of his skull, and slumped across the cash next to King and Reed, his legs kicking unconsciously in his death throes.
The gunshot — coming seemingly out of nowhere — spurred Reed into action. He began to buck violently underneath King, sensing a fleeting opportunity.
King understood. He couldn’t move a muscle.
Reed’s wild thrashing began to topple him over onto his side, both hands still feebly clutching the knife in his side.
King pitched, then fell.
He hit the ground with a certain finality, aware that he wouldn’t be getting up again. He’d taken full advantage of his second wind but now it had dissipated entirely, and he was left clawing for consciousness in a body that had given up on itself. He was dying, and he recognised that.
Reed began to scramble upright, breaking free from the full mount he’d been trapped under.
Then a second bullet caught him full in the face, yielding similarly graphic results to the last gunshot. Through half-closed eyes King watched the man twist unnaturally off his feet, more blood added to the crimson mask covering his features. The man collapsed into one side of the mountain of hundred-dollar bills, bleeding all over the paper.
A round sat firmly embedded in his forehead.
King glimpsed the result and let out a sigh that had been building in his chest ever since he’d discovered Bryson Reed’s deception. Justice, natural law, had been exacted. It took the stress away, and his mind settled into a trance.
He fell into a welcome unconsciousness, not really caring if he would wake up from it or not.
He doubted he would.
His last vision before he blacked out was of Beth standing underneath the open roller door, her hands on her knees, vomiting seawater onto the metal floor. Her left arm was twisted at a horrific angle, clearly broken. Her face was a swollen, bruised mess. The bullet wound in her shoulder was pouring blood down her side. Her skin was pale and her eyes were wide. In her right hand, she clutched her M45 MEUSOC pistol, but as she realised the threat had dissipated she let it fall from her grasp, clattering to the ground between her feet.
King chalked the sight up to a hallucination and slipped into nothingness.
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He came to slowly, darkness giving way to a soft white glow, which then gave way to a blinding explosion of harsh white light. He opened his eyes, peeling his eyelids apart one after the other, taking a moment to soak in his surroundings and make sure he was back in reality.
‘I’m not dead,’ he muttered, his voice croaky.
He’d uttered the words more to hear the sound of his own voice and confirm he wasn’t imagining things, and he hadn’t anticipated a response.
‘No, you’re not,’ someone said from beside him. ‘Can’t really believe it myself, to be honest.’
Features of the room became apparent, from the hospital bed to the white blanket draped over his legs and mid-section to the small flat-screen television hanging from the ceiling on the other side of the room. He rolled his head slowly to the left and spotted the familiar unimpressive oak bedside table topped with a tiny vase of flowers. Past that, he saw a cheap wooden waiting chair that someone had dragged around to face the bed.
Lars sat in the chair, his eyes wide and an expression of disbelief plastered across his face.
‘Is this a civilian hospital?’ King muttered, rolling his gaze around the room.
‘Sure is. We were sending you express to a military hospital but this place had a private room available and some of the best emergency doctors in the country on-staff. All very convenient.’
‘Where?’
‘Virginia Beach. We came straight down as soon as we hit the east coast. You were barely clutching onto your life.’
King paused, dealing with the befuddled mental state that came with losing a significant chunk of time. ‘Did you treat me on the container ship?’
Lars nodded. ‘That Force Recon Marine I warned you about — Bethany Morris. She made a series of calls and managed to get through to the very top. They put her in touch with the appropriate parties. We had a chopper on deck within a couple of hours.’
‘A couple of hours…’ King said. ‘How’d I survive?’
‘She stabilised you as best she could. She was in pretty horrendous shape herself. You’ve both been dragged through the ringer.’
‘You flew me straight stateside?’
Lars shook his head. ‘We had a small army of medics operate on you both on one of our warships in the area. We kept you there twenty-four hours, but we wanted you back here for most of your recovery.’
‘Wait … how long have I been out?’
‘They deliberately induced a coma so they had time to deal with each of your injuries. You’re only just coming out of it now. It’s been four days since we found you on the container ship.’
‘Jesus.’
‘You can imagine I’ve got about seventeen thousand questions,’ Lars said.
‘I thought you might. Can it wait?’
The man nodded. ‘Of course. You shouldn’t be talking to me, actually. Doctor’s orders. But I know what a tough son of a bitch you are. You wouldn’t let something like that stop you, hey?’
‘Did you check the bodies I left on the ship?’ King said, keen for at least a handful of answers before he slipped back into a much-needed slumber. ‘They were ex-Marines. Ran their own security firm in New York. Apparently.’
Lars nodded. ‘As you can imagine we’ll be dissecting what happened for months. But that checks out. It didn’t take much digging to bring up a laundry list of dirt on the bastards. It’s not pretty. They did their best to hide their pasts. Most of them were dishonourably discharged, and the rest were implicated in shady dealings during their time in service. Seems the scum of the earth banded together when they all got out. The one thing they all shared in common was that they’d avoided military prison by the skin of their teeth. Not enough evidence to put them away, so they were let loose into civilian society to do as they pleased. We should have got them sooner. You can be damn sure we’ll be changing our transition programmes.’
‘They almost had all the money Reed stole at their disposal. That would have been grim. That kind of cash could have bought them influence anywhere in the world.’
Lars nodded. ‘We counted everything we could find in the vehicle bay. Nine hundred and fifty six million dollars, give or take. Not a bad haul, all things considered.’
King made to respond, but a sharp bout of phantom pain in his side creased him over. He scrunched up his face and rode out the agony — it managed to seep through despite the cocktail of drugs racing through his system, injected through the intravenous drip in the crook of his elbow.
Lars noted the bout. ‘Let’s not talk for too long. We have all the time in the world for that later. Just know you did damn good. Reed would have got away if you didn’t persevere.’
‘Is Beth here?’ King said. ‘At this hospital?’
Lars nodded. ‘She sure is. Anything else I can get for you before I leave? I’ve still got this whole mess to sort out.’
‘You can get her a goddamn medal. And you can get us both some time off after we finish recovering. In the same place, preferably.’
Lars smirked. ‘What did I tell you about not getting distracted?’
‘I’ve earned a fucking distraction. With respect.’
‘That you have. Job well done, my friend. Talk soon.’
And with that he disappeared into the sterile hallway, melting into the doctors and nursing staff flowing past King’s room. For a moment King wondered whether security measures had been put into place given the fact that he lay in a civilian hospital.
But then he remembered that he didn’t officially work for the United States government, and in turn didn’t officially exist.
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and sunk back into slumber.
He deserved it.
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Miami
Florida
Five weeks later…
After a recovery process that had taken longer than expected, given the mess King’s insides had been left in, he woke up one hot August morning realising he felt as close to a hundred percent as he had for quite some time.
The penthouse suite of the Titanium Seaside Resort on Miami Beach had been booked for two weeks, courtesy of a gift from the United States government based on exceptional service to one’s country. Of course, nothing about the transaction was on the record — King hadn’t bothered to involve himself with the finer details, but he imagined it had involved certain back-channels that the general public had no knowledge of.
Looking out at the turquoise ocean through the floor-to-ceiling windows stretching across one side of the towering complex, King realised he didn’t care about the specifics.
He was just here to enjoy the view, and unwind.
Last month, he never would have considered himself capable of a retreat like this. But, then again, last month he had never known true pain. The injuries he’d sustained in Mexico had been significant, but they’d paled in comparison to what had happened to him in Somalia. The full diagnosis had come back a few days after his first meeting with Lars.
A torn oblique. Three broken ribs. A fractured nose. Two broken bones in his wrist. The horrific stab wound in his side, which had entered between his fourth and fifth ribs on the left side of his sternum and barely missed both ventricles. If the blade had nicked either of them, it would have been game over. He’d scraped through by the skin of his teeth, apparently stunning every civilian doctor that had dealt with him throughout his recovery process.
He’d found out Beth had dealt with similarly graphic injuries. She had plunged fifty feet off the top railing and hit the ocean surface hard enough to tear several muscles across her body. When he’d first seen her after the ordeal, seventy-five percent of her skin had been a mottled shade of black and blue, the bruising like nothing he’d ever seen before. She’d broken her arm snatching at the base of the access ladder as it passed by, almost wrenching her shoulder from her socket at the same time. No-one had expected her to survive, which had allowed her to ascend the ladder for a second time — albeit a little slower — and track the commotion into the bowels of the container ship where she’d stumbled across the vehicle bay, barely conscious in her own right.
Now, her naked frame lay unblemished. She stirred in unison with King, opening her sleepy eyes one by one and glancing momentarily at the view, following the direction of his gaze. Then she turned her attention back to him and slid on top of him underneath the thin sheet.
‘You know,’ she breathed as he pressed his lips to the soft skin at the base of her neck, ‘I was hoping we could have done this kind of thing in Mogadishu. Would have added the thrill of getting caught to it.’
‘I’m not thrilling enough?’ he muttered, kissing her long and hard.
She smiled. ‘You’re more than enough — don’t worry about that. We were busy in Somalia, anyway.’
‘Let’s not talk about that place.’
‘I agree.’
What felt like hours later they rolled off each other, panting with exertion. The pair had worked up a sweat throughout their activities, losing themselves in the heat of the moment. King touched a hand to her supple hip and planted a passionate kiss on her lips. ‘As much as I want to just do this forever, we both know it can’t last, right?’
She nodded solemnly. ‘How much downtime did they give you?’
‘Lars told me he booked this place for two weeks. But I have the feeling I’ll be recalled sooner than that. I’d rather return on my own accord. Don’t know why. Something psychological, maybe. Like I’m choosing to go back rather than get dragged there unwillingly.’
‘Do you want to go back?’
He paused, weighing up her words. He knew if he answered out of impulse, it would be a resounding no. The picturesque setting and the beautiful girl by his side and the unsettling memories of his near-death experience would have bubbled together into a stern unwillingness to return to the fray.
But then he used logic to discern that none of the material things would last, and he would be left broken and alone with the voice in the back of his head telling him he could have done great things. He could have saved lives. He could have been remembered.
And the chaos in Somalia had taught him a great deal about himself.
Namely, his ability to withstand near-unbelievable amounts of pain.
He knew the benefits of possessing a skill as valuable of that.
He thought of his youthfulness, and his abilities, and his sheer potential.
It lit a fire under him to test the true capacity of his mind and body. He wanted nothing more in that moment than to return immediately, to get straight back to work, offering his services wherever they were needed. The thought of the pain and suffering the ex-military thugs could have dealt out with close to a billion dollars in capital eliminated all trace of regret for stepping foot in Somalia.
He would have done it all again, even if he knew the kind of trauma that would be enacted on his body.
So instead of a resounding no, he instead said, ‘Wouldn’t pass it up for anything.’
Beth nodded, as if it was what she’d been expecting. ‘I can’t say I share the same sentiment.’
‘You thinking about retiring?’
She nodded. ‘At least from active service. I don’t know — besides the fact I met you, I hated everything about Somalia. When that gang jumped me…’
‘Of course. That’s completely understandable. You’ll get an honourable discharge. Do what’s best for yourself.’
She smiled. ‘This has been fun. I needed it.’
‘So did I.’
‘Some part of me wishes it was permanent.’
‘If I wanted to settle down, it would be with someone exactly like you. Don’t think I’m not interested because I’m going back into the field. It’s just … I was supposed to do this. You understand, right?’
She nodded. ‘Not completely. But enough of it has rubbed off onto me over the last few days. You’re a different breed, that’s for sure.’
‘It’s just not the right time in my life,’ he said. ‘I’m young. Hungry.’
She touched her lips to his. ‘I’ve been made fully aware of that.’
He smirked. ‘I don’t know if I’ve said this yet — but thank you. If you hadn’t fought to get back aboard, even with all your injuries, I’d be a dead man. You know that. But I need to tell you it. Over and over again, if I have to. You saved my life.’
‘Would have done it for anyone,’ she said.
‘You’re the toughest goddamn woman on the planet, Bethany Cooper,’ he said. ‘The Force Recon Marines would be losing one of their best if you retired.’
‘I doubt it.’
‘I don’t really talk much,’ King said. ‘And when I do I don’t exaggerate. I mean it.’
‘Then thank you, Jason.’
They kissed for a blissful, drawn-out moment — both of them recognising the finality in the gesture. When they parted, King understood exactly what the atmosphere signalled. It had shifted slightly, as if instructing him that there had never been a better time to move on. Any unnecessary lingering would increase the attachment, and deep down he knew he couldn’t stay.
No matter what.
So he slid off the four-poster bed and dressed quickly in a pair of jeans and a loose-fitting tee, covering up everything but his massive, tanned forearms. He took one last look at Beth, sprawled out leisurely on the mattress, and admired her physique.
He doubted he would ever see her again.
‘I still don’t know what it is you do exactly,’ she noted.
‘Neither do I,’ he admitted, ‘but I need to get back to doing it.’
‘You’re a strange guy.’
‘International man of mystery? Does that work? I’d like that title.’
‘Not really,’ Beth said. ‘You’re a bit too violent for all that intrigue and suspense.’
‘Oh, well. Someone’s got to knock heads together. I’ll take a good old-fashioned fistfight over an exploding pen any day.’
‘Are you really only twenty-two?’ she said.
‘Unbelievable, right?’
‘And that was only your second operation?’
He nodded.
‘How was the first?’ she said.
‘About the same. I took a little less damage, though. I’m getting worse with time, so it seems. Or the tasks are getting harder.’
‘You’ll be dead in weeks if you keep up this pace, Jason,’ she said, her tone suddenly filled with concern. ‘Get out while you still can. That’s all I’ll say.’
‘That’s just not who I am,’ he said. ‘I don’t really know what it means to stand still. These last few weeks played with my head. I need forward movement. I’ve needed it since I was eighteen. I don’t expect you to understand — I’m a weird case.’
She shrugged. ‘I get it. Just a shame.’
‘Trust me — I feel the same,’ he said, his eyes lingering on her naked form. ‘Maybe I’ll see you down the line.’
‘Somehow I doubt that,’ she said with a wry smile. ‘Good luck. I mean it. I want the best for you.’
‘The best for me is to keep soldiering on. I wish it wasn’t so.’
‘Then go knock some heads together. You seem to have a particular talent in that regard. How many men have you killed since you started in this new role?’
‘I stopped counting,’ he admitted.
‘And yet, I don’t feel a shred of fear lying here, being with you. It’s weird. I never thought I’d sleep with a trained killer.’
He snatched up the sports bag that contained all his possessions in the world and slung the strap over one shoulder. ‘Maybe some sociopaths are nice guys after all.’
‘I don’t think you’re a sociopath. Do you?’
He paused. ‘I’ve never had time to stop and think about it. That’d leave me with too many intrusive thoughts. Hence the forward motion, I guess.’
‘You’re not crazy. That speech you gave after you killed the gang above El Hur. I’ve been thinking about it for a while. I’d say ninety percent of people in your position wouldn’t consider something like that. They’d do what they thought was right at the time. They’d go with their instincts.’
‘I do that too.’
‘Then you have a damn good moral compass. And the military’s lucky to have you.’
‘Technically they don’t have me. I’m a lone wolf, remember?’
‘Well, whatever you are, keep doing you. I like it. And I like you.’
‘I like you, too.’
‘Goodbye, Jason.’
‘Goodbye, Beth.’
With that he turned on his heel and left the penthouse quietly, allowing Beth to fall back into a slumber. He strode down a carpeted corridor to a bank of shiny elevators and took the waiting carriage down to the ground floor. The vast lobby was choked with tourists, all of them with somewhere to be and checklists of attractions to visit.
King had a checklist to complete, too.
Albeit a little more dangerous than most.
The familiar twangs of phantom pain that had shot randomly through his wrist and torso throughout his recovery were gone. The injuries had healed faster than anyone had anticipated, as if his own body knew the need to return to the fray.
He was a well-oiled engine of athleticism and ability, as close to a hundred percent as he’d ever be and ready for more. He wasn’t sure how much of his enthusiasm could be chalked up to a youthful exuberance, but he hoped it wouldn’t fade too quickly with age. Having stopped Bryson Reed in his tracks, and the cartel leader Joaquín Ramos before that, he found himself energised by the prospect of striking down others. That was all the internal motivation he needed to send him straight back to work.
Briefly, as he exited the lobby into a warm Miami morning, he wondered whether it was psychologically healthy to swap another dozen days of downtime for an immediate return to combat and war.
But, then again, if he experienced the same apprehension as the rest of the general population he never would have made it to this position in the first place.
Across the ocean, a dark streak of grey hovered ominously in the sky, threatening to approach the coast and quickly turn the weather sour. King paused to observe the brewing storm for a moment, fascinated by the rapid pace at which a sunny day could be ruined.
He crossed the street to the opposite sidewalk, where a long ornate stretch of railing looked out over the beautiful Miami Beach Marina. A handful of chartered yachts milling around in the turquoise waters were in the process of casting off, turning their broad bows out to sea. Their occupants were clearly undeterred by the swelling storm clouds, opting to go about their business despite the threat. King couldn’t help but think they would be safer postponing their activities for better weather.
‘“But that’s not what ships are built for”,’ he muttered under his breath, recalling an old John A. Shedd quote he’d found during childhood and had stuck with him ever since.
Resolute, focused, he forced all traumatic memories of his recovery from his mind and turned away from the marina.
He now knew what hell felt like.
He’d taken the worst punishment imaginable.
And here he was. Recovered. Unfazed.
In his prime.
As he made for the road, entirely undeterred by the prospect of heading back into a war zone, he realised this career would be infused with his soul for a long, long time.
War hadn’t caused him to wilt.
Instead it had strengthened him.
Jason King hailed a cab for Miami International Airport, wondering just what the world would throw at him next.
He’d be ready.

MORE BOOKS BY MATT ROGERS

THE JASON KING SERIES
Isolated (Book 1)
Imprisoned (Book 2)
Reloaded (Book 3)
Betrayed (Book 4)
Corrupted (Book 5)
Hunted (Book 6)
THE JASON KING FILES
Cartel (Book 1)
Warrior (Book 2)
THE WILL SLATER SERIES
Wolf (Book 1)

About the Author

Matt Rogers grew up in Melbourne, Australia as a voracious reader, relentlessly devouring thrillers and mysteries in his spare time. Now, he writes full-time. His novels are action-packed and fast-paced. Dive into the Jason King Series to get started with his collection.
Visit his website:
www.mattrogersbooks.com
Visit his Amazon page:
amazon.com/author/mattrogers23

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
M AT r‘iné*”‘ti’fﬁ ERS

\:.-
‘et‘

JASON KING FILES‘» BODOK





