






Then the gates of hell opened up



The game was on, and the only way to win it was to charge on, straight ahead.


Bolan went through the curtain in a fighting crouch and dropped another adversary as his target tried to cock his AK-47. Shock was written on the gunman’s face as he went down.


The others started firing then, mostly without direction, making lethal noise as soldiers often did to keep the enemy at bay until they worked out what in hell was happening. The walls were being chipped and scarred by bullets, drilled through completely in places by the larger calibers.


Bolan had claimed the table of the second man he’d shot, flipped it to make a shield of sorts, but knew it wouldn’t serve him long or well. The first hits showered him with splintered wood, which meant that at least a couple of his enemies had seen him go to ground.


It was time to move.


But first, a little shock and awe.
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The meaning of good and bad, of better and worse, is simply helping or hurting.

—Journals 
Ralph Waldo Emerson 
1803–1882




Sometimes we have to fight evil with evil, fire with fire. Violence is the only language some predators understand, and I speak it fluently.

—Mack Bolan










THE MACK BOLAN LEGEND

Nothing less than a war could have fashioned the destiny of the man called Mack Bolan. Bolan earned the Executioner title in the jungle hell of Vietnam.

But this soldier also wore another name—Sergeant Mercy. He was so tagged because of the compassion he showed to wounded comrades-in-arms and Vietnamese civilians.

Mack Bolan’s second tour of duty ended prematurely when he was given emergency leave to return home and bury his family, victims of the Mob. Then he declared a one-man war against the Mafia.

He confronted the Families head-on from coast to coast, and soon a hope of victory began to appear. But Bolan had broken society’s every rule. That same society started gunning for this elusive warrior—to no avail.

So Bolan was offered amnesty to work within the system against terrorism. This time, as an employee of Uncle Sam, Bolan became Colonel John Phoenix. With a command center at Stony Man Farm in Virginia, he and his new allies—Able Team and Phoenix Force—waged relentless war on a new adversary: the KGB.

But when his one true love, April Rose, died at the hands of the Soviet terror machine, Bolan severed all ties with Establishment authority.

Now, after a lengthy lone-wolf struggle and much soul-searching, the Executioner has agreed to enter an “arm’s-length” alliance with his government once more, reserving the right to pursue personal missions in his Everlasting War.
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Prologue



Indian Ocean

Captain Danilo Andreychuk was worried. He had watched a trawler keeping pace with the Vasylna for the better part of two hours. Examining the rusty hulk through his binoculars from half a mile away, he could not escape a sense that he was being stalked.

It was entirely reasonable that Captain Andreychuk feared treachery. These waters, off the east coast of Somalia, teemed with hijackers and pirates who liked nothing better than to prey on merchant ships—stealing their cargo, sometimes offering it back for ransom to the rightful owners and frequently committing acts of needless violence against the transport crews.


And the Vasylna was a prime target.

Her cargo was supposed to be a deep, dark secret, but Andreychuk knew that every ship afloat sprang leaks from time to time. Some leaks let water infiltrate the cargo holds, while others provided information to the sea wolves who paid well for tips involving profitable merchandise.

With the exception of his first mate, Mykola Shymko, the captain didn’t trust the other members of his crew as far as he could throw them—preferably overboard. They were a mixed lot, competent enough as long as he was watching them perform their duties, but he assumed that most of them were ex-convicts. Their crude tattoos spoke volumes with respect to lives pursued outside the law.

Andreychuk noted that the trawler had drawn closer while he was distracted by his private thoughts. He had been debating whether he should hail the other ship, when a gruff voice behind him asked, “Is something wrong?”

The captain turned to face his latest client, known to him as Grigory Glazkov. The man was Russian, with a military look about him—flinty eyes and roughly chiseled features set beneath a graying crew cut that was thinning at the crown.

“I hope not,” Andreychuk replied. “But maybe so.”

Glazkov had seen the trawler now and recognized its flag. “Liberian,” he noted.

“Maybe,” Andreychuk said. “Maybe not.”

Glazkov had to have known that many vessels listed in the Liberian International Ship & Corporate Registry were Liberian in name only, logged as a matter of convenience that frequently included tax evasion and concealment of the true owner’s identity. The trawler’s flag—resembling that of the United States, but with only one star in its blue canton, and eleven red-and-white stripes in its field instead of thirteen—told Andreychuk nothing.

“Can we outrun them, if need be?” Glazkov inquired.

Andreychuk shrugged and said the obvious. “She’s keeping up so far.”

They were two miles offshore from Bargaal, still some thirteen hundred miles from their intended destination of Mombassa, Kenya. Andreychuk had no idea how fast the nameless trawler could travel—and now he saw that it didn’t matter. “Speedboats!”

From Glazkov’s lips, it sounded like a curse.

And so it was.

Three sleek powerboats—one red, two white—had suddenly appeared from the trawler’s starboard shadow and were racing toward the Vasylna at full speed, fairly skimming across the ocean’s surface. Each carried five or six men, and Andreychuk didn’t need his binoculars to know they were armed.


“You can repel them, yes?” Glazkov demanded.

“Perhaps.” Andreychuk’s tone left no doubt of his skepticism.

Even as he spoke, the first speedboat reached the Vasylna, one of its passengers raising a stubby weapon to his shoulder and squeezing its trigger. With a muffled popping sound, a grappling hook hurtled over the Vasylna’s port-side railing and caught hold, trailing a crude rope ladder behind it.

“We must fight back!” Glazkov barked at him, reaching underneath his jacket to produce an automatic pistol.

“Not so fast, Comrade,” another voice said from behind the Russian.

Glazkov and Andreychuk turned as one, to find a stocky figure standing in the wheelhouse doorway. Mykola Shymko held a pistol of his own, aimed at the Russian’s head.

“Full stop, Captain, I think,” the first mate said.

So much for trust.
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Mogadishu, Somalia

Mogadishu—or Muqdisho, in Arabic—was the crossroads of East Africa. Local natives opened seafaring trade with India in the first century, and later welcomed Portuguese merchants and seamen. Ali bin Said al-Busaid, the fourth sultan of Zanzibar, leased Mogadishu to Italy in 1892, while his successors sold it outright to Rome in 1905. Kenya captured the city in 1941, then yielded control to Great Britain from 1950 to 1960, with the advent of chaotic independence. But Somalia’s capital retained its Italian flavor, at least in the names of its streets. Italian coexisted with English, Arabic and Somali as one of Somalia’s four official languages.

Which explained why Mack Bolan, driving west from Aden Adde International Airport in a rented car, made his first turn on Via Medina, proceeding southwestard from there onto Via Londra and Via Roma.

He was headed downtown, toward the teeming heart of a city whose population exceeded two million. A recent sitrep out of Langley estimated that Mogadishans owned at least one million assault rifles, making their city the most heavily armed on Earth.

And they weren’t afraid to use those weapons, either. Street battles between rival warlords and criminal gangs were routine—so common, in fact, that the Western media rarely bothered to report a skirmish or bombing with less than a dozen slain victims.

In short, Bolan was headed into an active war zone—unarmed.

Fortunately, he should have no trouble finding military hardware in the city.

His destination, as luck would have it, lay at the very heart of Mogadishu’s urban battleground. The Bakaara Market was Somalia’s largest open market, and while relatively new—created under the Mohamed Siad Barre regime, in 1972—it had compiled an impressive record of outlaw activities. Aside from the selling of daily essentials, such as dietary staples, medicine and gasoline, the market had become a virtual arms dump since the Somalian revolution of 1986-92 and the ensuing civil war that had continued to the present day. Aside from standard small arms and explosives, Bolan understood that antiaircraft guns, mortars and other heavy weapons were available upon demand, for those with ready cash.

No problem getting strapped, then, even with his relatively pale skin working to his disadvantage in a country where Caucasians were often regarded as the enemy, regardless of their nationality.

The Bakaara Market’s other offerings included forged passports and other vital documents, prepared within minutes for buyers in a hurry, and counterfeit currency produced in such abundance that it sparked the collapse of the Somali shilling and forced a brief closure of the market in 2001. For months after the market reopened, its vendors had demanded U.S. dollars in place of their own nation’s worthless money.

Small wonder, then, that the Bakaara Market had witnessed repeated, brutal acts of violence. Sporadic firefights and RPG attacks made the market hazardous for merchants and patrons alike, while a series of combat-related fires had swept the ramshackle stalls between 2001 and 2007, claiming dozens of lives.

It sounded like a little bit of hell on Earth.


Unfortunately, it was also Bolan’s point of contact with a native ally he had never met, but whose local knowledge might prove critical to Bolan’s latest mission.

Might being the operative word.

Experience had taught the Executioner to deal with strangers at arm’s length, regardless of their prior endorsements by those whom he had cause to trust. That was true in the States, true in Europe, and doubly true in a place like Somalia, where decades of savage internecine warfare had replaced civilization with something close to anarchy.

As he approached Mogadishu’s Hamarwein Old Town, rolling north on Via Morocco, Bolan considered stopping off before his meet to buy a pistol and some ammunition, maybe add an SMG to his preliminary shopping list, but he was running late already with a flight delay in Cairo, and he didn’t want to leave his contact hanging any longer than he absolutely had to.

He’d memorized a recent photo of the man he was supposed to meet, Dirie Awaale Waabberi, and hoped he would be able to quickly spot his face out of a mob at the Bakaara Market. But Bolan knew from personal experience that Third World slums and marketplaces could overwhelm strangers without even trying.

Bolan himself was no stranger to Africa, per se, but he couldn’t pretend to pass for a native or long-term resident. He had been in and out of the continent on varied missions through the years, but governments and causes changed like the seasons. Africa’s only constants were physical beauty and stone-cold indifference to human survival.

So Bolan passed on pistol-shopping for the moment, and instead took his chances with mobility and instinct as he drove to meet a stranger who would either help him or betray him to his enemies.

As for those enemies themselves, a cautious man would say that they had Bolan hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned. But those who leaped to that conclusion didn’t know the Executioner.

 


DIRIE WAABBERI HAD a pistol of his own, but he wasn’t sure by any means that it would keep him breathing through the night. Dusk was approaching, and the floodlights mounted over the Bakaara Market were already lit, but he saw menace in the shadows between market stalls and in the eyes of strangers passing by on either side of him.

It was easy to die in Mogadishu. Anyone could sidle up to Waabberi in the crush of shoppers, slip a blade between his ribs or shoot him in the head, and who would care? Beyond a momentary ripple as he crumpled to the pavement, who would even notice?

On his way to the Bakaara Market, Waabberi had passed a small contingent of AMISOM—African Union Mission in Somalia—peacekeepers, instantly recognizable wearing their green berets and green armbands. They carried weapons but were virtually barred from using them except in the last straits of self-defense. Yet, even then, being outnumbered some 750 to one by Mogadishans who often possessed superior weapons, what chance did they have? If they kept any peace in the city, Waabberi had yet to observe it.

They would not save him, if he had been marked for death by enemies.

Waabberi had survived to celebrate his twenty-ninth birthday, just two weeks earlier, but he was ever conscious of the fact that it might be his last. The course of action he had chosen, working with a foreign stranger to defy powerful foes, could prove to be a fatal mistake.

But he was hopeful, all the same.

A man had to do something when confronted by such wickedness, or else humanity itself was lost.

Waabberi had never experienced peace. Somalia’s last elected government had collapsed four years before he was born, eclipsed in turn by military dictatorship, rebellion, civil war and eventual chaos, but he understood that some nations—even in impoverished, strife-torn Africa—enjoyed a measure of stability. If he could help his homeland move in that direction, even if he did not live to see it triumph, then Waabberi felt his life would at least count for something.

But dedication did not exempt him from fear.

Of late, Waabberi had felt that he was being followed. Granted, he could not have proved it. Stopping suddenly on sidewalks, peering into windows for reflected glimpses of a stranger stalking him, he had seen nothing that would stand as evidence. Perhaps he had grown paranoid, which on the deadly streets of Mogadishu was no more than a survival mechanism.

Still, Waabberi had a sense of being watched and shadowed. He was doubly cautious in communicating with his CIA control agent, avoiding any face-to-face contact, shunning even the use of public telephones. When messages were passed, he went the long way around to dead drops, using every trick at his disposal to get rid of followers. Sometimes he felt absurd, and yet he persevered, fully aware that enemies could strike the moment he relaxed his guard.

Or even now, when he was poised at full alert.

Waabberi wished that he knew more about the stranger he’d been asked to serve as translator and guide. The man was white and used the name Matthew Cooper, although Waabberi would have bet a year’s income that he’d been christened something else.

This Cooper was supposed to be “a specialist,” which could mean anything in cloak-and-dagger terms. Given the time and place, the opposition he’d be facing, it was safe to guess that mayhem was among his specialties.

How else could the American expect to tackle Mogadishu’s warlords and survive?

As far as the specifics of his mission, no details had been forthcoming. It was strictly “need-to-know,” a bit of hedging by Waabberi’s CIA control against the possibility that he would be abducted and interrogated by some unnamed enemy.

And so, Waabberi came to the Bakaara Market with a pistol tucked under his belt. It was a big Beretta Model 92, dragging his pants down on the left and covered by the loose tail of his baggy shirt, positioned for a cross-hand draw.

Waabberi guessed that most of those around him in the market crowd were similarly armed. Reliance on a gun or knife for personal defense was something every Mogadishan child learned at an early age from parents, older siblings, or the acts of violence they witnessed for themselves. Survival of the fittest—or the fastest—had replaced the rule of law so long ago that only those of middle age or older could recall a better time.

But if Waabberi’s life was dangerous before, he knew that the real peril would begin this day, within the next few minutes. When he met the stranger from America—assuming that the man actually showed up—Waabberi’s danger level would increase dramatically.

He would no longer be just an observer of the violence around him, someone who reported back in secret and was paid in U.S. dollars for his trouble. From the moment he laid eyes on Cooper’s face and shook his hand, Waabberi knew he would become a target.

Any second now.

 

SIMEON BOORAMA WAS TIRED of waiting. He had spent the best part of a week trailing his target, wishing he could simply kill the man and be done with it, reining in his agitation with great effort.

Now, the job was nearly done. This day Boorama was expected to eliminate his mark—but still, he had to stand and wait, until some other man arrived. It was a two-for-one, and his instructions were exremely clear: Miss either one, and it would be his own head on the chopping block.

Preferring overkill to failure every time, Boorama had collected five more soldiers for the final act. They melded perfectly into the mob of shoppers thronging the Bakaara Market on this absolutely normal evening. Their weapons were half-heartedly concealed, and in the absence of police patrols they passed unnoticed among others who were similarly armed.


Boorama watched his target, drifting among the produce stalls that offered maize, beans, sorghum, peanuts, wheat and sesame. A few aisles over, someone was cooking sambuusa spiced with green peppers that made his mouth water. Boorama contented himself with a cup of sweet lassi—yogurt and water, flavored with mango and sugar—while stalking his man.

A time or two during the long week of surveillance, he’d been almost certain that he had been spotted. Once, Dirie Waabberi had turned in the aisle of a grocery store and stared at Boorama directly, but Boorama had brushed on past him, nearly touching shoulders with a muttered “Scusi,” and moved on.

Apparently no harm had been done, since the target had not varied his routine over the next few days. Granted, Waabberi had made some basic efforts to evade surveillance, but Boorama had assistants on the case by then, and the man could not shake them off, no matter what he tried.

And finally, the end was near.

Boorama hoped his next assignment would be simpler. In and out, an easy execution without all the spying nonsense complicating every move he made. Of course, he offered no complaints to his superiors—that would have been the next best thing to suicide.

Boorama understood he was just a cog in the machine, expendable and easily replaced. With nearly half of all adult Somalis unemployed, and those with jobs averaging less than one thousand U.S. dollars per year in income, thousands of young men literally would have killed to claim Boorama’s job.

Somali lives came cheap, Boorama’s own no less than those he had extinguished on behalf of his employers. He’d lost count along the way, but knew his willingness to kill upon command was the only thing that kept him earning money—kept him breathing.

Boorama thought he might even have killed his own kin in order to survive. Waabberi’s life meant less than nothing to him, in the larger scheme of things.

His choice of weapons for the job was a Benelli CB-M2 submachine gun, an Italian 9 mm weapon that measured less than eighteen inches long with its butt folded. He had loaded the piece with a 30-round box magazine and stuffed his pockets with spares, just in case.

Not that he planned to miss.

Up close, the way Boorama liked to work, he would cut Dirie Waabberi and his nameless friend in two before they even recognized the danger to themselves.

His other soldiers were for backup, to support him if the set went wrong somehow—if, for example, Boorama killed or wounded others in the crowd, and the injured or their friends and relatives returned fire. He would have to fight his way out of the market, reach one of the cars that he had standing by and make good his escape.

What was it they always said in the United States?

No sweat.

If only that were true in the Bakaara Market, where the floodlights seemed to amplify the fading heat of yet another muggy afternoon, forcing Boorama to mop his forehead with a shirtsleeve. He looked forward to the getaway, riding at high speed in a stolen car with all the windows open, chilling him with the evaporation of his sweat off his skin.

But first, the kill.

Tired as he was of waiting, Simeon Boorama felt it coming to an end. His man was moving now, with more assurance than he’d shown since entering the market. Not just drifting, killing time, but walking with a purpose, eyes straight forward, locked on someone he’d been waiting for.

Boorama saw the white man half a second later, knew that he had to be the contact Waabberi had been expecting. Who he was or where he’d come from mattered no more to Boorama than the stranger’s choice of underwear or aftershave.

It was Boorama’s job to kill him, nothing more.

“I see him,” he informed the others, speaking into the tiny microphone attached to his lapel. “It’s time. Move in, but remember, they belong to me.”

 


BOLAN IMMEDIATELY RECOGNIZED Dirie Waabberi from his photograph and moved to intercept him near a market stall piled high with what appeared to be secondhand clothing. He kept it casual, no rushing, making himself as inconspicuous as a tall white man could be.

Waabberi drifted toward the clothing stall, not making any signal of acknowledgment as yet. Bolan took time to scan the crowd behind his contact, and to either side, looking for any evidence of urgent, hostile movement. But the shoppers surged in all directions, jostling one another, making it a tough call.

Moments later, Bolan stood beside Waabberi, studying a rack of mismatched scarves as he began the ritual.

“I always fancy red or white,” he said.

“I like the blue, myself,” Waabberi answered automatically. “Welcome to Mogadishu, Mr. Cooper.”

“Thanks. I need to get some things before we start. Hardware. But it’s too public here.”

“No problem,” Waabberi said. “I know a dealer who provides good quality.”

“Are you on foot?”

Waabberi nodded and replied, “I understood that you would have a car.”

“I do.” Bolan had paid to park it in a fenced lot, guarded by a one-eyed man who wore a rusty-bladed panga on his belt. “We may as well get started.”

They were turning when he saw the gunman coming at them, smiling in anticipation of an easy kill. The shooter wore a loose jacket, drawn back to bare a stubby submachine gun slung over his right shoulder, its muzzle rising as he closed the gap to fire at point-blank range.

Bolan reacted in a heartbeat, instinct stepping up to take the place of conscious thought. Instead of bolting from the shooter, he lunged forward, struck the weapon’s muzzle downward with his left hand, while the right snapped forward from the shoulder, slamming the heel of his palm into the gunman’s nose.

It might have been a fatal blow. He didn’t pull it, but the impact varied from one subject to another. Bolan didn’t know if he had driven shards of bone into the shooter’s brain or blinded him with splintered cartilage. The hit was hard enough to put the man down without a fight, and that was all that mattered at the moment, giving Bolan time to whip the right sleeve of the gunner’s jacket free and release the submachine gun from its shoulder sling.

“Let’s go!” he snapped, and steered Waabberi back along the path Bolan had followed as he entered the Bakaara Market, hoping that the shooter was alone. He wasn’t.

Bolan guessed it when he saw three others closing in, instead of shying from the crazy white man with a gun. He knew it when another fired a pistol shot from somewhere on his left flank, missed and struck an old man in the face.

Waabberi ducked and drew a pistol of his own, but held his fire as Bolan said, “Not here!”

The last thing Bolan wanted was a bloodbath to begin his mission in Somalia. He would not initiate a cross fire that endangered innocent civilians, even if the bulk of them were packing heat and long accustomed to surviving in an urban war zone.

“This way!” Bolan urged his contact, weaving through the crowd with shoulders hunched, as more shots sounded from behind them. Someone screamed—a child or woman, from the pitch of it—and then the panic started, as shoppers bolted every which way as they sought to clear the lines of fire.

The first few shots from handguns echoed flatly through the marketplace, but then an automatic rifle joined the chorus. Bolan recognized the stutter of an AK-47 and heard more screams as military rounds struck flesh and bone.

The shooters obviously didn’t care who else went down, as long as they dropped Bolan and/or Waabberi. The Executioner couldn’t pause to verify that he was on some hit list after only two short hours in Somalia, but it strained the notion of coincidence to think the ambush had been sprung by chance, just when Waabberi met him in the market.

He could sort through the details if and when they made it to the car alive and put some space between themselves and the remaining members of the hunting party.

Bolan knew that he could drop at least a couple of them with his liberated SMG, but he resisted the temptation. There was nothing he could do to help the panicked shoppers who were falling all around him, but he would not boost the ever-rising body count.

They’d reached the outskirts of the Bakaara Market, facing onto a street. There would be fewer bystanders out here. His enemies would have a relatively clear shot when they overtook him, and he’d have a chance to deal with them, in turn.

“Across the street,” he urged Waabberi, but they never made it.

As the Executioner stepped off the curb, a car screeched to a stop in front of him, its female driver craning toward the open window on his side.

“Get in,” she snapped, “unless you want to die right here!”
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Baltimore, Maryland, Three Days Earlier

Meeting in public was a switch. When Hal Brognola met with Bolan to discuss a new assignment, the usual sites were at Stony Man Farm or the resting place of heroes at Arlington National Cemetery. This day, of all places, the meet had been scheduled at Baltimore’s Harborplace and The Gallery Mall.

Brognola had joked about it in their brief telephone conversation, explaining that he had to do some shopping for “the little woman.” Swarovski Crystal, no less, for an upcoming anniversary. Bolan was in the neighborhood, more or less, mopping up the stateside end of a Nigerian heroin pipeline in Newark, and he drove down for the day.

The mall was located on East Pratt Street, in the heart of Baltimore’s posh Inner Bay shopping district. Bolan checked out the sailboats in passing, then focused on the signs that told him where to park his rented car.

Swarovski’s was predictably located in The Gallery, but Bolan was an early bird, by habit and as a condition of survival. He had time to browse through the Pratt Street and Light Street pavilions, admiring the World Trade Center, strolling past the windows of a self-styled psychic’s reading room. Finally, when it was time, he made his way on foot across Pratt Street, into The Gallery.


He trusted that it wouldn’t be a trap—Brognola was too slick for that—but Bolan still remained alert for enemies and noted exits as he passed them, without thinking twice about it. He was ever-conscious of the big Beretta 93-R’s weight beneath his right armpit.

The Gallery’s shops were a mixed bag, though mostly upscale. En route to Swarovski, he passed by Sbarro, Ann Taylor, Trade Secret, Talbot’s, a bank and an entrance to the four-diamond Renaissance Harborplace Hotel, with 620 rooms.

On a professional level, he noted fire alarms and security cameras, checked out the roving security guards whose visible hardware consisted of steel telescoping batons, and wondered if a holdup gang had ever tried the bank. The setup wasn’t perfect—far too many witnesses for comfort—but a team of pros would have the option of escaping over water, through Baltimore Harbor and out into Chesapeake Bay, if they timed it just right.

Most of the shoppers passing by him in the mall were casually dressed, but they still looked like money. There were no homeless souls in evidence, no street urchins except the kind who carefully cut holes in their designer jeans in affectation of a postgrunge style.

The delicate delinquents almost made him smile.

Brognola wasn’t quite as stylish, though he’d spent some decent money on his suit, keeping up with the fast-track bureaucrats in Washington. Still, the fedora planted squarely on the big Fed’s head looked like the same one he’d been wearing when he first met Bolan in Miami, several lifetimes ago.

Brognola’s handshake was the same as always, strong and dry. J. Edgar Hoover had discouraged clammy palms when Brognola was starting as a rookie agent with the FBI, and the big Fed maintained the standard ever since.

“Glad you were in the neighborhood,” he said, as they began to drift along the promenade. “You want some coffee?”

“Might as well,” Bolan replied.

They stopped at Starbucks, ordered coffee black and claimed a table for two in a corner away from the counter, where Bolan sat down with his back to the wall. When they were settled in their chairs, Brognola said, “You’ve been to Somalia. I need you to go back.”

“Okay. What’s going down?”

“Long story short, as you know, Somalia started falling apart back in 1977, when it went to war with Ethiopia. Some kind of border dispute. It seems to happen every day in East Africa. Anyway, the Somali army was decimated and the government’s authority went up in smoke, which sparked a military coup in 1978. A guy named Mohamed Siad Barre held the reins until December 1991, when half a dozen groups of rival insurgents collaborated long enough to kick him out. They replaced him with President Ali Muhammad, but as you might guess, it didn’t work out.”

“The tribal thing,” Bolan stated.

“In spades. Three other would-be leaders pulled out on Muhammad, and the coalition fell apart. Meanwhile, Siad Barre was hanging on with his own army in the south. The chaos and resultant famine prompted UN intervention in December 1992, lasting until the spring of 1995. A lot more people died, including some Americans, with no apparent progress toward resolving any of the country’s problems.”

“Sounds familiar,” Bolan said.

“Depressingly familiar,” Brognola replied. “By 1998 the original country was splintered. You had the self-proclaimed Republic of Somaliland in the northwest, Puntland to the northeast, and Jubaland in the south. None were recognized by us or the UN, and there was still an outfit called the Rahanweyn Resistance Army running wild, shooting at everybody else.”

“There is some kind of government today, though, isn’t there?” Bolan asked.

“You could call it that,” Brognola said. “In 2004 a group of relative moderates founded the Transitional Federal Government, based in Baidoa. Before the ink was dry on their charter, Somalia got spanked with a huge tidal wave from the Indian Ocean, followed by floods that killed 350,000 people in 2006.”


“They can’t catch a break,” Bolan said. “Couldn’t last time I was in Mexico.”

“And Mother Nature’s only part of it,” Brognola told him. “Through it all, a bloody rivalry goes on between the tribes in Jubaland and Puntland, all of them ignoring the transitional government. Come 2006, Islamic fundamentalists declare a new state of their own, called Galmudug, imposing strict Sharia law from the Koran. That basically ignites another civil war between the TFG in Baidoa and something called the Islamic Courts Union. The Muslim militia captured Mogadishu in June 2006, then Ethiopia jumped in six months later, supporting the TGF. Fighting’s in progress as we speak.”

“It’s grim, all right,” Bolan agreed, “but we can’t straighten out a whole country.”

“You’re right,” he replied. “Unfortunately, civil war and scrambled politics are not the only problems in Somalia, right now.”

“Back to the warlords,” Bolan said.

“Exactly right,” Brognola agreed. “We’ve seen it all before, a hundred times. When government breaks down, there’s no Utopia. The savages take over. As it stands right now, the rival gangs in Mogadishu and surrounding areas have staked their claims to three main rackets, when they aren’t killing one another for sport.”

“Those rackets being…?”

“First,” Brognola said, “they went with kidnapping for ransom. It was logical enough, I guess. A spin-off from the civil, where snatching enemy officers may give your side an advantage. Now, though, it’s strictly commercial. The first major target was an economist from Mogadishu University, involved with some kind of UN development program. His kidnappers asked for ten grand, but the UN wouldn’t pay.”

“They killed him?” Bolan asked.

“Nope. Turned him loose, in fact,” Brognola continued, “but started going after fat civilian targets. Anyone with money or a way to get some may be grabbed at any time. You won’t see anyone of any substance traveling through Somalia these days, without a well-armed entourage.”

“Okay, that’s one racket,” Bolan observed.

“The second one is drugs,” Brognola said. “No great surprise, I know, but heroin and coke don’t get much play around Somalia, unless you’re rich and have a sweet connection. The hot ticket is something called khat, a locally grown narcotic plant. Most people chew the leaves to get high, then zone out—and I do mean most people. Current research claims that three out of four adult males in Somalia chew khat every day. It’s highly addictive, and the World Health Organization calls it an epidemic, leading to problems that range from domestic abuse and divorce to street crime. Hit men and guerrillas like it, too. A little bite of courage when they need it most.”

“So, that’s widespread,” Bolan said.

“Absolutely. But like any other drug, you have controlling syndicates who dominate the market. They’re the same ones who direct the big-league kidnappings and claim the lion’s share of the third racket.”

“Which is piracy.”

“Right,” Brognola said. “Somalian gangs with access to the coast will tackle damn near anything that floats. They’ve staged eighty-odd raids so far, in the first six months of this year, with fifteen ships hijacked and over a hundred crew members held hostage.”

“Any special targets?” Bolan asked.

“Not really. Most of the time, they sell the cargo back to its owners for five or ten cents on the dollar, collecting some extra for crewmen and ships. Sometimes they find a rival bidder. However, there’s one load we are concerned about.”

“What would that be?”

“Late last week,” Brognola went on, “a gang of pirates overran a Ukrainian cargo ship, the Vasylna, bound for Nairobi with a consignment of Russian military hardware. Not just AKs and grenades, unfortunately. In addition to the usual small arms, they grabbed thirty-three tanks, the new T-90s, complete with what the Russians are calling a ‘substantial amount’ of ammo for their 125 mm guns and factory-standard machine guns.”

Bolan suppressed a grimace. The T-90 main battle tanks mounted two machine guns: a 12.7 mm for antiaircraft work, and a smaller 7.62 mm coaxial machine gun for mopping up infantry. Each tank tipped the scales at 46.5 tons, seating a three-man crew, and could travel four hundred miles at forty miles per hour, powered by an 840-horsepower Model 84 V-84 12-cylinder diesel engine. It was, in short, a formidable killing machine.

“I’m guessing that the pirates haven’t offered to return the goods,” Bolan said.

“They’re taking offers,” Brognola replied. “Keep one of two of the T-90s for themselves, and they can still make millions selling off the rest to one of the militias. It could swing the balance on a local scale, at least.”

“I’m guessing that you have some leads on who might be responsible,” said Bolan.

“Two prime suspects,” Brognola said, as he drew a plastic-covered CD-ROM from somewhere inside his suit jacket and passed it to Bolan. “Look this over when you get a chance. It covers both the major gangs in Mogadishu and your native contact.”

Bolan took the CD-Rom and tucked it away inside his own jacket.

“As usual,” Brognola said. “This mission will be high risk for small reward, and there’s no safety net. We haven’t had an embassy in Mogadishu for over a decade, so the nearest consulate would be in Nairobi. For the record, that’s 635 miles as the crow flies, and you wouldn’t be flying.”

Bolan shrugged. “I never found much comfort at an embassy,” he said.

“The good news,” Brognola continued, “if you want to call it that, is that you won’t be bothered by police. They’ve only got a thousand cops to cover the whole country, and it turns out none of them are stationed in Mogadishu.”

“Makes it nice for the warlords,” Bolan said.


“You may run into AMISOM,” Brognola added. “They’re loosely backed by the UN Security Council. But they’ve only got twenty-six hundred troops on the ground, and they try to stay out of harm’s way.”

“Sounds all right,” Bolan said. “I’m in.”

Brognola nodded, put a grim smile on his face, and reached for Bolan’s hand again.

“Stay frosty, then,” he said. “And stay in touch.”

 

BOLAN SAT IN HIS CAR, in the mall’s parking lot, and slid Brognola’s CD-ROM into the laptop he’d picked up earlier. The computer whirred briefly, then began displaying photos of his targets with their background information, gleaned from databases maintained by the CIA, Interpol and the African Union’s Peace and Security Council.

First up was Musse Bahdoon Guleed, age thirty-two, identified as Mogadishu’s primary criminal warlord. He had been jailed for robbery in 1996, released three years later and had managed to remain at large since then, building a reputation for ruthless ferocity nearly unrivaled in a nation where homicidal violence was routine. Observers estimated that Guleed had at least a thousand armed men under his direct command, perhaps as many as twelve hundred. His gang was suspected of several high-profile ransom kidnappings and peddled some two-thirds of the khat consumed in Mogadishu and environs over the past five years. His pirate navy roamed the coast from Xarar dheere southward to Kismaayo, picking off commercial targets and skirmishing with rivals.

Guleed’s number two was Jama Samatar Hassan, a transplant from the Bakool district, on the Ethiopian border, who had come up the hard way as a militia infantryman turned bandit and smuggler. At twenty-eight, he’d served two prison terms for trafficking in stolen property but ducked indictment for the various suspected murders in his past. Among those was the slaughter of two dozen villagers near Wanlaweyn, in early spring. According to reports from Interpol, the victims had been growing khat and balked at selling to Guleed for half the normal wholesale price. Now, they were in the ground and Guleed had it all, thanks to his strong right arm.

The strongest opposition to Guleed came from one of his ex-lieutenants, twenty-six-year-old Jiddu Abtidoon Basra. According to the file provided by Brognola, Basra had grown jealous of his boss’s wealth and power over time and lobbied for a larger slice of the pie. What he got, instead, was a near-fatal slashing with pangas that left his once-handsome face scarred on the left side and minus one eye, its socket masked by a patch. Basra had been seeking revenge ever since, narrowly flubbing half a dozen opportunities to kill Guleed. Meanwhile, his gang was making headway on Guleed’s own turf—raiding his khat supplies, interdicting some of Guleed’s pirate raiders, and killing his ex-master’s men wherever he found them.

The man coordinating Basra’s insurrection was Nadif Othman Ali, a wiry rodent of a man, birth date uncertain, who seemed to scowl in all his photographs. Confusing prison records indicated that he had been born either in Qardho or Bu’aale, sometime between 1975 and 1980. So far, during his thirty or thirty-five years, he’d served four prison terms and had been held on suspicion of various crimes twice that often. Ali had been sentenced to die for a young woman’s murder in 2001, but he broke out of prison with several other convicts and found shelter with Guleed’s outfit, later switching allegiance when Basra defected.

It was impossible to say how many victims Guleed and Basra had killed, maimed and terrorized during their rein as warlords of Mogadishu. Between them, they reportedly had some two thousand men prepared to murder on command, without question or second thought, and finding new recruits should be no problem in Somalia’s present atmosphere.

Bolan had seen it all before. After a war dragged on so long, whole generations passed from cradle to grave with no concept of peace. They fought and killed because it was expected of them, and because they knew no other way to live.

Bolan knew he couldn’t erase Somalia’s bloody history or clean up Mogadishu, but he could deal with specific targets in a way they’d understand. And if he found the missing Russian hardware, he would do his best to see that it did not remain in lawless hands.

Brognola’s CD-ROM contained a list of what the pirates had collected when they captured the Vasylna. In addition to the big T-90 tanks, and ammo to supply them, there’d been three hundred RPG-29 Vampir antitank grenade launchers, two dozen 9K32 Strela-2 surface-to-air missile launchers, twelve NSV 12.7 mm heavy machine guns, four hundred AKS-74 assault rifles with side-folding stocks, a dozen 9 mm PP-2000 submachine guns, five SV-98 sniper rifles chambered in 7.62 mm and fourteen cases of RGO fragmentation grenades.

Enough, in short, to start—and win—a not-so-small war.

Bolan’s sidekick and guide in his search for that arms cache would be Dirie Waabberi, a native of Mogadishu who’d survived nearly three decades under fire and had prospered as a jack of all trades. Brognola’s file reported that Waabberi was fluent in all four of Somalia’s official languages, plus the regional tongues Af Maay and Af Maxaa. He was unmarried, and his family had been consumed by Mogadishu’s mayhem in the past decade, leaving Waabberi ripe for CIA recruiters who’d offered him cash and a chance to make a difference. He had supplied reliable intel so far, and it was not Waabberi’s fault that there was no effective government in place to use it.

They would be meeting soon, strangers connecting for the first time in a killing zone eight thousand miles away, and Bolan hoped Waabberi was prepared for what would happen next. If he was squeamish, if he harbored any racial prejudice, their collaboration might be doomed from the start. If he was combat ready, on the other hand…

Well, they would see who came out on the other side alive.
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Mogadishu

Bolan dived into the backseat of the woman’s car, leaving Waabberi with the shotgun seat. The car surged forward, forcing startled bystanders to leap aside, while Bolan held his captured SMG ready to meet a threat inside the vehicle.

“I think you stepped on someone’s toes back there,” the driver said, and flashed Bolan a quick smile from the rearview mirror.

“Lucky you were passing by, I guess,” he said.

“It’s not coincidence,” she told him, as the gunmen who’d been chasing them burst through the milling crowd and into view.

One of them fired a pistol shot at the escaping car, then all of them together broke in the direction of two cars parked at a nearby alley’s mouth. Before his brunette chauffeur made a sharp left-turn, Bolan saw the shooters pile into the cars.

“I’d like to hear about that later,” he informed her. “Right now, we’re about to gain a tail.”

“We should be introduced, at least,” she said. “Don’t you agree? Mr. Waabberi, I already know, of course.”

“Is that right?”

Bolan’s contact half turned in his seat, glancing at Bolan’s weapon with a horrified expression on his face. “It is a lie, I swear!” he said.


“I should explain myself,” the woman said, still smiling. “While we’ve never met, I have been watching him and feel as if we know each other.”

Behind them, Bolan saw the first chase car appear. One of its headlights was burned out or broken, making it a cinch to recognize.

“Here’s company,” he said.

“I see them,” the driver said, putting on a bit more speed. “But I must introduce myself, at least. Captain Natalia Mironov, of the foreign Intelligence Service. You call it the SVR.”

By any name, it was the former First Chief Directorate of the old KGB, now an independent agency roughly equivalent to the CIA or Britain’s MI6. The SVR was responsible for collecting intelligence and performing any other dirty jobs it might be given outside Russia’s borders, while a separate Federal Security Service covered Russia proper.

“Russians in Somalia,” Bolan said, as the second chase car appeared. It had both headlights, but the left one had been misaligned, giving the vehicle a wall-eyed look.

“And Americans, no less,” Mironov said. “I hope we can cooperate. If not, you’re free to go at any time, of course.”

She tapped the brake, shaving perhaps three miles per hour from their speed. Behind them, Bolan saw the cyclops and its wall-eyed follower begin to close the gap.

“Let’s not be hasty,” he replied.

“By no means,” Mironov said, as she immediately put the pedal to the metal once again.

For all her skill at driving, Mogadishu’s narrow, crowded streets conspired against them. Even if the Russian had been psyched to kill or maim a hundred bystanders, it likely would have stalled her car, instead of helping them escape.

“I have a thought,” she said, “Mr….?”

“Matt Cooper,” Bolan said.

“No rank? No agency?”

“It just gets in the way,” he said, coming a good deal closer to the truth.

“I think we’ll try the old town, yes?” she said, not really asking. “There are fewer shops, and if we have to fight…well, everything is shot to hell already.” Killer logic.

Bolan couldn’t argue with it as he saw three headlights bearing down on them and Mironov roared through another sliding left-hand turn.

 

SIMEON BOORAMA FELT as if his head were going to explode. His lips and chin were caked with blood from his flattened nose, and his right eye was bleary, swollen half shut. He knew his nose was broken, but the thought of any greater damage was subordinated to his craving for revenge.

One of his men had found him sprawled out in the marketplace and dragged Boorama to his feet, pulling him back into the fight. It would have been a simple thing to leave him where he lay. He would not forget the soldier who had helped him.

Sadly, circumstances being what they were, Boorama’s reputation might demand that he repay his savior with a bullet in the head, to silence any future gossip on the subject of his own incompetence.

We’ll see, Boorama thought, and braced himself against the dashboard of the lead car as it sped after their prey.

Someone had snatched Dirie Waabberi and the white man from his very clutches, and it shamed Boorama that he didn’t have a clue who that might be. He thought he’d glimpsed a white woman behind the wheel of the vehicle they were chasing, but Boorama knew that in his present state he could have been mistaken.

“Get after them!” he snapped at his own driver, as if angry words could make their car go any faster. When the driver cut a surly glance in his direction, Boorama punched the man’s shoulder hard enough to make the car swerve, as he shouted, “Faster, damn you!”

He had made an enemy, but that was life. In his world, fear was more important than respect, while kindness had no place at all.

Boorama wondered if the white man who had struck him also had his submachine gun. It was logical, but anyone could easily have snatched it while he lay unconscious back in the Bakaara Market.

Yet another cause to be ashamed.

At least he had not lost the Tanfoglio TA-90 automatic pistol that was wedged into his belt when he went down. Boorama clutched it now in his right hand, half-turning painfully to make sure that the second carload of his soldiers was behind him, staying close.

In order to redeem himself, he had to kill Waabberi and his white friend, plus whoever had arrived so providentially to offer them a ride. Three heads instead of two. But that meant nothing to Boorama at the moment.

Catching them meant everything.

“What’s wrong with this pezzo di merda?” he demanded, punching the dashboard with his free hand. “Hurry up, you cretino!”

His driver said nothing, but stood on the gas pedal, making the car’s engine whine in response. They were closing in now, and Boorama was weighing the odds of a shot from his window when the lead car braked, swung hard to the left with tires screeching, then roared down a side street.

“It’s Hamarwein, then. The old town. After them!”

His driver followed, mouthing a curse and missing the corner of a building by inches as he cut the turn short. Boorama did all he could to remain in his seat, without checking to see if the second car followed their lead.

Boorama thumbed back his pistol’s hammer and hunched forward in his seat, shaking his head to clear the fog of pain. He instantly regretted it and cursed the man who had humiliated him.

The man he planned to kill within a few short minutes.

 

“HOW MUCH FARTHER to this old town?” Bolan asked Natalia Mironov.

“Five minutes. Maybe less,” she said.

“We may not have the time,” he answered, and a muzzle-flash exploded from the first chase car, as if to punctuate his words.

That shot missed, but the second scored a ringing hit on Mironov’s trunk or bumper. She muttered a curse, and started swerving as she raced along the narrow street. There wasn’t much leeway for fancy driving, but her skill under the circumstances left Bolan impressed.

He could have tried a burst from the Benelli SMG, but that meant wasting bullets to take out the car’s back window, and he guessed that he’d be needing all of the rounds in its short magazine when they stopped to confront their pursuers. Until then, the best move was to keep his head down and trusting his driver to cook up a plan.

Unfortunately, trust was scarce in Bolan’s world, and trusting Russian agents on short acquaintance was a double challenge.

They cleared the narrow street and sped across a kind of open square, came kissing close to an old fountain that was dry and crumbling into ruins, then roared down another street that seemed more claustrophobic than the last one. Bolan had a fleeting hope they might be saved by accident, when their pursuers split and passed on opposite sides of the fountain, nearly colliding as they cleared it, but the one-eyed lead car surged ahead and held its lead.

“I thought we had them there,” Mironov said. “Those idiots nearly did our work for us.”

“Still, no cigar,” Bolan said.

“We can smoke one when we’re finished with them,” Mironov replied.

“And when would that be?” Bolan asked her.

“Any minute now.”

Bolan had refamiliarized himself with Mogadishu and Somalia by studying maps on his last night in the States. He knew the Hamarwein was close, but Mironov’s zigzag approach had managed to confuse him, even if it didn’t shake their enemies. He was relieved, then, when they cleared the narrow street and rolled into a sort of plaza flanked on every side by buildings that had once been shops.

He had a chance to see that most of them were empty now, their facades bullet-scarred and blackened by flames during one of the city’s innumerable firefights. A couple of the buildings had collapsed entirely, and it seemed that no one was in any hurry to rebuild them.

“Welcome to old town,” Mironov announced, as she slammed on the brakes and cranked the steering wheel, putting her car into a long and noisy slide.

Bolan held until it came to rest, then bolted from the backseat with his SMG and crouched behind his open door. Waabberi did the same thing on the far side of the car, leaving Mironov to use her own door as a shield.

As the pursuit cars reached the plaza, she turned back to look at Bolan and surprised him with a smile.

“Just shoot the fools who are chasing us, not me,” she said. “Okay?”

 

DIRIE WAABBERI HAD been witness to a hundred shootings in his lifetime, maybe more, but this would be the first where he was a participant. His hands were trembling slightly as they clutched the black Beretta, and he wondered whether he should be the first to fire a shot.

The hunters had already fired at him, of course—not once, but several times. He wondered how many they’d killed or wounded by mistake at the Bakaara Market, but he could not dwell on such things if he wanted to survive the night.

He had to focus on the enemies in front of him and do his best to kill them, hopefully with the assistance of his two new allies.

An American, and then a Russian! It was too much for his mind to cope with, when his life was riding on the line.

The chase cars roared into the plaza, and Waabberi had a momentary fear that they would ram the Russian’s car, but both screeched to a halt in front of him, breaking respectively to right and left. Four men leaped out of each car, weapons in hand, and then a shot rang out before Waabberi had a chance to fire.

Within a heartbeat, every weapon in the plaza opened up, pistols and submachine guns hammering at one another, shiny cartridges clinking on paving stones. All of the cars were taking hits, and he could hear the Russian agent cursing as she fought.

Waabberi’s first selected target was the driver of the second chase car, barely visible behind his open door, some twenty feet downrange. Waabberi’s first shot missed the car completely, while his second struck the door but failed to make it out the other side.

Waabberi ducked a couple of incoming bullets, frowning as an idea came to him. He backed up slightly, then lay down beside Mironov’s car to aim beneath his open door. And as he’d hoped, he had a clean view of his target’s knees.

Waabberi took a breath and held it, squinting with his left eye as his right took aim. He knew he’d only have one chance to get this right. A miss would warn his adversary, and the man would bolt before Waabberi could correct his aim.

His index finger seemed to take forever, squeezing the Beretta’s trigger, then the pistol bucked against his palm and his opponent howled in pain, sprawling into the open as he clutched the bloody ruin of a mangled knee.

Waabberi wasted no time gloating. Still without exhaling, he lined up another shot and put his fourth round through the wounded gunman’s gaping mouth.

Simple.

Perhaps it was his background, all the death that he had witnessed growing up in Mogadishu, but Waabberi felt no pity for the man he’d killed, no sickness at the thought of having snuffed out a human life. The gunman was no better than a snake or scorpion, in his opinion.

All Waabberi felt was sweet relief—and pressing need to drop his other enemies before they did the same to him.

Rising to crouch behind his open door again, he scanned the battleground in search of ready prey.

 


SIMEON BOORAMA TRIGGERED three quick shots and broke for cover, sprinting toward a burned-out building to his right. He hoped a change of vantage point would help him kill the adversaries who were shooting up his men and cars, before he found himself alone and trapped.

In truth, Boorama didn’t care that much about his men, and both the cars were stolen. If he had to leave the battle site on foot, so be it. All that mattered was eliminating those whom he’d been sent to kill—and the white woman who’d come from nowhere to assist them.

Bullets rattled past Boorama as he ran, head throb bing with the jolt of every stride, sweat burning in his eyes. Boorama nearly reached his goal, then stumbled on the paving stones and sprawled facedown, gasping in pain. He fired a wild shot toward his enemies, then scrambled toward the nearest cover, scraping knees and elbows bloody in the process.

A bullet clipped the heel of Boorama’s left boot as he lurched through the open doorway of a burned-out shop, sending a rough jolt up his leg that echoed in his aching skull. Cursing, he huddled under cover, pausing long enough to catch his breath before he risked another look outside.

Two of his men were down, either dead or wounded, and the three they’d come to kill showed no signs of surrendering. Why should they, when it would mean instant death? Boorama hoped they would run out of bullets soon, and let his soldiers rush them with impunity. But then he felt a surge of panic that he might have no men left when that occurred.

Boorama cursed the white man, who appeared to have his submachine gun, after all. The good news was that he had failed to take the extra magazines Boorama carried in his pockets, and the gun should soon be empty. Then, even with four guns against two, Boorama thought his soldiers should prevail.

Just then, as if his thought had been a curse, he saw another of his men go down, flopping across the pavement like a fish flung out of water. In another instant the man lay still, either dead or unconscious. A useless lump of flesh.


Boorama knew he had to get back in the fight, but he was frightened. The feeling galled him, made him nearly sick with shame. Infuriated by his own weakness, he scrambled to his feet and dropped his pistol’s magazine into his palm. Six or seven rounds remained, but he stuffed it in a pocket and replaced it with another that held fifteen rounds.

Better to be prepared than find himself exposed, unable to return fire from his enemies. If he was swift and bold enough, he might surprise his adversaries and take them down before they recognized the danger on their flank.

If not…

Before logic could rob him of his courage, Boorama broke from cover, charging toward the target from the driver’s side, the TA-90 blazing in his fist. Running and aiming at the same time was a challenge, all the more so with one eye swollen shut and epic pain throbbing inside his head, but rage and a commitment to preserve his reputation drove him forward.

He was halfway to the car and gaining when the white man swung around to face him, sighting down the stubby barrel of Boorama’s submachine gun. Two more shots went wild, before a burst of slugs ripped through Boorama’s chest.

Collapsing to the pavement, slain with his own gun, Boorama wasn’t sure if he should weep or laugh. Instead, he simply died.

 

THE SLIDE ON BOLAN’S captured SMG locked open as his adversary fell, sprawling, some thirty feet in front of him. The guy was down and out, but so was Bolan’s only ammo magazine, with three or four opponents still confronting him.

He had two ways to go. He could lie back and let his companions finish off the set as best they could, or he could act.

For Bolan, lying back had never been an option.

Good news: he had recognized the last man down, from his loud shirt and battered face, as the same shooter who’d donated the Benelli SMG to Bolan back at the Bakaara Market. Odds were fair that he’d be carrying spare ammunition in the pockets of his baggy cargo pants—and even if he wasn’t, there was still a pistol lying near his outflung hand.

Bad news: the thirty feet that separated Bolan from his goal was open ground. He would be totally exposed to hostile fire, coming and going, all the way.

He hated to distract the woman who had saved him once already, but there seemed to be no choice. Bolan waited until she had paused to feed her pistol a fresh magazine, then said, “Can you cover me?”

She frowned. “What did you have in mind?”

He let her see him drop the SMG’s spent mag and nodded toward the nearby corpse. “A little shopping run,” he said.

“If I were you,” she answered, “I would stress the running part.”

“That’s the plan.”

She nodded then and said, “I’ll do my best. Be quick, eh?”

As she turned away and rose to fire across her open door, he bolted from the cover of the bullet-scarred sedan. There was no point in trying any broken-field maneuvers, since his enemies were all to Bolan’s right, sighting across his path of travel. All that he could do was keep his head down, offer up a silent prayer to anybody listening, and run like hell.

He left the SMG behind and took off.

Two seconds, give or take, and he was at the body. Fumbling with the pocket flaps would use up too much precious time. Instead, he scooped up the Beretta pistol in one hand and gripped the corpse’s collar with the other, dragging the deadweight back toward Mironov’s vehicle and firing as he ran.

Three rounds, in fact, before an empty chamber finished it. By that time, though, he’d reached the car and had started rifling the remains.

The first pocket he tried held three spare clips for the Beretta. Number two Benelli magazines. A third gave up a formidible-looking switchblade knife. He pocketed the blade, reloaded both Italian guns and spent another second charting his next move.

His luck had held so far. Bolan decided it could stand a bit more stress.

“I’m going in,” he told Mironov, rising even as he spoke and rushing past her, angling toward the nearer of the two chase cars.

A single man was hanging on behind its open driver’s door. He’d ducked, perhaps reloading, just as Bolan made his move, and was surprised to find an adversary bearing down upon him when he rose to fire again. A 4-round burst from Bolan’s SMG tore off three-quarters of the gunner’s face and dropped him twitching to the pavement.

That left two, huddled behind the second car.

Bolan considered setting fire to it, but couldn’t trust the plaza’s paving stones to strike a proper spark from ricochets, even if he could hit the fuel tank first and start a spill of gasoline.

Bolan’s companions had the targets pinned, giving him time to circle wide around their vehicle and come in from behind them. One of them saw Bolan coming, tried to raise his SMG too late and took a short burst in the chest. His friend was far too late recovering from the surprise, half-turned in profile when the Parabellum manglers hit him, tore him up beyond repair and put him down for good.

Mironov joined the Executioner beside the corpses, ready with her pistol if one of them tried to pull a Lazarus routine. When she was satified that they were dead, she said, “You run well, for a man…and an American.”

“I do my best,” he said, then nodded toward her car. “Will that still run?”

She smiled again. “Let’s try it and find out.”
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Natalia Mironov made a call on her cell phone as they were leaving the plaza, speaking rapidly in Russian with a sharp bite to her tone. Five minutes later, when the trio reached a side street off Corso della Repubblica, a grim-faced thirty-something man was waiting with another plain sedan. They switched cars without speaking to the man, leaving him to dump their shot-up ride.

“The backup must be handy,” Bolan said, when they were on the move again.

“I use him sparingly,” Mironov answered, making eye contact with Bolan in the rearview mirror. “He won’t know where we’re going now.”

Bolan would have to take her word on that, unless he decided to bolt and drag Waabberi with him. Instead, he told her, “I have wheels back at the market.”

“Did you leave something you can’t afford to lose?” Mironov asked.

“Nothing.”

“It’s best to write the car off, then, I think. Not wise to go back when the wasps are swarming and you may be stung, yes?”

Bolan nodded. He could always get another car.

“I take it that we have a destination, then?” he asked.

“A safe place,” she responded. “For a talk.”


He could have asked for her definition of safe, but Bolan let it go and watched for landmarks as she drove through winding, mostly darkened streets. Their destination was a small apartment block located two blocks west of Via Casa Popolare, in what passed for one of Mogadishu’s quasi-upscale neighborhoods. He noted the other cars parked on the street, most of them aging and in need of bodywork or fresh paint jobs, and building windows shuttered against roaming peril in the night.

Inside Mironov’s flat, Bolan took a quick look around, opening each door and peering into darkened rooms while the Russian tracked him with eyes that mirrored vague amusement.

“You don’t trust me yet,” she said, not making it a question.

“It’s a little soon for me,” he said.

“I understand, of course. Perhaps I saved your life to bring you here and kill you.”

“Stranger things have happened,” Bolan told her.

“Perhaps. But that is not the case here. The two of you have me outnumbered.”

Right, he thought. Unless the two of you set all this up.

Bolan kept that thought to himself. “Let me guess,” he said. “You’re here for the Vasylna.”

“For her cargo,” she corrected him. “Ukrainians can take care of themselves.”

“That sounds more like the KGB,” Bolan replied.

“Americans are fond of clinging to the past,” she said.

“What’s changed, except the name?” he challenged.

Her shrug seemed unaffected, drew attention to the way she filled her clinging blouse. “For one thing, we’re not communists. Well, most of us, at least. And we do not give arms to terrorists.”

“Are you upset because they’re headed for the wrong hands, or because you got ripped off?” he asked.

“I think it must be a bit of both,” she said.

“Our interests may conflict on this,” Bolan said.

“You object to lawful sales between my country and the government of Kenya?” she inquired. “Your embassy is in Nairobi. Surely Washington does not object to reinforcing the stability of that regime…and earning money in the process? We are capitalists, after all. You win.”

“Nobody wins, with all that hardware on the open market in Somalia,” Bolan said.

“And once again, we’re in agreement,” Mironov said. “Let’s speak frankly. I was sent to find the missing cargo and recover it, if possible. Failing in that, my orders are to render it inoperable and deprive the thieves of any value. Are your orders similar?”

“Minus recovering the shipment,” Bolan granted.

“So, no major conflict, then.”

“And do you know who has the merchandise?” he asked.

“We have suspects. Two groups in competition, I am told. The thieves are unidentified as of yet.”

“We’re in the same boat, then,” Bolan said.

“Should we sail together for a time, or would you rather work alone?” Mironov asked.

“I’m not alone,” Bolan replied, tipping a quick nod to Waabberi.

“Nor am I,” she said, “as you have seen.”

Bolan considered it and made his choice.

“Cooperation works for me,” he said, “if we’re agreed to trash the cargo when we find it.”

“If we find it,” she replied, “I may be open to persuasion.”

“Fair enough,” Bolan said, as he took her outstretched hand.

 

MUSSE GULEED WAS NOT accustomed to defeat. He’d risen from the gutter, literally, to command a private army known in Mogadishu and the surrounding Banaadir Region as a ferocious fighting unit. Foreign peacekeepers shied away from contact with his troops. Merchants and politicians paid him tribute on demand.

It came as something of a shock, therefore, to learn that eight of his men had been killed in Hamarwein, apparently without inflicting any damage on their enemies.

Guleed’s voice was an earthy rumble in the cluttered office as he asked, “I sent them to Bakaara Market, did I not?”

Seated across the desktop scarred by cigarettes and water rings, Jama Hassan nodded. “You did,” he said.

“Why are they dead in old town, then?”

Hassan shrugged. “I suppose they followed this Waabberi and his white man.”

“Did I tell Simeon to follow anyone?” Guleed demanded.

“No, Musse.”

“He was supposed to kill them in the market, was he not?”

“Something went wrong.”

“I know something went wrong! I’ve lost eight men for nothing! Where’s the man they were sent to liquidate?”

“I don’t know, Musse.”

“It’s your job to know, Jama.”

Hassan slumped lower in his chair, adopting a contrite posture. “You know that Simeon was no good at communication from the field. We found his radio still in the car, turned off.”

Guleed breathed deeply, focused on diminishing his rage before it sparked another blinding migraine and he had to chew more khat for pain relief. When he was calmer and the pulsing at his temples eased, he spoke again.

“You’re right about Boorama. And the others, pig shit on my boots. They’re easily replaced. My point is that they didn’t do their job, and that is what bothers me.”

“You’re right, Musse.”

“And as my second in command, I’m asking you, Jama, what will you do about it? How will you correct this error and redeem my reputation?”

“I have people questioning the market vendors,” Hassan said. “Some of them saw the white man running past their stalls. One claims a car was waiting for him on the west side of the market.”


“Not Waabberi,” Guleed said.

“No. He was running with the white man.”

“So? Who drove the car?”

“Our witness says it was a white woman.” Guleed cursed.

“It’s true, Musse. At least, he says it’s true. We’re trying to confirm it, but of course he didn’t see the license plate. The car was gray, he says.”

“Oh, gray,” Guleed said with a sneer. “That solves everything.”

“We’re looking for more witnesses.”

“Waabberi went to meet a white man at the market, yes?”

“So we were told, Musse.”

“And now, we have a white woman already here in Mogadishu, waiting with a car to spirit them away, one jump ahead of Simeon?” Hassan shrugged.

“If this is true,” Guleed pressed on, “what does it mean?”

“Someone from the United Nations possibly.”

“Someone from the UN who fights back and wins?” Guleed challenged.

“Or, maybe not.”

“Most definitely not. Waabberi’s new friend is supposed to be American?”

“So we were told,” Hassan confirmed.

“No mention of an agency or military branch?”

“Nothing.”

Their source had been a Mogadishu switchboard operator, paid to eavesdrop on specific lines and keep Hassan abreast of what selected individuals were saying, doing, thinking. She had listened to a certain businessman, believed to be a contract agent of the CIA, and heard him tell Waabberi when and where to meet a visitor from the United States. Waabberi had also been asking questions lately, about business that involved Musse Guleed. The combination was enough to make him a target, together with his unnamed Western guest.

But both of them were still alive, while eight of Guleed’s men were not. And it seemed there was suddenly a third target whom he could not identify.

At least, not yet.

“I want Waabberi’s handler,” Guleed said.

“He’s not at home,” Hassan replied. “His shop was closed all day.”

“Find him!” Guleed bellowed, slamming the desktop with a meaty fist.

“We’re trying, Musse. Honestly.”

“Don’t try. Do it. And get a name for this bitch who plucked Waabberi and his friend out of the market. Do it now!”

Hassan rushed off to do as he was told.

If Hassan failed, Guleed would find another aide who would succeed.

No one was irreplaceable.

 

“MY PROBLEM,” MIRONOV SAID, “is finding out whether Musse Guleed or Jiddu Basra hijacked the Vasylna’s cargo. Either one is capable and has connections suitable for selling off the merchandise.”

“You’re angling to find a hole in their security?” Bolan asked.

“Without success, so far,” she granted.

“In the spirit of cooperation,” he replied, “we might consider an alternative approach.”

“And that would be…?”

“Some razzle-dazzle,” Bolan said. “Get out and shake things up a little,” Bolan said. “Let our targets do some of the heavy lifting.”

“Until this moment,” Mironov responded, “I believed my English to be fairly good.”

The tall man offered her a smile of sorts. “What I’m saying is that I’ve had luck in the past, with situations similar, playing both ends against the middle. Start some brush fires here and there, encourage one side to believe the other’s doing it. Shake the tree and see what falls out. Get it?”

“Divide and conquer, as they say?”


“Same thing,” he told her, nodding.

“And you think—or hope—that one group or the other may lead us to where the tanks and other items have been stashed?”

“It’s possible,” Bolan said. “Or we may have to interrogate somebody.”

“You surprise me, Mr. Cooper,” she replied.

“Why’s that?”

“Americans, in my experience, attempt to be more diplomatic. Or, I should say, they pretend to be.”

“No one’s ever accused me of diplomacy, Captain.”

“You may as well call me Natalia.”

“Then drop the ‘Mister,’ while we’re at it,” the Executioner said.

Waabberi chimed in then, asking, “Am I correct in thinking that you mean to start a war between Guleed and Basra?”

“They’re at odds already,” Bolan answered. “As I understand it, it’s a rare week when their men aren’t killing one another.”

Waabberi frowned at that. “You’re right, of course,” he said. “But I was given to believe that you were sent to make things better, not to cause more violence.”

“I’m here,” the big American said, then hesitated, nodded toward Mironov and started afresh. “We’re here to find the military hardware that was stolen and prevent it from winding up with anyone who’ll use it in Somalia or elsewhere, against either of our countries. If I get a chance to put Guleed and Basra down, I’ll take it. I won’t make a move against civilians, or endanger them in any way avoidable, but job one is the weapons. Job two is disruption of the two opposing sides.”

“For me,” Mironov added, “there is just job one. But I am happy to participate in any aggravation of the bastards who robbed my fellow countrymen.”

“Are you in, or out?” Bolan inquired before Waabberi could reply.

After another moment’s thought, Waabberi said, “I’m in.”


Mironov said, “Matt, it occurs to me that we are ill-equipped to start a war, much less to finish one.”

“You’re right,” the American said. “Which means we need to do some shopping.”

 

JAMA HASSAN WAS ANGRY, and that made him dangerous. More dangerous might be a better way to phrase it, since Hassan was deadly at the best of times, regardless of his mood. Dozens of his own countrymen could testify to that.

If they were still alive.

This day, Hassan was angry that he had been chosen, once again, to bear the brunt of Musse Guleed’s rage against some third party beyond his control. Hassan had not killed Simeon Boorama or the seven men who died with him in Mogadishu’s old town. He had simply passed along Guleed’s order to kill Waabberi and his white man when they met at the Bakaara Market.

Simple, yes?

He hadn’t known that some white woman would come swooping in to save Waabberi and his friend. Unfortunately for Hassan, Guleed would say it was his job to know such things and plan ahead to cover every possibility.

It was the price he paid for being second in command and wielding power he had never dreamed of as a child, with hunger gnawing at his belly, running wild through the streets of Huddur, in Bakool. His journey seemed much longer than the mere 230 miles between Huddur and Mogadishu.

And he still had far to go.

Hassan intended to replace Guleed—if not this year, then soon. He meant to claim the mini-empire that Guleed had built, with his assistance, and expand it into something greater, something even more impressive.

That would mean killing Guleed, of course—if someone else didn’t do the job first—and Hassan would be fine with that. In fact, he had been looking forward to it for some time.

But this was not the day.

This day, they faced a new threat from outside, beyond his estimation at the moment. He was under orders to identify and then eradicate the enemy, a task that obviously served his own interest.

And if he handled it correctly, Hassan thought the danger that they faced might work to his advantage. If the enemy disposed of Guleed, and Hassan wiped out that enemy, who then would challenge his succession to the throne?

No one who valued any further time on Earth.

The first part of his plan, staging Guleed’s elimination, should be relatively easy. He could not attempt it, though, until he knew his enemies by name and could locate them on demand, to punish them for their offense.

The thing had begun with Waabberi, now vanished, and his presumed CIA control agent, also vanished. The spook was a merchant named Dalmar Erasto Labaan. He ran a clothing shop on Viale del Lido, a few blocks from the former Russian embassy, and Hassan had suspected he worked for the Russians until his switchboard operator—a shy girl named Aziza, who adored him—overheard a mention of Waabberi’s white man coming in from the United States.

Beyond that, nothing.

Now, Labaan’s shop had been closed indefinitely, his flat stood empty and there was no sign of his small, dilapidated car. Hassan assumed that he—Labaan—had been frightened by what might ensue once the American arrived, and he had fled the city, bound for parts unknown.

It was a dead end, which increased Hassan’s anger. Guleed had ordered him to find Labaan, which would likely prove impossible, but he had to still go through the motions. As a personal touch, he might send boys to burn out Labaan’s flat and shop. Let him come home to ashes, assuming he came back at all.

That decided, Hassan turned his thoughts to the mystery woman. She was white, but where had she come from? It seemed she had not gone to the Bakaara Market with the man Waabberi planned to meet, yet she lingered close enough to save both men from Boorama’s strike team.


And she had led the man to his death.

Where to begin his search for her?

There was no registry of whites residing in Somalia. Each of the country’s eighteen regions mounted its own border guards, but any vestige of coherent immigration policy had collapsed with the central government. Indeed, what foreigner would choose Somalia as his home, unless he was insane or had some crime in mind?

His last hope was the Mogadishu airport, Aden Adde International, one of only three in all Somalia where customs agents screened arriving passengers. The other two, in Berbera and Kisimayu, were beyond his reach. Eleven more airports scattered across the countryside had neither paved runways nor anything resembling an official presence on their grounds.

The woman had likely flown to Mogadishu, and he reckoned that Waabberi’s white man almost definitely had. Someone in the passport office could be bribed or terrorized into supplying him names and points of origin, perhaps even copies of their passport photographs.

The last bit might be asking too much, he supposed, but it was worth a try. And as Hassan’s sole lead, he felt that it deserved his personal attention.

Starting this moment.

 

WHILE WEAPONS THEORETICALLY may be procured on almost any street corner in Mogadishu, Bolan wanted quality and privacy. With that in mind, Waabberi steered him to a dealer who did business from the cover of a hardware store on Via Ahmed Biri Orisa. In the interest of appearances, Waabberi drove Mironov’s car, with Bolan and the Russian agent riding in the backseat, never far from guns.

The dealer called himself Adisa Enu Afolabi. He knew Waabberi through friends of a friend. Bolan had quizzed Waabberi, going in, about potential risks from the connection, and his contact didn’t seem concerned.

“Adisa deals with many people,” he’d explained. “He’s one of hundreds, maybe thousands, selling guns in Mogadishu. By the time Guleed or Basra sends someone to question him, our business should be finished. Yes?”

Maybe.

The selling point had been Waabberi’s claim that Afolabi dealt primarily in first-class merchandise. He’d offered his Beretta as a sample, nearly new and well maintained.

The shop was a decent size. It had been painted since the last firefight had pocked its facade, but the bullet scars could still be seen. Accordion security grates made window-shopping feel like visiting a jail.

Afolabi greeted them with smiles and left a younger man to mind the store while he escorted them to a backroom, then downstairs. His covert inventory lay behind a steel door with a combination lock, which Afolabi screened from view by hunching over it to spin the knob.

Inside the arsenal, it felt like home.

Waabberi had been right about the quality of weapons Afolabi offered his customers. Clearly, some of them had been used, but all were clean, well-oiled and seemed to be in perfect working order. Crates of ammunition, magazines, grenades and various accessories were stacked against the walls.

Bolan started with a sidearm and worked up from there, choosing a selective-fire Beretta 93-R to replace the Model 92 he’d snatched in old town. Twenty-round magazines and a fast-draw shoulder rig, before he picked out a Steyr AUG assault rifle to complete the ensemble. Adopted by the armies of twenty-four nations besides its native Austria, on top of being chosen as the standard shoulder arm for the U.S. Coastal Guard, the Steyr ranked among the world’s most popular and reliable weapons. It featured a rugged fiberglass stock and bullpup design, with clear plastic magazines that left a shooter in no doubt as to how many rounds remained. Tack on a factory-standard Swarovski 1.5x telescopic sight plus a grenade-launcher muzzle, and it was nearly perfect.

Bolan added a half-dozen rifle grenades to his stash, then picked out a case of Russian frag grenades for good measure. He completed his kit with a foot-long fighting knife.


Mironov already carried a GSh-18 autoloading pistol, Russia’s double-action replacement for the classic Makarov, slightly larger than its predecessor, but still 240 grams lighter, despite its load of eighteen rounds versus the Makarov’s eight. To back it up, she chose an AKS-74U carbine, the quasi-SMG model with a side-folding stock that retained all the firepower of its 5.45 mm AK-74 assault rifle.

Waabberi seemed a little bashful when it came to picking out a long gun, finally admitting that his marksmanship was only fair. He compromised, at last, with a Benelli M4 Super 90 shotgun, a semiautomatic 12-gauge that held six rounds in its tube magazine plus one in the chamber. On Bolan’s advice, Waabberi chose cartridges containing twenty pellets of No. 1 buckshot, offering a probability of seven hits on any man-sized target at a range of fifty yards. A box of Hatton rounds, designed for breaching locked doors with a 1.8-ounce frangible projectile, made the shotgun doubly useful.

“My treat,” Bolan said, when everyone had finished choosing weapons. He paid Afolabi from a hefty roll of U.S. currency, which was preferred to the Somali shilling notes in standard circulation at an exchange rate of approximately thirty-five thousand per dollar.

The dealer looked happy and wished them good hunting.

“Now, all we need,” Bolan said, as they left the shop, “is targets.”

“I can help you there,” Waabberi said, and moved off toward Mironov’s waiting car.
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According to Waabberi, Guleed’s favorite hangout was a combination gambling hall and brothel situated near the Mogadishu waterfront. It was called The Jackal, which seemed appropriate to Bolan.

Although he’d never been inside the club, Waabberi knew a man who knew a man, and he had sketched a rough floor plan. The gambling was on the ground floor with the bar, while ten or fifteen working girls kept busy in the rooms upstairs. All such activity was banned under Islamic law, but Mogadishu was a no-man’s-land, where law enforcement was concerned.

Until this night.

“How often does Guleed drop by this place?” Bolan inquired.

Waabberi shrugged, using the motion to secure his shotgun on its shoulder sling. “We can’t depend on any schedule,” he replied. “Guleed and Basra do things when they feel like it.”

“And what about his men?”

“Oh, they are always here. It closes in the morning, for a few hours, but some of them sleep here. They use it as—what do you say? A flip house?”

“Flophouse,” Mironov corrected him.

They’d driven around the block once, then parked where they could watch the club a while before they made their entrance. Customers went in, came out, the latter sometimes staggering, more often wearing faces that suggested they’d been cleaned out at the gaming tables. None made any serious attempt to hide the weapons they were carrying.

One question nagged at Bolan’s mind.

“You’re positive the club’s restricted to Guleed’s people?” he asked Waabberi.

“Absolutely.”

“What about the guy who briefed you on the floor plan?”

“His half brother sweeps the club while it is closed,” Waabberi said. “He won’t be here tonight. No one inside but Guleed’s soldiers, dealers and hookers.”

Bolan thought about the prostitutes and decided that he didn’t have to tell his two companions not to shoot them without cause. He had no prejudice against eliminating female predators, if they were armed and dangerous, but in his personal experience a hooker would rarely jeopardize her life to help a john.

“Is it normal to find the club unguarded?” Bolan asked.

“Who except an idiot would try to rob it?” Waabberi asked.

“Okay,” Bolan said, satisfied. “I’m going in the front door. Someone want to watch the back?”

Mironov frowned at him. “When you say watch, you mean…?”

“Just that,” Bolan replied. “I know you weren’t assigned to start a war, and Dirie signed on as a guide and translator. I’ll sweep the place, but I need eyes in front and back to head off anyone who wriggles past me.”

“No,” Mironov said. “It’s unacceptable.”

“This isn’t a negotiation,” Bolan said.

“Indeed, not. I have a responsibility to my superiors, the same as you. I was not sent to stand around the sidelines, watching an American retrieve the stolen merchandise.”

“You’ve seen the club,” Bolan said. “They don’t have your tanks stashed in the lobby.”

“But perhaps some of the pigs inside know where they are. Besides,” Mironov said, raising her automatic rifle as she spoke, “unless I make good use of this, your money will be wasted.”

“I will take the back door,” Waabberi said, interrupting them. “No one shall pass.”

“Then it’s settled,” Mironov said. “I go in with Matt.”

He almost told her that it was her funeral, but swallowed back the words, afraid that they might be prophetic.

Instead of wasting any more time protesting, Bolan told Waabberi, “All right, then. You’ve got two minutes. Find your spot.”

 

AWALE ABDI SAMATAR WAS very nearly drunk. He thought another glass of wine might do the trick…or maybe three. What difference did it make? He had all night.

Earlier in the evening his luck had soured at the card table, as usual, but Samatar was wise enough to quit while he still had some shillings left. He’d gone upstairs with one of Guleed’s girls, an Ethiopian who called herself Yenee, and had ended up spending more money there, without achieving what he’d hoped for. Yenee, for her part, knew better than to laugh.

After having violated every other Muslim code that he could think of, Samatar was drinking, hoping that he’d pass out soon.

Each time he visited The Jackal, Samatar was conscious of the fact that his money went back to Guleed’s pocket. Still, he came, three nights a week on average, sometimes more. He wondered what else was there to do in Mogadishu, if he wasn’t killing someone on specific orders or relieving them of property that Guleed wanted for himself.

It was a soldier’s lot in life to serve, and things could have been worse. He might still be a pickpocket, living from hand to mouth and sleeping on the street. Or he might have been in prison.

Or he might be dead.

And would be dead, most certainly, if he decided to amuse himself at one of Mogadishu’s other sporting clubs, where Jiddu Basra’s men or members of some smaller rival gang made up the clientele. Guleed would probably avenge him, but that would have been small consolation to Samatar, as he lay rotting in his grave.

At least at The Jackal, Samatar could debauch himself in peace and lose his money to a man he admired.

And speaking of debauchery, if he could only get another glass of wine…

He was about to hail the server, when a sudden racket from the entryway distracted him. A crashing sound came first, as of the front door was hammered open, slamming back against the nearest wall—and then, all hell broke loose.

The stutter of an automatic rifle sent Samatar diving for his own weapon, standing against the wall behind his chair. He hoped that he was not too late to save himself.

Samatar reached the AK-47, wobbled through an awkward shoulder roll, and wound up on his knees, facing the club’s front door and the dark street beyond it. Muzzle-flashes lit the smallish lobby, visible behind a drape that screened the gambling room from prying eyes outside. He saw and heard a body hit the floor, then raised his weapon as a tall man threw the drape aside. A tall white man, by Allah’s beard.

Samatar wished he was sober, as he squeezed off a burst but missed his enemy, noting divots from the impact of his bullets march across the wall a foot or more above the white man’s head.

Where had he gone?

Another muzzle-flash answered the question, and a white-hot lance of pain pierced Samatar’s chest, its impact punching him away and backward, falling even as his index finger clenched around the AK-47’s trigger.

As he fired through the ceiling, Samatar thought briefly of the girls and sweaty customers upstairs, and then forgot them all as his skull hit the floor with stunning force. He lost the rifle, his nerveless fingers fumbling after it and missing.

In his last moment of consciousness, Awale Abdi Samatar finally knew how it felt to die.

 


BOLAN HAD HALF EXPECTED the front door of The Jackal to be locked. It wasn’t, but he’d hesitated when he felt the knob turn in his hand, deciding in a heartbeat that a casual approach wasn’t the way to go.

So he stepped back, kicked it open, and charged through as the door slammed against a wall. He saw a sentry bolt upright from a metal folding chair, fumbling an Uzi submachine gun off the floor beside him.

Bolan’s Steyr spit a 3-round burst into the gunman’s chest, stitching a pattern that a silver dollar could’ve covered. Driven backward by the 5.56 mm tumblers punching through his sternum, dead before he fell, the shooter left a smear of crimson on the wall.

And the gates of hell seemed to open up.

Before Bolan could get a head count on the players in the gaming room that lay beyond a curtained doorway, they were all scrambling for weapons and cover, the familiar sound of gunfire cutting through whatever haze of alcohol, hashish or sex might have distracted them a moment earlier.

The game was on now, and the only way to win it was to charge on, straight ahead.

Bolan went through the curtain in a fighting crouch and dropped another adversary as his target tried to cock an AK-47. Shock was written on the gunman’s face as he went down.

The others started firing then, mostly without direction, making lethal noise as hardmen often did, to keep the enemy at bay until they worked out what in hell was happening. The walls were cinder block, painted a terra-cotta hue that had been stained by years of smoke and sweat in close quarters. Now they were being chipped and scarred by bullets, drilled through completely in places by the larger calibers.

Bolan had claimed the table of the second man he’d shot, flipped it to make a shield of sorts but knew it wouldn’t serve him long or well. The first hits showered him with splintered wood and told him that a couple of his enemies, at least, had seen him go to ground.

Which meant that it was time to move.


But first, a little shock and awe.

He palmed one of the RGN grenades, removed its pin and dropped the spoon. Four seconds on the doomsday clock, when Bolan lobbed it overhand toward the far end of the casino. No one seemed to notice the threat amid the general confusion, but they sure heard and felt the blast when Bolan’s frag grenade exploded, shattering cheap furniture and bodies in a heavy-metal thunderclap.

He gave the flying shrapnel one more second, then rose to his feet and swept the smoky killing ground for targets. There were plenty, mostly stunned and choking on the cloud of smoke and dust produced by the explosion, but he turned first toward the door where he had entered, eyes drawn by a flutter of the curtain there.

Mironov flashed Bolan one of her ironic smiles and moved off toward a staircase that gave access to the second floor.

One of Guleed’s dazed gunmen rose as she swept past him, leveling a pistol at her back. A single round from Bolan’s Steyr drilled the would-be killer’s skull above one eye, and dropped him to the dusty concrete floor.

Mironov raised a hand in parting and began to mount the stairs.

 

DIRIE WAABBERI HAD HEARD the muffled gunfire echoing from The Jackal, then the boom of what he guessed had to have been a hand grenade. Cooper, he surmised, convinced that none of Guleed’s men would lob explosive charges at intruders in the club.

Although, from what he heard—the escalating volume of erratic fire—it might not make much difference.

Waabberi didn’t mind watching the back door, if it kept him out of that. He’d had one firefight as it was that day and wasn’t sure his luck would see him through another.

Now, if only Cooper and Mironov could contain Guleed’s gunmen inside the club…

Waabberi cursed as the back door flew open, spilling agitated men into the night. They huddled for a moment underneath a small light—mounted on the wall above the door to ward off burglars, he supposed—but they would scatter in another second and be gone, unless Waabberi acted swiftly.

Cursing once again, he shouldered the Benelli shotgun, sighted on a central figure in the huddled group and fired a blast into their midst.

Each of his buckshot pellets was a .30-caliber projectile, twenty hurtling downrange with one shot, spreading an inch for every yard they traveled. From thirty feet, his first round nearly tore off one shooter’s arm, while a second man fell, clutching his wounded face.

Before the other men could bolt, Waabberi swung his shotgun’s muzzle right and left, firing twice more. All five of them were down, wounded, but he saw a couple moving slightly, obviously still alive.

And if they lived, they were a threat.

To Cooper. To Mironov. To himself.

Waabberi turned and panned his gaze along the waterfront as far as he could see. The dark facades of buildings showed no sign of life, but it was always possible that someone could be watching him. Still, if a watcher planned to join the fight, Waabberi guessed he would have made a move by now.

Get on with it, he thought. But how?

He could stand back and use the shotgun, or approach the wounded men with his Beretta for the coup de grâce. The shotgun’s relatively louder noise made up his mind.

Waabberi held the warm Benelli in the crook of his left arm and drew the pistol from his belt with his right hand. Eight paces brought him nearly to the club’s back door, standing above the men he’d shot. They were sprawled in a heap with tangled arms and legs.

I do this in cold blood, he thought. A lesson learned about himself, on what might yet turn out to be the last night of his life.

One of the wounded gunmen gasped at him, perhaps a choked-off plea for help. Waabberi fired into the upturned face, then swung his pistol toward a second target. This one cursed him, spewing filth until a bullet drove his left eye back into his skull.

More gunfire from the club, and some of it was coming from the second floor, accompanied by women’s screams. Frowning, Dirie Waabberi moved around the bodies lying in his path and stepped across the threshold into hell.

 

MIRONOV HAD BEEN HALFWAY up the stairs before one of Guleed’s men challenged her. He was a strange sight, naked from the waist down, with a holster dangling backward from one shoulder and an automatic pistol in his hand.

She shot him, two rounds from her AKS carbine, muttering, “Don’t flaunt your shortcomings” as she climbed past his crumpled body to the second floor.

Mironov heard a couple of the women babbling, one of them abruptly silenced by a loud slap, jumbled words trailing away to sobs. And she was ready, waiting, when the man who’d struck his hired companion lurched into the corridor.

He had a chance to blink once and produce a wordless raspy sound before she shot him in the face. At point-blank range, the 5.45 mm bullet drilled a tidy hole through one cheek, then exited spectacularly from the left-rear quadrant of his skull, misting the air and wall.

Two down—how many remained?

She counted seven doors still closed, with sounds emerging from behind most of them, blurring with the echoes of her gunshots and the racket from downstairs. She still had twenty-eight rounds in her rifle’s magazine, and nineteen in the GSh-18, before she would be troubled to reload.

With any luck, it ought to be enough.

As if in answer to her thought, someone inside the next room on Mironov’s right fired wildly through the cheap door with a pistol. Three, four, five shots rang out in rapid-fire and striking only cinder blocks across the hall. Mironov let the shooter waste his ammo, offered nothing in return, for fear of giving away her position.

If she waited long enough…


Another moment, and the door swung open, framing her adversary with a naked woman clutched before him as a human shield. He aimed across the woman’s shoulder, triggering another shot, as Mironov dropped to one knee and aimed between the captive’s thrashing legs.

She squeezed the carbine’s trigger twice, one of her bullets shattering the gunman’s right kneecap, the other slamming through his left shin, bisecting the tibia. Screaming, without a leg to stand on, he collapsed, still firing as he fell.

The wailing hooker fell across her captor’s body, ruining Mironov’s chances for a heart shot, so she pumped another round into the shooter’s skull, instead. His death throes cast the woman from him, and she bolted toward the staircase, trailing breathless screams behind her.

The Russian agent was rising from her crouch when doors began to open simultaneously all along the corridor. The rest of Guleed’s randy troops came out to join the party, two of them stark naked, with the rest in different stages of undress. They all brought weapons, though, all angling toward Mironov in the narrow confines of the hallway.

Later, she supposed it was the combination of her sex and her pale skin that saved her. None of the Somali gunmen could believe that they were being threatened, slaughtered, by a white woman. The shock and its resultant hesitation gave Mironov time to switch her carbine’s fire-selector switch from semiauto to full-auto fire, before she squeezed the trigger and held it down.

Twenty-five rounds swept the hallway in two seconds flat, shredding flesh, smashing bone, gouging streaks in the cinder-block walls. Mironov’s targets lurched, screamed, staggered, fell in awkward attitudes of death or flailing agony.

But it was not enough.

One of the men was still upright, another on his knees and using his last ounce of strength to raise a pistol with his left hand, while the right clutched at a gaping stomach wound. Mironov dropped and rolled, drawing her pistol, aiming as she’d been instructed in her combat training courses, trusting practice and instinct.

The GSh-18 spit once and loosed a crimson geyser from the kneeling gunman’s neck. Twice more, shots ripping through the groin and left chest of the man still on his feet. As he fell, she swung back to face the kneeling target, but he’d toppled over backward, shivering and gargling his life away.

Mironov rose, checked for survivors, then reloaded her Kalashnikov and set about the task of clearing the bedrooms.

 

BOLAN WAS STANDING IN the middle of the gaming room-turned-abattoir when Waabberi came in through a doorway that led toward the rear of the club. The Somali blinked at the carnage before him, looking vaguely sad as he inquired, “Guleed?”

“No sign of him,” Bolan replied.

“Nor in the cribs,” Mironov told them, coming down the staircase from the floor above.

The warlord’s absence was a plus. If he had been among the dead, Bolan’s divide-and-conquer strategy could have been compromised. Instead, he felt they might be one step closer to their goal.

That was the optimistic view, of course, and he had learned to take a cautious stance where optimism was concerned. There were no guarantees in mortal combat, no way of ensuring that a plan could be pursued without diversions, much less that it would succeed.

Still, there was cause for hope.

So far, so good.

It felt strange, exiting the battleground with no wail of approaching sirens, no real fear of being intercepted by authorities. There was an outside chance they would encounter AMISOM’s peacekeepers, but they were conditioned not to fire without repeated warnings, and unless their own lives were directly threatened.

Fighting in Mogadishu was the closest thing to jungle warfare Bolan had experienced within an urban setting, and that fact disturbed him, even as the unaccustomed freedom sought to put his mind at ease.

While chaos was the norm, in Somalia’s capital, Bolan could not forget that most of the inhabitants, though armed, were relatively innocent civilians caught up in an abhorrent situation. Any resident below the age of thirty-five had grown up in a cross fire, learning at an early age to duck and dodge government soldiers, rebels and the warlords’ private armies that were worse than both. What child of Mogadishu had not witnessed murder, time and time again?

It was no decent way to live, but it still beat the grim alternative.

And Bolan meant to spare the innocent of Mogadishu if he could. Assuming that his targets would cooperate, that was.

Crossing The Jackal’s threshold, stepping into the dark street where a muggy breeze dispersed the smell of gunpowder, he paused to face his two companions.

“It’s time for me to reach out,” Bolan said, “and touch someone.”

“Like that telephone slogan,” Mironov said.

“Right,” Bolan said. “But I have something a little different in mind.”
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“How many dead?” Guleed demanded of the young man standing ramrod-stiff in front of him.
 
“Nineteen, sir.”

Guleed could not recall the man’s name just now and didn’t give a damn. The news he’d brought from The Jackal, dragging Guleed away from the two young women in his bed, had swept such petty details from the warlord’s mind.

“How many wounded, then?” he asked, dreading the answer.

“None, sir,” the young man replied.

“None wounded?”

“No, sir. They’re all dead.”

He slammed his fisted hand against the wall and saw the messenger take a backward step, apparently mistaking Guleed’s curse for a command. To calm him, Guleed said, “Tell me again what happened.”

“We went down to The Jackal, sir, and—”

“We? Who’s we?”

“Myself, sir, and two others. Abukar Gutaale and Mohammed Samakab.”

“All right. Go on.”

“We found the door open, which seemed unusual, without the normal music. Going in, we smelled the gunpowder and found the doorman dead. And then…the rest.”


“All shot, you say?”

“There was some kind of an explosion, also, sir. I saw the scorch marks, and the furniture was damaged.”

“An explosion?”

“I thought perhaps, sir, a grenade.”

Why not? Guleed asked himself silently. If the bastards dared to raid his club and shoot his soldiers down like dogs, why wouldn’t they use hand grenades, as well?

“You saw no one alive, then?”

“Just the prostitutes, sir.”

The whores. Of course.

“And did you think to question them?” Guleed inquired.

“We did, sir. They were very frightened, crying. You know women, sir.”

“Get on with it!”

“We found three, sir. The rest had run away. Two claimed that they saw nothing, only heard the noise and hid under their beds.”

“That still leaves one.”

“Yes, sir. She saw the shooter on the second floor only.”

“Get to the damned point!”

“She said it was a woman, sir. A white woman. I thought she must be lying, so I—”

Interupting him, Guleed asked, “Did she give you a description of this woman?”

“White was all she said, sir. With some kind of automatic weapon. And a pistol, too, I think.”

“You think?”

“Sir, there were cartridges from a Kalashnikov and some kind of 9 mm weapon scattered where she must have stood to kill the others. Most of our…your men were hit before they had a chance to fire. The two who got shots off had pistols of a different caliber.”

Guleed studied the young man’s face and asked him, “What’s your name again?”

“Koshen Yiriq Warsame, sir.”

“You notice details. That’s a good thing.”


“Thank you, sir.”

“And you are certain that the whore said nothing else about the woman? Not the color of her hair? How long it was? How she was dressed?”

“No, sir. She was hysterical, saying the white woman had nearly killed her, too.”

“And was she injured?”

“No, sir. She said one of our men tried to use her as a shield, but the white woman killed him just the same.”

“You see? Another detail from your memory.”

Warsame didn’t seem to know if he should smile or cringe. He opted for a poker face and quick bob of the head.

“That’s all, for now,” Guleed informed him. “Stay close by, in case I have more questions.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Warsame might be one to watch, but at the moment Guleed needed someone who could help him solve the riddle. Nineteen dead, on top of eight gunned down in Hamarwein, disturbed him. Two reports of a white woman mixed up in the incidents disturbed him even more.

And if there was a white woman, if she’d been killing Guleed’s men upstairs while the lucky whore heard shooting below, then who else was involved in the raid?

He needed Hassan, but his lieutenant was obeying orders, checking sources at the Mogadishu airport in an effort to identify Waabberi’s white man…and, perhaps, the woman who had rescued them from the Bakaara Market. If Hassan could get their names—or, better still, their photographs—Guleed could focus his search more precisely.

Or, could he?

What if he was wrong about Waabberi working for the CIA? What if the switchboard operator was mistaken? Could the missing shopkeeper, Dalmar Labaan, be someone else’s go-between?

But whose?

He barely registered the jangling of a telephone in an adjacent room, until one of his men loomed in the doorway.


“Sir,” the man said, “a call for you.”

“Is it Jama?” Guleed asked hopefully.

“No, sir. The man won’t give his name. He claims to speak for Jiddu Basra.”

 

BOLAN KNEW IT WAS only fifty-fifty that Guleed would speak to him. Using the hated adversary’s name might either help or hurt his odds. If nothing else, mention of Basra by itself would plant suspicion in the warlord’s mind, force him to think about the timing of the call and slaughter of his men at The Jackal.

Bolan was ready, waiting, when a deep voice asked him, “Who is this?”

“What’s in a name?” Bolan replied.

“Shakespeare. I learned it at the mission school. You want to speak with me, identify yourself.”

“You wouldn’t recognize my name,” Bolan said. “What’s important, here, is who I represent.”

“All right, No-Name. I’m listening for thirty seconds.”

“Jiddu Abtidoon Basra,” Bolan said.

“That’s a name I recognize,” Guleed replied. “What of it?”

“He’s my new employer.”

“And I care about this fact because…?”

“He hired me to get rid of you.”

Guleed’s laugh rang in Bolan’s ear. “Is that so? And you call to warn me, why?”

“Because it’s easier for me—for all concerned—if you get out of Mogadishu while you can. Pack up and cut your losses.”

“Stop it, this instant,” Guleed replied. “You’ll frighten me.”

“I hope so,” Bolan told him. “That would prove you’re smart.”

“You want to know how smart I am? I know a white voice when I hear it, Mr. No-Name. Jiddu must be worse off than I thought, if he’s importing scary whites to threaten me.”


“You call what happened at The Jackal a threat?” Bolan asked.

He visualized Guleed taking it in, deciding whether he should buy it or hang up. At last, the warlord said, “So, that was you?”

“It was,” Bolan replied.

“Maybe you had a little bitch with you, eh? A friend?”

“I had some help,” Bolan admitted, wondering how much the working girls upstairs had seen and what they would reveal when questioned by Guleed’s soldiers.

His first, best guess was everything.

“What kind of soldier takes a woman into battle with him?” Guleed asked.

“Depends upon the woman,” Bolan said.

“You have a point there, No-Name. I have known some bitches who would cut your throat for fun.”

“Nice crowd you’re hanging with,” Bolan said. “But it’s getting whittled down.”

“Jiddu, when I knew him, would never trust a white man.”

“Maybe he’s grown up enough to know when he needs help.”

“And yet, he is afraid to call and speak with me himself,” Guleed replied.

“He’s busy making plans for how to spend your money when you’re dead. The smart move is to take it with you and move on.”

“If that bastard thinks I’ll run away, he has forgotten everything I tried to teach him.”

“Time for you to get a lesson, then. I’ve done my best to help you out.”

“Don’t do me any favors.”

“You can count on that,” Bolan replied. “It’s all downhill from here.”

He cut the link before Guleed could answer, turned to find Waabberi and Mironov watching him.

“You think he fell for it?” she asked.


“It doesn’t matter,” Bolan answered. “All we need is reasonable doubt.”

“He hates Basra,” Waabberi said. “It’s mutual. I think whenever something bad happens to one, the other is automatically suspected.”

“One thing,” Bolan told Mironov. “He knows about you.”

“From the woman that I left alive upstairs,” she said. “I should have shot the little whore.”

“She didn’t do us any harm. Guleed’s confused now, but he still might make a move on Basra. Just in case he doesn’t, though…”

“We will,” Mironov finished for him, smiling.

“That’s the plan.”

“You could have been a Russian, Matt. What a mind you have.”

 

JAMA HASSAN WAS PLEASED with the result of his excursion to the airport. As he’d expected, he had found a customs officer who valued money over the nit-picking regulations of his job. The Transitional Federal Government’s pay scale for public officials was scandalous.

Hassan now carried in his pocket a short list of the white visitors who’d landed at the airport in the past ten days. There had been five in all. One of the five was an American, two others had come from England, and a fourth from Portugal. The only woman on the list, according to her passport, was Ukrainian.

Her name was listed as Oksana Tymoshenko.

Hassan assumed the name was false. Indeed, there was a chance that all five names were pseudonyms. The whites who traveled in Somalia these days were mostly spies, gangsters or scouts for companies that craved the country’s natural resources at a bargain rate. The first two groups concealed their true identities from force of habit, while the last might fear retaliation if their bargaining went badly.

So, five names to be considered, traced, eliminated or confirmed as suspects in the Hamarwein firefight. Unfortunately, customs did not photocopy tourist passports, and the terminal’s closed-circuit cameras were not in working order. He could not match faces to the names. Customs did ask all foreign visitors to list a contact address in Somalia. The two Brits and the Portuguese had listed the names of two local hotels, which were easy to check. The American, one Matthew Cooper, had been vague and written “traveling.”

The woman’s address line was blank.

Hassan had asked the customs officer how that was possible. The man had coughed, shuffled his feet and grimaced, finally admitting that he had to have been distracted when she handed him the card. Hassan assumed the little rodent had been ogling her and forgot to check the form before he passed her through.

Still, the fool remembered her, after a fashion. She had dark hair, shoulder-length and straight, with pale skin even for a white woman. Green eyes, he thought, with just a fleck of gold.

The moron was in love with someone he would never see again. At least, not if Hassan could find her.

As he left the terminal, moved toward his waiting car, Hassan spotted his driver pacing up and down the sidewalk, clearly agitated.

“What?” he asked the younger man, as he approached.

“I didn’t want to interrupt your business,” the driver said.

“That was wise.”

“But there has been another shooting.”

“What?”

The driver brandished his cell phone as proof.

“Headquarters called. It’s The Jackal. Someone went in and killed them all.”

Hassan had trouble grasping it. “All who?”

“Our men. Nineteen, at least.”

“What are you saying?”

“It’s the truth, I swear!”


“When did this happen?” he demanded.

“Well, just a little while ago. Within the hour, I think.”

Cursing, Hassan brushed past him, reached the car and threw himself into the shotgun seat. The driver hesitated for a moment, frozen on the pavement, until Hassan shouted at him through the open window.

“Hurry up! I don’t have all night to wait!”

Guleed would need him now, immediately. He would have a thousand questions.

Hassan only hoped that his answers would be good enough.

 

“AND NEXT, BASRA?” Mironov asked, as they cruised through the streets of Mogadishu’s west side, past the former American embassy compound.

Bolan was silent for a moment, studying at the concrete wall surrounding the abandoned site. Its drab surface was pocked by slugs and shrapnel, decorated almost gaily by graffiti that he couldn’t read—he supposed that it was just as well.

“Basra, that’s right,” he told Mironov. “We still need to pick a target, though.”

Waabberi took his cue and chimed in from the backseat of Mironov’s car. “Basra’s headquarters are across town, on the road to Buurhakaba. It is well defended, never less than fifty men, but—”

“I don’t want Basra tonight,” Bolan reminded him. “Let’s go with something like The Jackal. Maybe hit him in the wallet, while we’re thinning out his ranks.”

Waabberi thought about it for a moment, then replied, “There are three possibilities. At each place, Basra’s men stand guard while others work or gather to amuse themselves.”

“So, run it down,” Bolan said.

“First, there is a warehouse on the east side, where they store and process khat before they sell it. There is normally a large supply on hand.”

“Worth what, to Basra?” Bolan asked.

“In your dollars, forty thousand for a ton, wholesale. On the street, between three and four hundred per kilo. The product moves quickly, because addicts crave the fresh leaves.”

“So, a major loss would cost Basra roughly three hundred and sixty thousand per ton, at street prices.”

“That sounds about right.”

“Okay, what else?”

“There is a club where Basra’s men congregate, on Via Mocca, near old town. It is not as large as The Jackal, but similar activities are conducted there.”

“And number three?” Bolan asked.

“This I know of by rumor only,” Waabberi said, “but I trust the source, within reason. Past the airport, eastward, on the highway to Gesira, it is said that Basra has a small house with a large basement where he stores arms and ammunition.”

“Three hot properties,” Bolan replied. “I’m leaning toward the khat stash as the primary objective, for the bite its loss will put on Basra.”

“I don’t mind which direction we take,” Mironov said, “as long as we are moving toward recovery of the Vasylna’s cargo.”

“That’s the goal,” Bolan said. “One step at a time.”

“But not too many steps, I hope.”

“I never drag it out longer than necessary,” Bolan told her.

With a sidelong glance, she answered, “That’s a good rule for a battle. Not so good for other things.”

He let that pass and half turned toward Waabberi. “Any idea how many men Basra has guarding the plant?”

“Not precisely. I would imagine a dozen or so.”

“And the workers?”

“Some to bundle the fresh leaves,” Waabberi said. “Others to grind the dry leaves into paste for chewing, smoking, or for tea. The numbers, sorry, I don’t know.”

“All Basra’s men, or does he use civilians?”

“I think he trusts no one outside his control, but I can make no guarantee.”

It shouldn’t be a problem, Bolan thought. Once he was into it, he should be able to assess the hired help by their actions. Anyone who had a weapon and defended Basra’s drug stash was an enemy. The ones who cut and ran without a fight were free to go.

At least, as far as Bolan was concerned.

Granted, there’d be some risk of Basra’s people taking down civilians in a cross fire, but he’d dealt with that before, on other missions that involved narcotics. With the khat, there’d be no danger of inhaling lethal or addictive dust inside the warehouse, as there was with coke and heroin.

The only threat would come from Basra’s men, intent on killing Bolan and his two companions.

But if they could pull it off…

“Okay,” he said. “If anybody wants to sit out this round, now’s the time to say so.”

“You’re a gentleman,” Mironov said. “But I am not, how do you say it in America, a shrinking violin?”

“That’s violet,” Bolan replied. “And no, you’re not.”

“Besides,” she said, “if I don’t go, you’d have to walk.”

Bolan addressed Waabberi once again. “Your call,” he said. “If you don’t want a piece of this, just give us the directions and we’ll drop you off somewhere. Come back and meet you when it’s done.”

Or not, he thought, but kept that to himself.

“I’ve come too far,” Waabberi said, without any apparent sadness or self-pity in his voice. “I’ll go with you.”

“All right, then,” Bolan said. “Let’s get it done.”

 

MUSSE GULEED WAS SCOWLING at a map of Mogadishu, spread out on his desk, when Jama Hassan stepped into the open doorway of his office, his expression appropriately grim.

“How did it happen?” Hassan asked.

“The way it always happens,” Guleed said. “People with guns walked in and started shooting. They were better than our men, this time.”

“They left no trace behind?”

“Only our dead,” Guleed replied. “But one of them was kind enough to telephone.”


Hassan blinked at him. “What?”

“Oh, yes. A white man, Jama.”

“Not the same one from the market?”

Guleed shrugged. “Who knows? I doubt there can be many here with motivation to attack us.”

“How did he explain himself?” Hassan inquired.

“Quite simply. If we can believe him, he is working for our old friend Jiddu, sent to destroy us. He suggested I could spare myself from injury by leaving Mogadishu.”

“Leaving? It’s ridiculous!”

“Of course. But then, I have to ask myself, why would a mercenary working for Jiddu be so considerate?”

Hassan shrugged. “If he hopes to frighten us away, he could collect his fee without a fight, at less risk to himself.”

“There’s always that,” Guleed agreed. “And yet…”

“You think he’s lying?”

“I’m considering all possibilities. If we but knew his name—”

“We may,” Hassan replied, taking a folded piece of paper from his shirt’s breast pocket. Opening the sheet, he passed it to Guleed.

“What’s this, Jama?”

“Five names from customs at the airport. All whites, landing within the past ten days. You see the two most recent.”

“‘Matthew Cooper, from America,’” Guleed read from the list. “And this Oksana Tymoshenko. Is that not a woman’s name?”

“It is, Musse.” Though he wore a somber face, Hassan sounded almost triumphant.

“This says she’s Ukrainian.”

“Perhaps. Passports are often forged.”

“No photographs, I take it?”

“They don’t copy the passports. I suggested that it might be worth their while, in future.”

“It’s a pity.”

“I have a description,” Hassan said, repeating the details.


“It’s something at least. She could be the woman seen at The Jackal.”

“An American and a Ukrainian, working for Jiddu? It’s a strange idea to say the least,” Hassan said.

“We’ve seen stranger things,” Guleed reminded him. “I’m not convinced yet, but it’s something that we must investigate.”

“Jiddu should be exterminated, even if it’s not his doing,” Hassan said. “He’s been a pebble in your shoe for far too long.”

“If it was easy to eliminate him, he’d be dead by now,” Guleed replied. “You know that, Jama, after all the times you’ve tried.”

“I’ll get him this time,” Hassan promised.

“First things first. If we can find this Matthew Cooper or the woman, preferably both together, they can tell us more about Jiddu’s involvement. If he is involved.”

“They won’t be hard to find in Mogadishu,” Hassan said. “White faces in a black landscape.”

“I hope you’re right. Make it your first priority.”

“I will, Musse.”

“Beyond that,” Guleed said, “find Jiddu for me. Find him, but don’t move against him yet, until I give the word.”

“Just as you say.”

“And reinforce our properties within the city. I want no more rude surprises from these interlopers, whether they are working for Jiddu or not.”

“I’ll see to it at once, Musse.”

“War always was your strong point, Jama. It’s the one thing I admire about you most.”

Hassan blinked in surprise, then smiled.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t disappoint me, now,” Guleed advised him. “Admiration only goes so far.”
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Waabberi took the shotgun seat for their approach to the khat plant, on Mogadishu’s east side. Bolan rode in back with the bulk of their mobile arsenal, watching for tails and ready to lay down defensive fire on a second’s notice.

The neighborhood was seedy, more or less the norm for areas where urban dwellers choose to build warehouses and light industry, but at a glance it seemed to Bolan that the worst of Mogadishu’s street fighting had passed the quarter by.

Bolan knew from his background research that Mogadishu’s industry consisted chiefly of cotton ginning and textiles, plus processing of food and beverages. The khat refinery and storehouse seemed to fit that theme, and while the drug was banned by law, the absence of effective government negated any rules inscribed on paper.

Jiddu Basra had found himself a king-sized loophole and charged through it with guns blazing.

It was time for him to exit the same way.

They made one drive-by at the plant, noting a sentry slouched outside a smallish door in front, with three more on a loading dock at the north end of the warehouse. It stood to reason that there’d be more guns inside, but Bolan’s first concern was getting in.

Whatever happened after that, he’d take it as it came.

Mironov parked a block south of the target, killed the lights and engine. Even in the darkness, Bolan felt her watching him from the rearview.

“Same story as the last time,” he informed them. “This is what I do. If either one of you is tired of ducking bullets, you can sit it out.”

“You would go in alone?” Waabberi asked. In spite of everything he’d seen and done so far that day, he still seemed skeptical.

“I’ve gotten used to it,” Bolan replied. Then added, for the young Somali’s benefit, “There’s no shame in it, if you’ve had your limit.”

“I can still keep up,” Waabberi said, flashing a smile.

“And me, you don’t ask,” Mironov said.

“Fair enough.”

When all of them were armed and ready, they walked back through brooding darkness toward their destination. Mogadishu’s crime problems had not translated into installation of streetlights, since there was no coordinating group or treasury to pay for them. The lights that Bolan and his comrades passed along their way were small, mounted above the doors and loading docks of drab buildings constructed without any passing thought to style.

Their drive-by hadn’t shown them any angles of approach beyond the street, so they made a reconnaissance on foot, with Bolan leading. They discovered that besides the front door and the loading dock, the plant had two large doors unguarded at its back, facing a railroad line with more warehouses on the far side of the tracks.

It was another exit that they would need to cover, once the strike began. Although no sentries had been posted at the building’s backside, Bolan wasn’t keen on taking any chances with the metal rolling doors. Even if they weren’t locked on the inside, they’d make a hellish racket as they opened, and he’d be an easy target as he crossed the threshold.

“I’ll go in through the loading bays,” he said. “Mironov, if you’d watch these doors for anybody coming out, Dirie can take the front.”


Waabberi nodded, while Mironov frowned.

“You’ll make noise getting in, with that,” she said, nodding toward Bolan’s Steyr AUG.

“Not much, and not for long,” he promised. “Five, six seconds, give or take. I’ll be inside before Basra’s men have a chance to do much.”

“I can make it quiet for you,” she replied, raising a pistol sound suppressor that she’d produced from somewhere underneath her jacket. “For the GSh.”

He’d seen her fight, but Bolan had to ask. “Are you prepared to do it in cold blood?”

“I’m Russian,” she reminded Bolan. “Hot and cold are all the same to me.”

“Okay,” he said. “We’ll take the loading dock, after we neutralize the guy out front. Dirie, if you can watch the back again, we’re good to go.”

 

THE HARDEST PART OF dealing with the sentry on the street was walking back around the warehouse in the same direction they had come from, to avoid the gunmen on the loading dock. Mironov chafed at the delay, but used the time to affix her suppressor to the threaded muzzle of her sidearm. It was ready well before they reached the southeast corner of the building and prepared to strike.

“I make it twenty yards,” Bolan said.

She nodded confirmation, knew her target was too far away for her to guarantee a fatal shot on her first try.

“Take this,” she said, and gave the big American her AKS carbine to hold. “Too obvious.”

They locked eyes for a moment, but he didn’t question her. Mironov appreciated that. She offered him a fleeting smile, patted her hair with her left hand as if she was about to make a fashion runway walk, then turned and stepped into the spill of pale light from the sentry’s post.

The GSh-18 employs a trigger safety like those found on Glocks, and it is strictly double-action. She had primed it with a round inside the chamber while reloading it, after their raid on The Jackal, and it was ready to go.

So was she.

Cold blood, she thought. So, what?

The guard was a negligent little man, which worked in Mironov’s favor. He didn’t see her coming until she had closed the gap by half, when any realistic hope of self-defense was gone.

The Russian agent beamed a smile at the young sentry, raised her left hand with the fingers wiggling to distract him, then whipped up her gun and shot him once, a half-inch to the left of his broad nose. The gunshot was a muffled pop, but its result was devastating for her target, shearing through his brain stem and exiting through the left rear of his skull.

Occipital, she thought, turning to find the Executioner advancing at a jog. Mironov paused to strip the magazine from the dead man’s AK-74 and slip it into her pocket, then took her carbine from Bolan and slung it over her shoulder, moving on toward the plant’s northeast corner and the guarded loading dock.

One lazy guard was simple. Three would be more difficult. Her timing had to be nearly perfect, without counting on the gunmen to be sluggish or inept. That would be frosting on the cake if it were true, but taking it for granted was a sure way to get killed.

 

ZIGULA BUUXO TUNNI stuffed a cluster of khat leaves into his mouth and began to chew slowly, ignoring the first bitter taste, anticipating the tingle and numbness preceding mild euphoria. One mouthful had the same effect as two or three glasses of wine, without the hangover induced by alcohol.

In short, as someone from the West might say, a win-win situation.

Tunni shifted the Beretta Model 12S submachine gun on its shoulder sling to stop the narrow strap from chafing through his muslin shirt. His backup weapon, a Vektor CP1, carried fifteen rounds and dragged his pants down in the back, where it was tucked inside his belt without a holster.

Tunni didn’t mind the droopy pants. From what he’d seen on television, he imagined that the sagging blue jeans gave him the appearance of a gangsta from America, one of the Crips or Bloods who taunted adversaries with their strange hand signals while rap music blared from giant radios. Sometimes he wished that Jiddu Basra would pay more attention to such modern trends and keep up with the times.

But he would never say such things aloud.

No matter how much khat he chewed, Tunni knew better than to stick his head between the jaws of a man-eating crocodile.

Another night of watching khat leaves bundled, chopped and pulped stretched out ahead of him, with no reprieve in sight. He knew that things were happening in Mogadishu. Members of Musse Guleed’s militia had been killed, and Tunni wished that he had been a part of it. Things had been relatively quiet in the city, lately, and he craved action.

He’d considered speaking to Nadif Ali, requesting reassignment to some other duty, but expressing any form of discontent was always hazardous. If word got back to Basra that one of his soldiers was unhappy, the warlord’s one-eyed gaze would bear down on that person long enough to strike him dead.

Such things were possible, Tunni believed, no matter what it said in the Koran.

Perhaps this night he would catch someone stealing and be forced to teach the thief a lesson. It was doubtful, but he could always hope.

Or, then again—

The first report of gunfire startled Tunni, made him think that someone had to have grabbed a hot tray from the ovens without donning gloves and dropped it to the concrete floor.

After the second shot, though, he had no further doubts.

He slipped the SMG off his shoulder, clutching it in both hands with the safety off as he followed the stutter sound of automatic weapons toward the loading bays. A walkie-talkie slapped against his hip, but Tunni made no effort to alert the other guards by radio, trusting that they would hear the shots no matter where they were inside the plant.

It has to be Guleed, he thought. Of course, the bastard likely wouldn’t come in person where he might be killed or wounded, but a raid had to be his doing. Who else was there to oppose Jiddu Basra in Mogadishu?

The sounds were closer when a pair of fleeing men stumbled into Tunni, almost knocking him off balance. Cursing, Tunni swung his SMG around to cover them and snapped, “What’s happening? Why are you running?”

“Can’t you hear it?” one demanded. “We’re under attack!”

“Which means you should be on the front line, fighting,” Tunni countered. “Or would you prefer to die right here?”

Grim-faced, both men turned and moved back toward the sounds of battle coming from the loading bay.

 

THE LOOKOUTS ON THE loading dock went down without a fight. One saw Mironov coming and was out before he had a chance to raise his weapon, gagging on a slug that drilled his larynx. His companions came alive at that, but not for long. The agent shot one in the chest, then plugged the other with a round between his shoulder blades as he tried to escape.

Six concrete steps put Bolan and Mironov on the loading dock. They stepped around the leaking corpses, tried the door the three sentry had died protecting, and discovered that it wasn’t locked. Whoever had assigned the shooters to their last post had presumably believed they were enough to bar intruders from the warehouse.

He’d been wrong.

At first, Bolan saw nothing to suggest the place was occupied. The lights were on, but it wasn’t unusual for some plants to keep them burning even when the workers had departed, for the benefit of cleaning crews and night watchmen. Another moment passed before he heard a motor humming, drawing closer, followed by the sound of voices squabbling in what sounded like Italian.


Bolan faded to the right, Mironov to the left, and they waited for targets to reveal themselves. A few more seconds brought a forklift into view, bearing a pallet heaped with bulging plastic garbage bags that smelled of something much like freshly mowed grass. Three workers trudged behind the forklift, arguing among themselves good-naturedly.

All three wore pistols tucked into their belts. The forklift driver had some kind of stubby SMG, a MAC-10 knockoff, dangling from a strap outside his open cab.

So much for innocent civilians.

Bolan shot the forklift driver with his AUG, a clean hit just above the left eyebrow. The target’s head snapped back, then he slumped forward over the controls, his vehicle continuing in more or less the same direction he’d been driving, humming toward collision with the loading bay’s tall doors.

The Executioner’s first shot had the other gunmen digging for their pistols, but they weren’t adept at fast-draw showdowns. Bolan dropped the nearest of them, while Mironov stitched the other two with short bursts from her AKS.

At once Bolan heard voices raised from different quarters of the plant, alerting anyone who’d somehow missed the sound of rifle shots. He half expected an alarm to sound, but nothing of the sort went off.

Just sounds of men in motion, running to confront an unknown enemy.

Waabberi had predicted something like a dozen guards on-site, although he hadn’t been sure. They had disposed of four outside, but Bolan guessed the second quartet wouldn’t count as soldiers while assigned to moving merchandise around the warehouse. Call it eight more guns, at least, unless Waabberi’s estimate was too conservative, then add the normal workers who were also armed.

How many hostile guns, then?

Bolan couldn’t say, but from the sound of running footsteps, drawing closer, he suspected that a dozen wouldn’t cover it.

He shifted, finding better cover for himself, and saw Mironov do the same. Ready for nearly anything, they settled in to wait.

But not for long.

 

WAABBERI LISTENED ONCE AGAIN to sounds of battle from a building he’d been told to watch from the outside. He understood Bolan’s reasoning—Mironov was obviously trained for battle, whereas he was not. And while Waabberi normally might have appreciated that consideration, at this moment he found it grating on his nerves.

He realized he’d learned something about himself, since he’d met the mysteriously fearless American back in the Bakaara Market, and had nearly died as a result. Waabberi understood that his impression of himself, reflected in the eyes of others all his life, had been mistaken.

He was not a timid man, or one who shied away from trouble, though he’d spent the better part of a lifetime doing so. He was not impotent, in terms of changing his environment. At the very least, he could assert himself and stand against the bullies who had turned Somalia’s capital into a scale model of Dante’s Hell.

And he was tired of waiting in the dark while others fought his battle for him.

Moving forward, he recalled Cooper’s warning not to use the large doors facing toward the railroad line. They were too large and awkward, certainly too noisy, for a covert entry to the warehouse. He had found another entrance, though—a man-size door beside one of the cargo bays. He tried its knob, but found it locked.

No problem, Waabberi thought. He ejected the buckshot cartridge from his shotgun’s chamber and replaced it with a Hatton round, containing a 50-gram frangible round, consisting of dense powdered metal inside a plastic cup. That done, Waabberi stepped back a pace, aimed the Benelli at a point between the doorknob and the frame, then fired.

His breaching round took out the door’s cheap lock and granted access to the plant. Waabberi entered in a crouch, prepared for someone to be waiting, already alerted on the far side of the door, but no one met him.

Picking up his pace while keeping up his guard, he pressed on toward the firefight that was escalating somewhere to his right front. It couldn’t be much farther, given the dimensions of the warehouse, but it seemed to take forever getting there.

And suddenly, two gunmen nearly stumbled into him, retreating from the battleground Waabberi sought to reach. They both wore running shoes with rubber souls, squeak-skidding to a halt in front of him, startled expressions on their faces.

But it was Waabberi’s turn to blink, surprised, as one of them said, “Brother, we were just going to call for help!”

A simple mind’s mistake, taking Waabberi for a comrade or superior. It would be their last.

“Don’t bother,” he replied, firing his shotgun from the hip at point-blank range.

The double blast of buckshot hurled his targets backward, tumbling as they fell, then sliding on the concrete floor in crimson slicks of blood before they came to rest. Waabberi didn’t need to check for signs of life as he moved past them, claiming the pistols they no longer needed, tucking them under his belt.

I am a gunman now, Waabberi thought, and almost smiled.

The killing ground lay just around another corner, still concealed, but close enough to make his ears ring with the sounds of gunfire. Someone screamed, a man’s voice cursing in Somali, as a bullet found him. Someone else called out for ammunition but received no audible response.

Waabberi took a moment to replace the rounds he’d fired so far, restoring the Benelli to its full firepower, then stepped out from cover with the weapon at his shoulder, muzzle sweeping in a quest for human targets.

 

BOLAN HEARD THE SHOTGUN blasts, distinct amid the sharper notes produced by rifles and handguns. Echoes told him it was farther back than any of his frontline adversaries, firing somewhere to their rear, and he suspected it had to be Waabberi closing the back door.

It wasn’t what he had been told to do, but under the circumstances, Bolan didn’t mind.

Between the plant’s guards and its armed workers, Bolan was making slower progress than he’d hoped. In fact, his push was virtually stalled. He’d been about to lob a frag grenade before he heard the shotgun blasts, but then decided to delay the pitch. Assuming that Waabberi had moved in to help them, he could be within the RGN’s kill radius.

Returning the lethal egg to his belt, Bolan checked the Steyr’s see-through magazine and saw that it was time to swap out with a fresh one. That done, he glanced over at Mironov, just in time to see her rise and rattle off another probing burst from her Kalashnikov.

If she was feeling in the least intimidated by the odds, it didn’t show.

The Executioner was edging forward, looking for another target, when four guards with automatic weapons broke from cover, charging into the open, firing as they came. He saw them pair off, two sprinting toward his position and the others toward Mironov, then slugs were hacking at the stack of wooden crates that sheltered Bolan, forcing him to edge backward and roll away.

If it was what the gunners had in mind, it didn’t work as planned. They drove him under cover, right enough, but Bolan kept on moving, scrabbling over smooth concrete, around the far side of the barricade he’d chosen as a makeshift fortress. His assailants obviously hadn’t thought there’d be a backup strategy, expecting Bolan to stay huddled where he was until they overran his nest and killed him.

He was pleased to disappoint them, rising on their left as they were focused dead ahead. He put the emphasis on dead, nailing the closer of the charging gunmen with a 5.56 mm tumbling projectile through the left side of his chest, ripping through lung, heart and aorta for a nearly instant kill. The guy kept going, nonetheless, momentum shoving him through two more shambling steps before his knees buckled and dropped him to the floor.

The other one was quick, turning without a break in stride to fire at Bolan, but he never had a chance. The next rounds out of Bolan’s AUG spun him like a demented ballroom dancer, arms outflung, his weapon spinning through the air to land in shadow, somewhere hopelessly beyond his reach.

Mironov nailed her opposition with a pair of 3-round bursts, rolling them up as if she did it every day. Bolan was up and moving by the time their bodies came to rest, firing toward the remaining opposition, carrying the battle back in their direction while Waabberi’s booming shotgun cut off any hope of safe retreat.

And it was over in another moment, no one left among the khat plant’s labor force to raise a hand against the three intruders. Bolan took a minute and searched for chemicals he knew were found in any drug-processing operation and selected those most flammable. The quantities weren’t huge, but it would do.

“No reason to leave them anything,” he said, as he uncapped a gallon jug of something strong enough to make his eyes water. “Let’s light it up.”
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Jiddu Basra scratched idly at the scar that ran beneath the patch masking his left eye socket, an unconscious gesture that he often made in times of stress. The scar tissue was numb, it neither itched nor pained him any longer, but his fingers still came back to it habitually, as if reminding his subconscious mind that he was only mortal, after all.

Just like the men who served him.

Seventeen of them had proved it, sometime in the past half hour, when they were gunned down at his khat refinery. The plant itself was still in flames, since Mogadishu had no fire-fighters, but some of Basra’s men had dragged the bodies out and counted them. If any more were missing in the blaze, he’d hear about it later.

At the moment, he was looking for someone to blame.

Basra inhabited a world of enemies. Whoever was not with him was against him, and he couldn’t always trust the ones who smiled and promised loyalty. In fact, based on his personal experience, Basra trusted the smilers least of all.

A man in his position, with his power and proclivities, was always feared and hated by the lesser folk around him, those he victimized or simply brushed aside in passing, as a lion swatted a bush squirrel or jerboa. It was nothing personal.

But someone had selected him specifically, decided that the best way to hurt Basra was by striking at a pillar of his livelihood. And for that insolence, someone would die.


The jangling telephone distracted him. His one good eye snapped open, focused on the instrument of torment, as a scowl formed on his lean, scarred face. The man who normally answered his phone was at the warehouse, playing fireman, likely getting in the way.

Basra grabbed the receiver, snarled a curt greeting.

“What!”

“I need a word with Jiddu Basra,” a strange voice said.

“Who’s calling,” Basra asked, switching to English automatically.

“This message is for Basra only,” the caller said.

Half inclined to slam down the phone, Basra nonetheless responded, “So, deliver it.”

“I see you had a fire.”

A sudden tingle, like a low-level electric shock, rippled along his spine. Basra leaned forward, elbows on his desktop.

“You know something about that?” he asked.

“I struck the match,” his caller told him, “but I didn’t give the order.”

“No? Who did, then?”

“Think about it. Who’s in line to gain the most, if you go down?”

“You tell me, man,” Basra replied. “As far as I know, everybody loves me.”

“Right. Would that include Musse Guleed?”

“Sure, man. We’re old, old friends.”

“I guess that slipped his mind,” the caller said.

“Who are you, anyway?” Basra inquired.

“Nobody special. Just a soldier.”

“Soldier of fortune, would that be?”

“I do all right,” the caller said.

“Well, man, if what you’re saying’s true, you picked the wrong side this time.”

“I go with the money,” the caller said. “And the less I have to do for it, the better I like it.”

“You telling me all this for some good reason?” Basra asked.


“Best reason in the world, for both of us,” the stranger said. “My contract specifies that I get rid of you. It doesn’t say you have to die. If you pull out of Mogadishu, it comes down to the same thing.”

Basra could only laugh at that.

“Me, leave? Why doesn’t that footo weine that you’re working for get out, instead?”

It was the caller’s turn to laugh. “I get the feeling he’s not going anywhere.”

“Maybe we’ll see about that, eh?”

“Your call,” the caller said. “I’m not a bodyguard.”

The line went dead.

 

“YOU’RE SURE HE’LL COME today?” Mironov asked, as she drove slowly along Corsi Primo Luglio past drab apartment houses.

“If it’s Thursday, he should be here,” Waabberi replied from the four-door’s backseat.

It was Thursday morning, true enough, but Bolan had to wonder if the night’s events might cramp their target’s style, change his routine.

“Why Thursdays?” he inquired.

Waabberi shrugged. “I don’t know what he’s thinking,” he replied. “Someone tipped me about his visits, and I started watching, taking care he didn’t see me. Every Thursday, right around this time, he comes.”

“To see the woman and her boy,” Mironov said, still sounding skeptical.

“His boy,” Waabberi answered. “Even if he won’t get married, it still means something, having a son.”

“Some father figure,” she said.

“He brings money, little presents. Makes the other bad men stay away.”

“Okay, then,” Bolan interrupted. “When he shows up, if he shows, I’ll grab him, put him in the back.”

“I’ll cover him,” Waabberi said.


“He won’t be in a fighting mood, but caution’s always good,” Bolan replied. “You have the ties?”

“Right here.” Waabberi brandished half a dozen narrow strips of plastic made for binding packages, which doubled nicely as handcuffs in an emergency.

“We’ll give him ten more minutes,” Bolan said.

“I need someplace to park,” Mironov told him. “Cruising back and forth draws too much notice, even here.”

She found a place on the next pass and nosed in, half a block west of the target. Bolan noted with approval that she kept the engine running while they waited.

“What if he has company?” Mironov asked Waabberi.

“Every time I followed him, he was alone. I think he keeps this secret to himself.”

“That may not be an option, now,” Bolan suggested. “After last night, there’s a decent chance he may have guards.”

“What, then?” the Russian agent queried.

“If I see a chance,” Bolan replied, “I take them out and haul him in, the same as if he’d come alone.”

“And if he doesn’t have the information that we need?” she pressed him.

“Then that tells us something in itself. He’ll know if Guleed has the merchandise. If it’s a negative, that tells us where we need to look next time, and we still hurt Guleed.”

“I hope you’re right,” Mironov said.

“Asking’s the easy part,” Bolan said.

He saw their target coming toward them, even as Waabberi warned them, “There he is!”

“He must have parked on the cross street,” Mironov said. “We can’t tell if he’s covered now.”

“If he brought anyone along, they must be waiting in the car,” Bolan replied. “Let’s go.”

Mironov put the car in motion, smooth acceleration carrying them toward their meeting with the man who topped Bolan’s most-wanted list. Before they drew abreast of him, Mironov braked, and Bolan vaulted from the car, holding the big Beretta 93-R where his subject couldn’t fail to see it.

“You’re the white man!” Jama Hassan said.

“Looks like it,” Bolan granted. “I’ll take that pistol, since you won’t be needing it while we go for a little ride.”

 

MUSSE GULEED DID NOT take bad news well. Sometimes he wondered why that was, since there’d been so much of it in his life. Shouldn’t he have been used to it, by now?

And yet, he felt the same familiar rage building inside him, beginning with an acid spill into his stomach, followed by a throbbing pain behind his eyes. Blood pressure rising, he supposed, but what was he supposed to do about it?

When a man was angry, action was required.

“What do you mean, you lost him?” he demanded of the two young sentries who stood quivering before him.

“Sir,” one of them said, “he ordered us to park the car and wait inside it, while he went to see his…his….”

“I know all about his whore and brat,” Guleed stormed at them. “It was foolish to keep up the same routine today, of all days.”

“Sir,” the other chirped, “he ordered us to—”

“Damn it, I know that! Stop whining like a child and tell me what happened!”

The men glanced at each other, dry mouths making little smacking sounds, as if their tongues were shriveling. Perhaps, he thought, they were.

“Sir,” said the first one who had spoken, “we could not see anything after he turned the corner onto Corsi Primo Luglio.”

Of course, they couldn’t. Guleed clenched his teeth and asked, “So, how long did you wait?”

“He told us fifteen minutes, sir. We waited twenty, to be safe.”

Guleed’s jaw ached from where he’d clenched his teeth, a counterpoint to the insistent, mounting pain inside his head.


“And then?”

“We went to check, sir,” said the young man on his right. “We saw the building as we passed.”

“He gave you the apartment number?”

“No, sir,” the other said. “We began knocking on doors. It was the ninth apartment that we tried.”

“And you learned what, exactly?”

“That Mr. Hassan had not arrived, sir.”

“Then, sir,” his comrade said, “we went back and searched the street again, an alleyway behind the houses. We found nothing.”

“So, you wasted what? An hour at the scene, and then the drive back here?”

No answer came, from either one.

“I see.” Guleed made no attempt to mask his anger and disgust. “You understand the gravity of this?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Indeed, sir.”

“Ordinarily, I’d kill you now,” Guleed informed them. “As it is, however, we’ve already lost so many men that I cannot afford to execute you…yet.”

“Please, sir. We will do anything,” the man on his left said.

“Yes, sir. Anything” came from Guleed’s right.

“The first thing you shall do, in order to redeem yourselves, is go back to the place where Hassan disappeared. You will ask everyone who lives there, everyone you see along the street, if they saw anything at all. Hassan or anybody else. A face, a vehicle, a sign from God. I don’t expect you to return alive, if you are empty-handed. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir!” Two voices chimed as one.

“And if, by some chance, it should cross your mind to run away, remember that I know your families. Betray me, and I will devour them while they are still alive. Now go, before I change my mind.”

 


THEY DROVE HASSAN A few miles east of Mogadishu, passing the abandoned U.S. Embassy again, to reach a safehouse that Mironov had suggested. Bolan was beyond surprise at that point, but it struck him that the Russians were prepared for trouble in Somalia, despite the closure of their embassy around the same time that America’s diplomats fled.

From media reports, he knew that Moscow had been aching to tackle Somalia’s pirates since 2007, if not earlier. Russian destroyers, spoiling for a fight, were commonly seen offshore, daring the modernday buccaneers to try their luck. It was a wonder that there’d been no incidents already—but perhaps the navy had been reined in while the SVR played its hand first, ashore.

In any case, he and Mironov had been thrown together on the same team, and she’d proved her worth repeatedly. Bolan only hoped that her safehouse would have stout walls and be free of inquisitive neighbors.

In fact, it turned out not to be a house at all, but an abandoned radio station. The broadcast tower had been hauled away for scrap, but its great rusting feet remained, bolted into concrete and severed at the ankles by cutting torches. The station itself was a squarish blockhouse with no windows, surrounded by a weedy wasteland.

It was perfect.

They marched Hassan inside, after Mironov used a small key on the front door’s shiny padlock. It was dark inside the building as they entered, and they used flashlights to navigate until Mironov started a backroom generator and the dusty ceiling fixtures came to life.

The looters had been thorough. Everything resembling communications gear had been been stripped from the building, nothing left of furnishings except a few chairs and an old desk with its empty drawers pulled out and scattered. Someone had carved a skull and crossbones on the desktop.

Bolan detested torture, but years of warfare had endowed him with a certain ruthlessness that wouldn’t let him balk at dirty jobs, when he had work to do and lives were riding on the line. In this case, if he let the stolen tanks and other military hardware slip away, thousands of innocents might die.

What was the comfort of a proved killer next to that?

He steered Hassan across the main room of the station to a sturdy wooden chair, and pushed him into it. Hassan regarded him with sullen eyes and spoke for the first time since his abduction.

“So, you have me. What next?”

“You can live or die,” Bolan replied. “It’s up to you.”

“What is the price for life?” Hassan inquired.

“A little information.”

“Ah. You’d have me be a traitor, then.”

“Or a survivor,” Bolan said. “It’s all a matter of perspective.”

“And if I refuse, you kill me.”

“Not so fast,” Mironov interjected. “We will have the information first.”

“I don’t think so.”

Mironov drew and fired her pistol in a single fluid motion. Its muffled cough was lost inside Hassan’s scream as the bullet shattered his left kneecap, spraying blood and shards of cartillage.

Hassan’s first impulse was to clutch his knee, but with his hands still bound behind his back the effort only pitched him from the chair. He landed on the mangled leg and shrieked again, thrashing in agony.

Surprise did not crack Bolan’s poker face. He listened as Hassan wound down from screaming, into gasping sobs, waiting until he thought the wounded man could understand a question.

But Mironov beat him to it. Crouching on the bloodstained concrete floor, she clutched Hassan’s hair in her left hand, drawing back his head until his eyes met hers.

“Thank your mouth for that,” she said. “Now you’re a cripple, but you still have one good leg. Be smart, and you can hobble with a cane until somebody does the world a favor and gets rid of you. Be stupid, and the other knee goes next. From there, who knows?”

“What do you want?” Not quite a sob, this time.

“The tanks and guns from the Vasylna,” she replied. “Who stole them?”

“I don’t go out on the boats. I—”

“Don’t make me repeat the question.”

“Guleed!” he blurted out. “He took them!”

“Hmm. And has he sold them yet?”

“Sold, yes,” Hassan whimpered. “But not delivered.”

“I believe he speaks the truth,” Mironov told Bolan.

“That still leaves the location,” he replied.

“Indeed.” The Russian agent drew the muzzle of her sound suppressor across Hassan’s forehead and asked, “Where will we find them, then?”

“There is a camp. Outside Merca.”

“Specifics, if you please.”

Hassan stammered directions. Bolan memorized them on the spot.

“Do you believe him?” Mironov asked.

Bolan nodded.

“So do I,” she said. And rising, stepping back a yard, leveled her pistol at his face.

Hassan cried out, “You promised!” Then a second muffled gunshot silenced him for good.

“I promised nothing,” Mironov said. Turning back toward Bolan with a somber smile, she added, “So, your conscience is intact, Matt.”

 

JIDDU BASRA FELT CALM as he prepared for war. The first hot rush of fury had subsided in the hours since his men were killed, his khat refinery destroyed. Someone had much to answer for, but he could wait.

At least, a little while.

It would take time for all his soldiers to reach Mogadishu, driving in from outposts in the provinces of Shabelle Hoose and Shabelle Dhexe, to the south and north. When all who still remained to him were present and accounted for, all armed and ready, then he could begin the final push against his mortal enemies.

And in the meantime, he would benefit from planning.

Basra was not ready to accept the white man’s word on faith alone, but simple logic told him that Musse Guleed was the most likely in the unprovoked attack. They had been friends, once—or, at least, comrades—until Basra had realized that he could do what Guleed did, and likely do it better.

That, of course, was not the sort of thing Guleed could tolerate. He hated competition, crushed it without thinking twice. Hassan had known that, had been one of those who stood beside Guleed and helped him slay his enemies, but pride and greed had made Basra act in haste, before he was prepared.

His scars reminded him of that miscalculation every time he saw his own reflection in a windowpane or mirror, and he would not make the same mistake again. Hassan knew he was lucky to be scarred and breathing, when he might have been no more than rat-gnawed bones discarded on a rubbish heap.

His first and worst mistake had been failing to kill Guleed by stealth before the man suspected any treachery. It would have been so simple, riding in a car or loitering around headquarters, when he was alone with Guleed. Even if Hassan was there, so what?

Firing two shots was no more difficult than firing one. And with his own men in attendance to dispose of any die-hard loyalists…

But that was all behind him now. Through youthful negligence, he’d missed a golden opportunity and nearly died as a result. Only that same youth, with its natural resilience, had enabled Basra to survive when the enforcers came for him. That, and the fact that they chose pangas as their weapons in a bid to make him suffer.

So he had, indeed. But he had suffered and survived, while Guleed’s executioners were slain as much by arrogance as by the hideout pistol he had reached in time to save his right eye and his life.

Since then, Guleed and Basra had existed in a state of endless warfare. Basra’s army was outnumbered, but the nature of their conflict—fought guerrilla-style, without pitched battles that might prove decisive—kept Guleed from using numbers to their best advantage. Basra had survived seven direct attempts upon his life, ranging from sniper fire to poison, and his men had stalked Guleed in vain, missing the lucky pig no fewer than a dozen times, so far.

This time, Basra assured himself, it would be different.

Even without the white man’s call, Basra knew that he would have blamed Guleed for the previous night’s raid. He might have wasted precious time in the pursuit of other suspects, but the end result would still have been the same.

Now, he would use that time to plan Guleed’s downfall.

And what about the white man?

One way to dispose of him, Basra supposed, would be to call Guleed and thank him for allowing his new mercenary to be merciful. Detail the white man’s warning and pretend that he, Basra, was giving thought to a retreat from Mogadishu. If Guleed had ordered the communication, he would gloat. If not, he would undoubtedly retaliate against his pawn.

The thought made Basra smile, but he preferred to deal with the white man himself. Before or after he had killed Guleed, what difference did it make?

And if the white man happened to escape somehow, in the confusion, it would make no difference. He was a hireling, who would flee in any case, once the prospect of a payday was eliminated.

Seated at his desk, Basra used a red felt-tipped pen to mark locations on a detailed map of Mogadishu. Guleed’s home, his headquarters, the places of amusement that he frequented, the sites where he stashed men, weapons or merchandise. Each crimson circle was a target, and before another day had passed, Basra meant to see the bulk of them obliterated.


When the smoke and dust had cleared away, he would control the city, ruling it for all intents and purposes. The change was overdue, but it would not be long delayed.
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Uadan Highway Strip, Mile 5

Merca was a seaport with some three-hundred-fifty-thousand inhabitants, compared to Mogadishu’s two million. It would make sense, Bolan supposed, to unload the Vasylna somewhere well away from Mogadishu, relatively safe from prying eyes, and stash its deadly cargo under guard.

The normal course of action for Somalian pirates was to seize a ship and wire it with explosives, holding it offshore until a ransom was negotiated for the crew and cargo. It had worked before, but in this case they stood to earn more from selling the hardware themselves.

So, what had become of the ship and its crew?

Bolan had no idea, as yet, but he was reasonably sure Guleed had no use for a cargo ship that could be instantly identified by sight, even if he repainted it and changed its registry. More likely, the Vasylna was already gone, deep-sixed with plastique charges in the cargo holds. It wouldn’t have surprised him to discover that the crew, alive or dead, was still on board when she went down.

His focus, now, was on the thirty-three T-90 tanks and other killing gear that had been stolen with them, to destroy the cargo if he could. Natalia Mironov still spoke as if the massive vehicles and other items could be salvaged, but he didn’t see that happening without a full-scale military operation to retrieve them, put them back on shipboard and deliver them belatedly to Kenya.

That kind of move, the Executioner knew, would cause Russia a world of trouble at the UN and throughout Africa. On top of which, unless he missed his guess, a rescue operation on that scale would cost more than the Kenyans planned to pay for their diverted merchandise.

When they were five miles out of Mogadishu, rolling over what passed for a superhighway in Somalia, he asked Mironov, “So, what happens to your team while you’re in Merca?”

“There’s not much team,” she said. “Two others, one of whom you’ve met. They wait for orders and prepare to sanitize the various facilities we’ve used.”

“They won’t be popping up in Merca, then?”

She laughed and answered, “Not if they obey my orders. And if they do not, their reasons must be excellent.”

That spared Bolan one concern—if he could trust Mironov. He’d been considering the possibility that her support team might turn up and try to keep him from destroying the T-90s and the rest of the Vasylna’s cargo.

If, that was, he had the chance to do so.

They were still some forty miles from Merca proper, traveling along a road patrolled in equal force by bandits, rogue militiamen and AMISOM peacekeepers, all of whom might try to stop and rob them—or, at least in AMISOM’s case, disarm them. Then, they had to find the camp where Guleed’s men were guarding the Russian equipment, get past his gunmen and destroy everything.

All without getting killed in the process.

The last bit was dicey, as usual.

Bolan had long since given up expecting to return from combat missions.

Some odds were simply undefeatable, no matter how gungho a soldier was. But in his personal experience, a dedicated, well-trained fighting man—or team—could beat the long odds eight times out of ten, provided that the warrior didn’t go in with a kamikaze mind-set or a secret death wish riding on his shoulder.

Bolan was prepared to die at any time, but looking forward to it? Not a chance in hell.

And if he went down this time, it was guaranteed that he would not be going down alone.

 

DUALEH ADAM AWRALA checked his smile in the three-inch-square mirror he carried for just such a purpose. The gold incisor winked at him, and he saw nothing caught between his teeth from lunch. Convinced that he had done his best, he pocketed the mirror and emerged from the backseat of his Lincoln Navigator, ignoring the armed guard who held his door open.

The guard would not accompany Awrala to his meeting with Guleed. That stiuplation was inviolate, and always left Awrala wondering if he would see the light of day again, once he had crossed Guleed’s threshold.

Of course, he served a purpose for the warlord, with his stockpile of official documents, permits and licenses, assorted stamps and seals. But after years of anarchy in Mogadishu and environs, both Awrala and his richest client knew he was a figurehead at best. At worst, a total fraud.

Officially, he was the deputy assistant to the Minister of Economic, Medical and Agricultural Affairs. In fact, he was accountable to no one, since his various superiors had abdicated or been killed. His two-man staff was good for nothing beyond filing the assorted documents he generated for a price, permitting various outlaws to seem as if their crimes were sanctioned by a nonexistent state.

And sometimes—though very rarely, all thanks be to Allah—he was called upon to solve some other problem, if he could.

Like now.

Guleed was scowling when Awrala stepped into his office, flanked by street soldiers in mufti, wearing automatic weapons slung across their shoulders, knives and pistols jutting from their belts. The armed-camp atmosphere was worse than usual, and it unnerved Awrala from the moment he set foot inside Guleed’s headquarters.

“You’re aware of what’s been happening?” Guleed demanded without even a pretense of common courtesy.

It was a vague question. Awrala did his best with it and asked, “You mean the killing?”

“Oh, there’s more to it than that,” Guleed informed him. “Jama Hassan’s been abducted. I suppose he’s dead by now, unless he’s squealing everything he knows about my business to his kidnappers.”

“That’s most unfortunate,” Awrala said. “I’m not sure how I—”

“He knows everything, you see,” Guleed continued. “Well, nearly everything. Enough to ruin me, at least.”

“That is distressing,” Awrala responded, not knowing what else to say.

“I fear, specifically, that he may lead my enemies to something I have hidden. Something of supreme importance and value.”

Awrala nodded, tried to look as if he understood where this was going.

Guleed seemed finally to understand Awrala’s blank expression. “You must help me to defend my property,” he said.

Awrala tried to swallow the lump in his throat.

“But, how?” he asked. “You have an army.”

“I have fewer men today than yesterday, you may have heard. And I need most of them in Mogadishu, at the moment,” Guleed said. “What can I do?” Awrala feared the answer, even as he asked the question.

“You can use your title,” Guleed said. “Speak to the peacekeepers. Explain that evil men—white foreigners, at that—are on their way from Mogadishu to wreak havoc in Shabelle Hoose.”

“I do not control them,” Awrala reminded him.


“You must try. If they listen, I will tell you where to send them.”

“And…if not?”

“Then, I suppose,” Guleed replied, “that you shall be of no further use to me. It saddens me to think such a thing.”

Awrala bobbed his head and vowed, “I’ll do my best.”

Guleed smiled like a hungry crocodile.

“And I,” he said, “will hope that it is good enough.”

 

MIRONOV HAD EXPECTED MORE cars on the highway between Merca and Mogadishu. As it was, she’d only passed two vehicles, an ancient pickup and a motorcycle laboring along with three people aboard, including a child seated on the handlebars.

It came as a surprise, then, when the heat haze in her rearview mirror parted to reveal a jeep trailed closely by some larger military vehicle.

“We have a tail, Cooper,” she warned Bolan.

Turning in his seat to scrutinize the followers, he said, “We can’t outrun them on this road. Pick up a lead and take the first turnoff that you can manage.”

“Right.”

The problem wasn’t soldiers. Somalia’s army, navy and air force had effectively dissolved in 1991, and the TFG Ministry of Defense ran a disorderly show, characterized by frequent desertion and little or no discipline.

The problem lay in deciding whose vehicles were behind them. Were they AMISOM peacekeepers, or bandits? And, if bandits, which clique did they serve? Guleed and Basra were the biggest fish in Mogadishu’s tainted pond, but they were not the only fish. Out in the countryside, the odds of meeting gunmen from some unaffiliated gang increased dramatically.

Mironov sped up, watching the jeep and trailing vehicle—or vehicles?—dwindle in her mirror. They were not accelerating yet, although the mere fact of her flight could be provocative. She needed somewhere to turn off that would conceal them without trapping them, forcing them into some indefensible position.

And she needed it now.

Mironov did not believe in prayer. She’d been thirteen when Russian communism had collapsed under its own deadweight, and while that change encouraged a more public practice of religion, she had seen too much of life’s dark side to believe that some ancient spirit floating in the clouds cared enough about Earth and its scrabbling insects to meddle in their fratricidal games.

She would not ask the old man in the sky for miracles, but she needed a lucky break.

And there it was!

An unpaved side road, gravel over dirt, approached swiftly on her right. She made the sharp turn blindly, without time or means to calculate what it would mean to their survival. She could not tell if the one-lane track ran on for miles or ended at a cliff face within view of the highway.

Either way, it was their only chance.

 

NADIF ALI WAS HONORED to deliver the first blow against the enemy who had destroyed Basra’s refinery and killed more than a dozen of his men. They were Ali’s men, too, since he was Basra’s second in command, and so entitled to direct the troops in Basra’s name.

Ali had favored striking at Guleed directly, visiting his headquarters in force and killing everyone he found there, from the top down. Basra had restrained him, telling him that they would need specific strategies to put Guleed out of their misery, reminding Ali of the other times they’d tried and failed to finish him.

Ali agreed, because it was his nature to obey.

For now.

The target he’d selected, after Basra ruled out Guleed’s home and central clearing house, was a gambling club located on Via Medina, a quarter mile from the waterfront. At this time of day there would not be many people around, which was fine because Ali wasn’t interested in gunning down civilians.

Not this day, at least.

He wanted Guleed’s men, his property, he yearned to destroy them in partial repayment of the blood debt to his family. It would not be enough, but still, it was a start.

The club was called Jebis—python—perhaps because it squeezed the money out of anyone who spent time there. Ali approached it with a dozen men in two cars, all well-armed with automatic weapons and spare magazines. The second car also had several cans of gasoline inside its trunk, which made it a rolling bomb in the event of a rear-end collision, whose driver had been instructed to maintain a distance of at least two car lengths from Ali’s sedan until they reached their target.

Once parked on the street in front of Jebis, Ali felt his pulse racing. He watched his men spring out of the cars, cocking their weapons, forming a tight skirmish line along the curb. They watched for Ali’s signal, and he did not keep them waiting. Striding briskly to the club’s front door, he fired a short burst from his Kalashnikov into the door’s lock, then kicked it open, snarling as he rushed inside.

A number of Guleed’s men scrambled for their weapons as Ali entered, his troops following close behind him. It became chaotic, with the invaders spraying bullets all around the smoky room, slugs striking flesh, walls, furniture and gambling equipment everywhere they turned. Some of Guleed’s men fell before they reached their guns, while others returned fire, crouched behind upended tables, from behind a short bar at the west end of the room and from a narrow hallway leading to the rear.

Ali felt bullets sizzle past him, almost close enough to singe his flesh, and he fought on, uncaring. If he died here, it was meant to be. With his last ounce of strength, he’d reach out to kill another enemy. With his last breath, he’d curse them.

He was startled, caught up in the killing moment, when the last rounds from his magazine were spent. He knelt in the open, reloading, then rose to rejoin the battle. Fewer enemies remained to face him now, and Ali’s bullets chopped them down as if they were mannequins lined up for target practice. It was almost too easy, like shooting dogs trapped in a pen.

When his second magazine ran dry, Ali had no more standing targets left. He moved among the fallen, seeking feeble signs of life he could extinguish, but they all seemed to be dead.

And if a few were faking, better yet.

They would be conscious when the flames reached them.

Turning to find his nearest soldiers, Ali raised his voice to compensate for the hellacious ringing in his ears.

“Go fetch the gasoline,” he commanded. “Burn this fucker down!”

 

COLONEL AKELO KENYANGI stared across his desk at Dualeh Awrala, arms crossed over his barrel chest. A frown carved furrows into his ebony face.

“What do you wish from me, exactly?” he inquired.

Kenyangi was Ugandan, third in command of the AMISOM peacekeeping mission in Somalia. He clearly did not relish being stuck in Mogadishu, nine hundred miles from home and lacking any indication of precisely when he would be free to leave. A forked scar on his left cheek, long since healed, gave him a vaguely sinister aspect.

“Colonel,” Awrala said, “as deputy assistant to the Minister of Economic, Medical and Agricultural Affairs, I have a charge to help protect the worthy citizens of Mogadishu.”

“Humph!” The throat sound suggested that Kenyangi questioned whether any such persons existed.

Cringing inwardly, Awrala forged ahead. “Sir, it has come to my attention that outsiders—more specifically, Americans or Europeans—are involved at present in a scheme to wreak more havoc in the district, at a tragic cost in life and property.”

“Which is it—Americans or Europeans?”

“Whites, in any case. As they are unidentified, I cannot state their nationality with any certitude.”

“You’ve seen them?” Kenyangi asked.

“No, sir. I myself have not, but I have information from a trusted source. Already, these outsiders are responsible for killing twenty men or more within the city.”

“What, the shootings yesterday?”

Awrala nodded. “In old town,” he said, “and at the social club called The Jackal.”

“I’m aware of it,” Kenyangi said. “And what about the other killings, at this warehouse that was burned last night?”

Awrala had to shrug at that. “Perhaps,” he said. “I cannot say. But, sir—”

“Musse Guleed owns The Jackal, does he not?” the colonel asked.

“Sir, all I know is that these foreigners have slaughtered citizens in Mogadishu, and they may have plans to cast a wider net of violence.”

“Explain.”

“According to the information I’ve received, it’s likely that these terrorists are on their way to Merca, where they plan further destruction.”

“Merca,” Kenyangi said.

“Yes, sir. As I understand it.”

“And you can’t be any more specific, I suppose?”

“Sir, I believe you should have little difficulty finding a white man and woman in the neighborhood.”

“Provided I turn over every rock along the way,” Kenyangi said.

“They have an arsenal of weapons, sir, and they are murderers. Mass murderers, in fact. Invaders of my country. Their continued presence threatens any effort toward a lasting peace.”

Kenyangi made a sound that might have been a cough, or pure derisive laughter.

“Peace, you say. Is there a word for that in Somali?”

“Three, in fact,” Awrala said. “It depends on how the words are used.”

“Three words for peace, but none in Mogadishu,” Kenyangi said. “I’m afraid that without further details, I cannot begin to help you.”

“I can offer you descriptions of the man and woman, sir.”


“Woman? A white woman?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And is the man a Russian, too?”

Awrala shrugged again. “Who knows?”

Kenyangi planted meaty forearms on his desk. “I have a unit close to Merca,” he declared. “Describe these strangers for me, and I’ll see what I can do.”

 

BOLAN CROUCHED BESIDE the car in waist-high leaves and hoped that no one riding in the passing convoy would glance over, to catch a glint of sunlight on chrome. He held his Steyr ready, just in case.

There were three vehicles in the procession. The leading jeep carried three men besides its driver, while two open trucks behind it bore a dozen riflemen apiece. Judging from their attire, they weren’t from AMISOM—they wore no helmets, and their mismatched battle dress would hardly qualify as uniforms.

Bandits? Tribal militia?

Either way, Bolan wanted no part of them. At worst, they were extremely dangerous. At best, disposing of them would mean wasting precious ammunition.

Luckily, no one in the convoy glanced over toward Mironov’s vehicle. Or, if they did, perhaps the lookout’s khat-dulled mind could not interpret what the bleary eyes had seen.

In any case, they got a pass.

This time.

“Halfway along with no traffic, and then we meet that lot,” Mironov said, as she rose from the weeds along the driver’s side of the sedan. “Too close for comfort, eh?”

“We’re getting into clan country,” Waabberi said. “In broad terms, there are Bantus and Somalis, but it breaks down further. From the Bantus, there are Reer Gosha and Reer Shabelle. For the Somalis, there are Dir, Digil and Hawiye, each with several smaller clans dividing them. On top of that, we have the true minorities—Reer AwSalaat, Reer Marka, Reer Baraawe and Yahar Saalax.”


“How do you keep it straight?” Mironov asked.

Waabberi smiled and said, “The same way you distinguish true Russians from Tatars, Ukrainians, Bashkirs, Chuvash and all the rest. We have fewer to concern us.”

“Have I offended you?” Mironov asked.

“By no means,” Waabberi said. “Most of us are blind to other nations, other cultures, unless television shows us something that amuses or repulses us. Who truly knows the world, these days?”

Bolan cut in on the philosophy. “The part we need to think about,” he said, “lies thirty-odd miles down this road. With any luck, we won’t be playing hide-and-seek the whole way there.”

“And we must still find Guleed’s camp,” Mironov said. “How do you say it in America? His home away from home?”

“That’s how we say it,” Bolan granted. “But normally a person doesn’t keep a fleet of tanks at his vacation hideaway.”

“Nor will Guleed keep them for long, I think,” she said. “He may have buyers coming, as we speak.”

“You think he may?” Bolan asked. “Or you know he does?”

“I know no more than you,” she answered. “But each moment wasted is a moment lost forever.”

“Let’s stop wasting time, then,” Bolan said, “and get back on the road.”
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As he apoproached Merca, Bolan had no intention of touring the former beach resort, which had been ravaged during the Somali civil war. It was presently held by members of Al-Shabaab—The Youth, in Arabic—an insurgent group also known as the Popular Resistance Movement in the Land of the Two Migrations. Al-Shabaab supported the Islamic Courts Union, primary rival of Somalia’s Transitional Federal Government, while its three thousand-odd members got most of their weapons and money from leaders of the Ethiopian National Defense Force.

That mix represented quintessential Somali politics, a volatile cocktail of cultures and religions, exacerbated by meddling neighbors pursuing their own agendas. And Bolan wanted no part of it.

He had more than enough on his plate as it was, with rival warlords, Russians and enough lethal hardware to set the Horn of Africa ablaze. The very last thing that Somalia or any of the other countries in the region needed at this moment was a new war or an escalation of some ongoing conflict.

But, ironically, the only way to head off future bloodshed was to spill more first.

They had Jama Hassan’s directions to the arms depot, assuming that he hadn’t found a way to lie while suffering his final agony. If he’d deceived them, Bolan thought, Hassan deserved all the acting awards rolled up in one.


And they were screwed.

They’d have to start from scratch, locate a new informant and determine first if Guleed even had the stolen hardware—then, if so, where he had stashed it. That could cost a day or more, and still might lead them nowhere.

Bolan saw the turn-off for the road Hassan had claimed would lead them to their target. It was numbered, thankfully, so that he didn’t have to understand the writing on the sign, although Waabberi translated.

“It’s Revolution Avenue,” he said.

A purist would have quibbled, noting that an avenue should technically be lined with trees or shrubbery, instead of running flat-out through more sunbaked grassland, but there was a hint of trees, off in the distance, where a smudge on the horizon broke up the monotony of open space.

They would be sitting ducks out there, if any hostiles came along. It wouldn’t matter if they were Guleed’s men, Basra’s, some half-baked militia or a gang of local killers setting up in business for themselves. Bolan and company would have nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

Mironov felt it, too, saying, “I don’t like this. We’re too exposed.”

“We have to take our chances,” Bolan said. “We’ll play it cagey, closer to the compound.”

If there was a compound. If Hassan’s last words had not been simply misdirection, one last Screw you! to his killers.

“Do you think he lied?” Mironov asked, as if reading his mind.

Bolan could only shrug. “Another ten miles, give or take, to prove it one way of the other. There’s no doubt that he was hurting when he spilled it.”

“You believe I was too harsh?” Natalia asked.

Bolan focused on the road ahead, as he replied, “You got results.”

“You wish that I had let him live?”

“Impractical,” Bolan said, and he let it go at that.

Hauling a warlord’s wounded second in command across Somalia wouldn’t be a smart move at the best of times, although he would have liked a second session with Hassan if it turned out the man had lied. Too late.

Whatever lay in store for them outside of Merca, they had only two options: retreat, or see it through.

And turning tail before the battle even started wasn’t Bolan’s style.

 

CAPTAIN ABASI BOIPELO did not fully understand his latest orders, but he had become accustomed to confusion since he was conscripted from his native Kenya to participate in AMISOM’s futile attempt at keeping peace within Somalia.

The mission was absurd. No one could “keep” a peace that had disintegrated into bloody chaos decades earlier. And AMISOM could not restore peace in Somalia by emulating the United Nations policy of doing next to nothing while atrocities were committed on a daily basis. In his own country, political violence had claimed a thousand lives and displaced a quarter of a million people in 2007, but a combination of armed force and shrewd negotiation had restored effective government by the new year.

Whereas Somalia kept on getting worse.

Boipelo’s latest orders were no stranger than some others he’d received since taking on the AMISOM assignment. Headquarters had ordered him to locate a camp or compound somewhere north of Merca and prevent a band of insurgents from raiding it, perhaps annihilating those inside. Whoever they were.

The order was vague to a fault, and the part that included details was fantastic. Boipelo was supposed to watch out for a white man and woman, traveling with one or more native Somalis, who supposedly had killed three dozen men in Mogadishu while inflicting significant property damage.

The important questions, in Boipelo’s opinion, remained unanswered. Precisely who was killed in Mogadishu, and for what? Was this another feud between the dominant warlords? And if so—rather, in any case—how were two white people involved? What sort of camp was Boipelo assigned to protect? Who were its occupants? Were they of any value to Somalia, or simply more troublemakers whom the strife-torn country would be better off without?

Captain Boipelo did not expect answers to such questions. He had long since given up on understanding anything beyond the broad strokes of ideas conceived by his superiors—and even that was asking too much in some cases. It was bad enough that AMISOM made him take orders from Ugandans. Second-guessing them and trying to decipher what was going on inside their heads was an impossibility.

But he would do as he was told. With thirty men and two armored personnel carriers at his disposal, Captain Abasi Boipelo would carry out his orders to the best of his ability. It was a soldier’s lot to risk his life for others, often in a cause that did not meet with his approval.

But if he was killed here, fighting for a nation in name only, he intended to return and haunt the bastards who had sent him to his death.

And then, there would be hell to pay.

 

DIRIE WAABBERI WAS RELIEVED when the big American had said they were bypassing Merca proper. He had not set foot inside the city for at least five years, and had no plans to visit it again while al-Shabaab and the Islamic Courts Union retained control. Life in Somalia was harsh and violent enough without the added burden of religious zealots who told others how to live—and killed them if they disobeyed.

The good part about being a fanatic, Waabberi supposed, was the sheer certainty that your actions could never be wrong, your judgment never mistaken. With Allah, Jehovah or Jesus guiding your hand, everything you did was justified in advance.

Unlike Waabberi’s present job with this man who called himself Matt Cooper and Russian agent Natalia Mironov.

He wasn’t having second thoughts—far from it, which was frightening enough, all by itself—but he’d begun to wonder what would happen after they finished their mission, if they managed to survive the next few hours or days.

Suppose they found the Russian weapons and destroyed them. Then, what? Crawling farther out along that shaky limb of fantasy, suppose they then crushed Musse Guleed? So, what?

The situation in Waabberi’s homeland had degenerated to the point that he no longer thought eliminating a specific person, gang, or party would suffice to end the bloodshed and privation that had plagued Somalia for over one-third of a century. Riding in the backseat of Mironov’s car, toward what might be his death, Waabberi worried that his sacrifice would be in vain. A waste of time and energy.

A waste of ammunition?

No.

Whatever happened next, Waabberi still believed that he had made a difference. Each bandit they had killed was one less predator on Mogadishu’s streets, committing one less murder, rape or robbery. In some cases, he guessed, eliminating one outlaw might keep a hundred or a thousand crimes from happening.

There would be other criminals, of course—already were, no doubt, vying for the positions vacated by those he’d personally killed—but that was life. He realized no stuggle against evil could be won conclusively and for all time. Evil—like Good—refused to simply die and disappear. It surfaced time and time again, in every place where human beings gathered and pretended they were something more than animals with appetites, he supposed.

“See that?”

Mironov’s voice cut through Waabberi’s reverie. He leanded forward, peering between her head and Bolan’s, looking off toward the horizon where her index finger pointed.

What? he was about to ask, but then a puff of smoke appeared beside the highway. Half a second later, the concussion of the blast tapped lightly at Waabberi’s ears.

“Grenades,” Bolan said. “Better stop and wait it out.”


Mironov was already breaking, pulling over on the highway’s dusty shoulder. “Who do you suppose is fighting?” she inquired.

“Out here,” the Executioner replied, “it could be anyone. The bad part is, they’re sitting on our only route to Guleed’s compound, unless we go a hundred miles out of our way.”

“And get lost in the bargain,” Mironov said sourly.

“What now?” Waabberi asked, surprised to find that he was worried they would have to turn around and leave their mission incomplete.

“We wait,” Bolan explained. “A little while, at least.”

 

HOOROONE WALAAL ABDALLE ducked below the spray of shrapnel from another hand grenade, biting his tongue to keep from cursing and inviting Allah’s wrath. He clutched an AK-47 to his chest and offered up a silent prayer for guidance in extremity.

The ambush was not going as he’d planned. Indeed, the target that Abdalle had been waiting for, with twenty of his men, had not arrived. He and his men had spent most of the day waiting and watching for a convoy of relief trucks manned by members of the enemy Bagadi clan, but now they were engaged in battling soldiers.

It shamed Abdalle, as a regional chief of the Biyomaal clan, that his plans had gone so badly—even disastrously—awry. He couldn’t remember the last time that he had seen AMISOM peacekeepers firing their weapons, but here they were, blasting away with machine guns and rifles, even lobbing antipersonnel grenades at his militiamen.

And all because Abdalle lacked control over his troops. They were supposed to let the military convoy pass, headed for who-knew-where, but one of Abdalle’s men had raised his head from concealment to peer at the armored personnel carriers, then fired his rifle when one of the soldiers on board spotted him.

Abdalle would have liked to execute that man for disobeying orders, but the idiot had died in the first volley of return fire from the AMISOM vehicles. After that it was a case of fight or risk a bullet in the back while fleeing, and Abdalle did not wish to die a coward.

If he had to suffer for the actions of a fool, at least he could accept that fate in manly fashion and go down fighting.

Which, in the present circumstances, might occur at any moment.

Abdalle cringed in the roadside ditch, while .30-caliber machine-gun bullets raked the sand and gravel above him, raising clouds of dust that settled over him, clotting his nostrils, sticking in his throat. He could not even rise and fire without getting his head shot off by one of the APC gunners.

A third grenade—or could it be the fourth?—exploded twenty feet from where Abdalle huddled in his ditch. The shock wave made him fear that he might be entombed alive, but more dust simply showered down to make him beige from head to foot.

Abdalle knew what had to come next if he and his men could not defeat their enemies or manage to escape. Pinned down and outnumbered, with the losses they’d sustained, they would be routed from the ditch and killed where they lay by their adversaries controlling the high ground.

Sudden urgency gripped Hooroone Abdalle. Spitting dust, he raised his voice to make it heard above the roar of gunfire, shouting for his men to rally and confront their enemies. The faces he could see regarded him with something close to shock, but they were taking in his exhortation, gathering their courage. He could see it in their eyes.

Abdalle led his soldiers by example. Vaulting to his feet, he swung his AK-47 toward the nearest armored vehicle and squeezed its trigger, spraying bullets that rattled off the monster’s olive-drab hide.

He saw the pindle-mounted machine gun tracking toward him, dirty-yellow flame already leaping from its muzzle, as he tried to raise his own Kalashnikov and bring the gunner under fire. One chance, and then—

 


FIVE MINUTES AFTER IT had begun, the shooting stopped. It was an average firefight, as such things went, in Bolan’s personal experience. The close-range killing never lasted long, unless it was a case of armies fighting hand-to-hand with clubbed rifles and bayonets.

“What now?” Waabberi asked from the backseat.

“We wait and see which way the winners go,” Bolan replied.

Mironov had produced a compact pair of field glasses, closer to opera size than standard, passing them around while they sat and watched the fight proceed a mile in front of them. His vision thus assisted, Bolan could tell by their uniforms the victors in the skirmish were a group of AMISOM troops, and that their vehicles had been headed in the same direction as Bolan and his group were traveling before the shooting started.

As to what would happen next, well, that was anybody’s guess.

Engagement with civilians, as appeared to be the case here, was a dicey situation for neutral peacekeepers. Using deadly force, even in last-ditch self-defense, caused problems that subsequent negotiations might not be able to neutralize.

Would the victors double back toward Merca now, or would they press on in the same direction they’d been traveling before the trouble started? If the former, Bolan and his team had to make some effort to avoid detection while the troops were agitated.

But if the latter, they should still be able to drive on and find Guleed’s arms depot.

“They are checking for survivors now,” Mironov said, as she peered through the small binoculars. “It doesn’t seem they’re finding any.”

Was that good or bad?

Bolan did not wish death on strangers, but he knew that if the AMISOM convoy found living adversaries, the commander was more likely to reverse direction, seeking medical attention for the wounded. That could cost his team hours of looking for another route, assuming they could find one.


Or begin a hot pursuit with soldiers chasing them until Mironov’s car ran out of fuel or armor-piercing rounds disabled it.

In this case, then, he had to hope that none of the guerrillas who’d apparently ambushed the convoy would be found alive.

And it appeared that none would be.

“They’re packing up,” Mironov said, and handed him the glasses.

Bolan watched the AMISOM soldiers climb aboard their APCs, leaving a row of bodies lined up on the highway’s shoulder, soon to ripen in the sun. He waited to discover whether they would turn or pass on from the killing ground toward the horizon.

“Here they go,” he said to no one in particular.

The APCs rolled forward and kept going, northward. In another moment they were almost lost to sight.

“Okay,” Bolan announced. “Looks like we’re clear.”

Mironov started the sedan, pulled back into her lane and powered toward the line of bodies ranged at roadside. Bolan scanned them as they passed, and, as expected, recognized no one.

Another moment, and the nameless dead were dwindling in the rearview mirror. Within seconds, they would disappear entirely.

Gone, but not forgotten.

“How much farther?” Waabberi asked.

“Five, six miles,” Bolan replied.

Unless Hassan had been jerking them around before he died.

Bolan could not afford to grant that possibility. Not when they had come so far.

“We’ll need a place to hide the car before then,” Mironov said.

“Your call,” he said. “First spot that looks convenient, and we can walk the rest of the way. Ideally, we’ll arrive just after dark.”

And then, he thought, the killing would begin in earnest.

 


THE HELICOPTERS WERE A mismatched pair of venerable war-birds. In another life, they might have passed each other in the sky above a battlefield, serving opposing sides. On this day, they sat together in what once had been a supermarket parking lot in Mogadishu and waited for Musse Guleed.

The larger of the whirlybirds, at close to sixty-five feet long and nearly seventeen feet tall, with a rotor diameter approaching fifty-four feet, was a Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk. Americans had flown them when they came to “save” Somalia in the 1990s, and some had stayed behind after the Yankees left. In addition to its two-man crew, the ship could carry from eleven to fourteen soldiers, cruising at 173 miles per hour with a combat radius of 320 miles and a ferry range of 1,380 miles.

The second ship was Russia’s Mil Mi-8, or “Hip,” a medium transport chopper that could double as a gunship if required to do so. Although smaller than the Black Hawk, at four inches under sixty feet and less than ten feet tall, the Hip seated twenty-four passengers besides its two pilots. Its rotors measured seventy feet in diameter, and they propelled the Hip at 156 miles per hour, over a maximum range of 280 miles.

The Black Hawk pilots would have to restrain themselves, allowing the Hip to keep up, but it hardly mattered. They would travel less than sixty miles from takeoff to landing, hardly a challenge for any experienced man or machine.

Guleed had chosen his thirty-seven men with care, selecting ruthless veterans who had survived at least two years in his service. Each was a proven killer, devoid of conscience as the West defined it but obedient beyond the shadow of a doubt to any order from Guleed. The men he’d chosen would kill anyone Guleed selected, without thinking twice about the target’s age, sex, race, or any other factor but the need to carry out Guleed’s commands at once.

They were exactly what he needed.

Guleed had already replaced Hassan, assuming that his former second in command was dead, or soon would be. His new lieutenant was Faadumo Haweeya Khalid, a twenty-year-old cutthroat who enjoyed young women and khat, but who could also keep his wits about him in a fight. Guleed had seen him use a panga to attack and kill four enemies carrying automatic weapons. Afterward, Khalid had paused to taste the blood of his first kill.

A young man to reckon with—and to dispose of, if he started showing any signs of personal ambition. In the meantime, though, he could be useful on a night like this.

Guleed was last to board the Black Hawk, having supervised the loading of his soldiers and their weapons. With everyone ready, he took his seat, strapped in and gave the signal for takeoff.

If he was right, if Hassan had betrayed him, then his enemies were on their way to Merca. Might, in fact, be there already. Waiting for him.

He did not intend to keep them waiting long.
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They got lucky, finally, with the terrain. Four miles out from their destination, as the sun was dipping lower in the west, Mironov spied a dry creek bed where she could pull off-road and turn her car around. The soil had baked nearly as hard as asphalt, but it still supported spindly weeds that hid the small sedan unless a passing driver turned to look directly at it. After nightfall, on the night of a new moon, it would require a spotlight, in addition to a roving eye.

If anyone was searching for them that determinedly, Bolan thought, they would have bigger problems than losing their ride home.

Before starting their hike through the dusk, into darkness, they double-checked all of their gear. Guns loaded. Ditto all spare magazines. Safeties off. Grenades clipped to belts. Suppressor in place on the muzzle of Mironov’s GSh-18 autoloader.

“Ready?” Bolan asked his two companions.

“Ready,” Mironov said.

“I, too,” Waabberi echoed.

From the creek bed, it was gently rolling ground with no pitfalls, no major obstacles. They walked it three abreast, keeping the highway on their left and moving parallel to it. Bolan took the side nearest the road, watching for vehicles approaching from the front and listening for any that might come along behind him.

So far, he and his companions had the wasteland to themselves.

When they had covered roughly half the distance to their destination, cloaked at this point in near-darkness, Mironov said, “I have decided that you are correct.”

“About what?” Bolan asked.

“My orders to retrieve the Vasylna’s cargo are not practical. Someone behind a desk imagined this.”

“It happens all the time,” Bolan replied. “So-called great thinkers, half a world away.”

“But still, we serve them, eh?”

“You having second thoughts?” he asked her.

“No. By now, it’s all I’m fit to do. When there are no more missions…”

“You’ll find something else,” he said.

“Will you?”

He hadn’t thought about retirement, either as a concept or real-world possibility. In fact, Bolan had never thought he’d live that long.

“They’ll put me out to pasture someday, I suppose,” he said, playing the game.

“And then? Will you try gardening? Perhaps raise bees?”

“You’re getting me confused with Sherlock Holmes,” he answered. “What, then?”

He told the truth on impulse. “I suppose I’d find another war.”

“We’re more alike than you suppose,” Mironov said.

“I guess it’s true, then. Wonders never cease.”

She changed the subject, asking him, “Do you believe we can destroy the weapons?”

“Tanks are tough,” Bolan replied, “but if we catch a break it’s possible. Assuming that we find the place we’re looking for. And all the merchandise is there. And we can get in, past the watchdogs.”

“Are you trying to discourage me?” the Russian agent asked.

“False hope breeds overconfidence,” he said. “And that can get you killed.”

“I never plan an action based on hope,” she said.

From Bolan’s right, Waabberi said, “I hope to see another sunrise. Is that wrong?”

“We all have hopes,” Bolan replied. “No harm in that. Just don’t confuse them with reality.”

“I understand.”

Bolan hoped that was true. If not, it was too late for him to educate Waabberi on the difference.

Ahead of them, still two miles distant, he made out the glow of bright lights on the plain. Something was waiting for them there.

Would it be victory or death?

He realized the two could not be separated.

Grim-faced in acceptance of that fact, the Executioner moved on toward the light.

 

JIDDU BASRA CHECKED HIS Rolex Oyster Perpetual watch and cursed as it confirmed what he already knew. The man he was supposed to meet was running late. As usual.

Basra despised the sort of bureaucrat who thought the world should stop and wait for him, whenever he deigned to arrive. It was the ultimate in arrogance, deserving of a whipping at the very least.

Or something more, perhaps.

In other circumstances, Basra might have driven off and left the man who’d telephoned him to request the meeting. After all, he had a war to fight and enemies to slaughter. As far as Basra was concerned, sitting in a car, exposed, and waiting for a pencil-pushing slug with little real authority simply wasted precious time.


But since Dualeh Awrala had called him, professing some knowledge that might assist Basra in routing his foes, Basra felt he could spare the man…what? Two more minutes?

If Awrala had not shown by then, Basra would leave. And he would place Awrala’s name upon the mental list of those whose day was coming, once Basra seized control of Mogadishu from Musse Guleed.

When that day came, he wouldn’t keep the bastard waiting. Not a moment longer than it took to hunt him down and cut his throat.

Awrala made it with seconds to spare, arriving in a chauffeured car that could have used a wax job and some touch-up paint along its left-rear fender. Basra watched the man hurry toward his vehicle and made no move to help with the back door.

“I thought I might have missed you,” Awrala said, as he plopped into the seat beside Basra.

“You asked to meet me,” Basra said. “So, here we are.”

“Yes, yes. I have some information which I thought you might find…valuable.”

“Oh, yes?”

“Indeed, yes. It concerns your enemy.”

Basra surprised Awrala with a laugh. “Which one?” he asked.

“Musse Guleed, of course.”

“Ah. That one.”

“When we spoke this morning—” with a sly look on his face, Awrala hesitated “—but, perhaps you aren’t concerned?”

“How would I know unless you tell me?”

“In return for some consideration,” Awrala said.

“What is it you want?”

Awrala almost seemed embarrassed by his question. “Why, whatever you think fair,” he said at last.

“All right, then. Hurry up and spill your news, then I will set a price.”

Awrala forced a smile. “This morning—”

“When you spoke to Musse. Yes, get on with it!”


“He asked me to arrange for AMISOM to help protect a compound north of Merca. I believe that he has something of great value there.”

“Who does he fear will spoil it for him?” Basra asked.

“Well, I assumed…”

“Too much, perhaps,” Basra suggested. “And were you successful?”

“Hmm?”

“In sending the AMISOM troops to help Guleed?”

“I spoke to the commander. He appeared to be amenable.”

“And how much were you paid?”

Awrala swallowed hard. “I don’t believe that’s any of your business.”

“You’re right. And for your kindness, here’s a little something extra.”

Basra produced the knife from his left sleeve and thrust its four-inch blade into Awrala’s throat. He left it there, to minimize the bleeding on his seat covers. If the late deputy’s chauffeur should choose to follow, it would be his last mistake.

“Let’s go,” Basra snapped at his driver. “We have much to do, and little time to spare.”

Shabelle Hoose

MUSSE GULEED FELT AS IF the Black Hawk was trying to shake him apart, piece by piece. The earphones that he wore, to stay in contact with the pilots, barely muffled the hellacious noise from the helicopter’s twin T700-GE-701C free-turbine turboshaft engines.

Only a cheekful of well-chewed khat kept the lid on his simmering anger, impatience and need to lash out at someone—anyone—for the losses he’d suffered and those that he still might incur.

Awrala’s last-minute phone call, confirming the AMISOM detail’s cooperation, had helped Guleed relax a bit, but only slightly. His suspicion that Hassan had to have betrayed him had advanced to a conviction in the past few hours, gnawing at his gut until Guleed wondered if he might have an ulcer. God knew that he had enough problems to warrant one.

But all of that would change this night.

He had customers coming to bid on the Russian equipment his men had procured on their latest adventure, and that meant tens of millions for his war chest—tens of billions, if the dollars were converted to Somalian shillings. Guleed would be rich beyond the wildest dreams of his impoverished youth.

And better still, it would be payback time.

If, as he now suspected, the white bastards who had killed his men in Mogadishu tried to penetrate the Merca compound, they would die. Slowly, if he had anything to say about it. But if they were spared a week of agony by someone’s lucky shooting, Guleed would not let the disappointment cripple him.

Beyond eliminating the specific shooters who had caused him so much trouble, he still owed a special payback to their patron, Jiddu Basra. Guleed intended to repay that debt himself, in person, without delegating it to any of his men.

And Basra’s dying would take time.

While he was at it, Guleed thought he might as well clean house across the board. There were a number of small-scale competitors he could eliminate without breaking a sweat, and Guleed thought it might be time to scrutinze some of his so-called friends, as well.

Awrala was a case in point. Although he’d served Guleed this time, his influence seemed to be dwindling with the passage of time, as the Transitional Federal Government failed to cement or expand its authority. It governed in name only, and Guleed suspected he could find a younger man to do Awrala’s job at half the price.

Something to think about, in any case.

“Approaching, sir,” one of the pilots told him, sounding like a robot through the helicopter’s earphones.

Guleed shifted in his seat, adjusting his grip on the Chinese QBZ-97 assault rifle that lay across his lap. The weapon closely resembled Britain’s L85A1 bullpup design, and fired the same 5.56 mm NATO cartridge at a cyclic rate of 650 rounds per minute on full-auto. In place of the rifle’s standard 30-round box magazine, Guleed had loaded his piece with a 75-round drum.

He was ready to kill and anxious to start.

The sooner the better.

 

CAPTAIN ABASI BOIPELO was pleased by the outcome of his roadside skirmish with the local bandits. But his positive outlook diminished as his small convoy approached the fenced compound he’d been dispatched to guard.

The camp sprawled over several acres, ringed by chain-link fencing with coils of razor wire on top. Men armed with automatic weapons lolled inside the double gates, and smoke rose from the chimney of what Boipelo took to be a mess hall, set well back from the entrance.

He saw immediately why the camp might be at risk. Inside the wire sat row upon row of battle tanks, their armored hides marked with the Kenyan flag, depicting a Masai shield and crossed spears on a field striped with black, red and green.

Boipelo knew well enough where the hulking vehicles had come from. As an officer of AMISOM, he kept abreast of major incidents involving crime and piracy throughout the nation, ready to respond as might seem suitable if he confronted some illegal act in progress.

Still…

Boipelo’s superiors had sent him to guard this place, filled as it was with contraband and obvious outlaws. What would it profit him to radio his findings and request further advice? He might insult Colonel Kenyangi, make himself look foolish in the process, and thus jeopardize his own assignment.

Not that Boipelo felt attached to AMISOM, by any means. He would prefer to be at home, doing the work he had enlisted for, but any black mark on his record here—particularly if it smacked of insubordination—might affect him when he landed back in Kenya.

It was a bizarre dilemma. To protect himself, he had to obey his temporary leaders, to the possible detriment of his homeland. And what if it came out, once he returned to Kenya, that he’d played some role in helping these Somali pirates guard the tanks and other gear hijacked en route to Nairobi?

Muttering a string of bitter curses, Boipelo lowered himself through the APC’s hatch, scanning the sweaty faces of his soldiers lining metal benches to left and right. All unscathed by the recent skirmish, they revealed no great interest in what might come next.

The captain approached the driver, a stocky, scar-faced corporal, and ordered him to approach the compound’s gate slowly. While the driver shifted gears, Boipelo sent the APC’s machine gunner aloft to man his weapon on their approach. A moment on the radio relayed similar orders to the second vehicle in line.

Boipelo dreaded meeting whoever might be in charge of the camp and its contraband stores, but he had no alternative. For the moment, at least, he had to follow orders from his superiors in Mogadishu.

But if the bandits should step out of line and threaten his men in some way…

Boipelo almost smiled at that.

And wondered if he might devise some way to help them step across that line.

 

“HAVE YOU CONSIDERED HOW we may destroy the tanks?” Mironov asked Bolan, when she judged they had a mile or less to go.

“If they’re standard,” he replied, “they’ll have 125 mm smoothbore cannons with the automatic loaders holding twenty-two rounds ready to fire. With any luck, they’ll have HEAT antitank rounds in the carousel, ready to rock and roll with a shot every four or five seconds. If we’re really lucky, I’ll find some Svir or Refleks anti-armor missiles waiting for a tryout.”

She understood what he was saying, but it took another moment to sink in.


“So, what? You plan to use one of the tanks against the others?”

“Unless you have a better idea,” he replied. “We don’t have a bazooka or mortar, and nothing we’re packing will put a dent in the T-90’s armor.”

“You know these tanks, I take it.”

“Just the basics,” Bolan said.

“I give you credit for audacity. But have you manned a tank before?”

“Not the T-90,” the Executioner said. “I’ve checked out on the T-72, which has the same cannon. I don’t plan on racing it around the track, but I’ll get by.”

“Assuming you can reach one of the tanks and get inside,” she said.

“Assuming that,” he granted.

“And, if not?”

Bolan shrugged. “I understand the cargo included a stockpile of RPG-29 rocket launchers. They’ve damaged M1A1 tanks in Iraq. If worse comes to worst, we can try our luck with those.”

“But you prefer the tank.”

“Big gun with armor all around,” he said. “What’s not to like?”

It nearly made her laugh, that almost childlike optimism coming from a warrior who she was certain had seen—and done—more than his share of killing. Mironov wondered if he was feigning confidence for her benefit, then decided it would not occur to him.

This soldier knew his capabilities, and he would do whatever might be necessary to fulfill his mission, without trying to impress or placate her.

When they were still a mile out from their destination, Mironov used her field glasses to find and scan the compound. It was not well-lit, which she supposed would work to their advantage, but she saw enough to know they’d found the tanks. Some of the other hardware might have been dispersed, but she suspected most of it was still in place.


But in the end, it was the tanks that mattered most.

“We’ve found them,” she announced, and handed the binoculars to Bolan.

He spent a moment studying the camp, then handed back the glasses as he said, “Let’s take a closer look.”

Mironov wasn’t sure how she’d expected the big American to react, possibly some small expression of relief that they had not wasted their time driving to Merca on what the Americans referred to as a wild-goose chase.

But no.

He derived no pleasure from his work, as far as she could tell, unless there was a sense of satisfaction for a job well done, when he was finished.

Or, perhaps, merely relief that he’d survived?

Mironov had been eager and enthusiastic in her early days, but cynicism had devoured most of her youthful sense that she was serving some great cause. She now believed most nations were alike, striking self-righteous poses for the media and their constituents, while playing power games that served the wealthy first and left the crumbs for those who cleaned up afterward.

This night she would be cleaning up another rich man’s mess. Assuming that she wasn’t killed, the next day or the one after, she’d be asked to do the same again.

Mironov shook her head, shrugged off the weary sense of resignation that enveloped her and followed the man who called himself Cooper through the darkness toward their target.

 

BOLAN SAW THE MILITARY VEHICLES arrive when they were still a half mile out. Flags painted on their dusty sides, green armbands on the gunners he could see.

That made them AMISOM, and Bolan had to wonder what they were doing outside a bandit camp filled with hijacked vehicles and weapons that were banned by law in Somalia. He waited, watching through Mironov’s binoculars while someone from the home team came to speak with the patrol’s commander through chain-link fencing, nodding now and then at whatever he was hearing from the peacekeeper.

Finally, the APCs pulled out and continued on their way—but how far were they going? Their near-friendly reception at Guleed’s illicit arms depot told Bolan that he couldn’t trust the AMISOM detachment to address even the most glaring violations of law. They might intervene, though, when Bolan’s team began its move against the camp.

In which case, he would deal with them if the time came.

Bolan’s self-imposed ban on harming police officers had never extended to members of any armed forces. It was an arbitrary rule that could be argued back and forth on principle, but Bolan held himself accountable to living by it.

Cops, regardless of their nationality, swore oaths to uphold and enforce the law. Bolan viewed most law-enforcement officers as soldiers of the same side, even when his tactics went above the law. He believed their daily sacrifices bought some slack for the few bad apples.

Bolan wouldn’t drop the hammer on a cop. Case closed.

But soldiers were another story altogether. They signed up to serve specific countries, parties, or causes, surrendered free will to leaders who were frequently corrupt, repressive, or even deranged, and their oath to a flag did not absolve them of responsibility for any crimes they might commit.

At least, not in Mack Bolan’s eyes.

The crimes of soldiers, even when committed with the best intentions from a skewed and twisted point of view, transcended petty graft and the transgressions of police. When soldiers sinned en masse, they were inclined toward crimes against humanity itself, as seen in recent years from Sarajevo to Darfur.

And Bolan wouldn’t close his eyes to that.

He wouldn’t give the AMISOM soldiers a pass if they chose to defend Guleed’s illegal hijacking and sale of tanks, rocket launchers and other tools of destruction. There was a price to pay for being on the wrong side in the war between civilization and savagery.

That price was death.

And the Executioner was ready to pick up the tab.
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The Black Hawk’s swift descent made Guleed’s toes curl inside his spit-shined boots. That shine would be wasted as soon as he stepped from the chopper, but what of it? It had not been his spit or his sweat that had made the boots shine like dark mirrors.

It was good to have flunkies, he thought. And power. And money.

And guns.

This night, his instinct told him that the guns might be his most important asset.

One of his minor lieutenants, a man named Isniino Warfaa Looyann, was waiting with his head bowed, eyes slitted against the swirl of grit, when Guleed disembarked. The Mil Mi-8 was coming in, by then, and the combined roar of the helicopter engines rendered conversation physically impossible.

They moved toward the camp’s command post, Guleed leaving Faadumo Khalid to organize and distribute the airlifted troops. It was a relatively simple task, and would allow Guleed to further judge Khalid’s ability before the young man found himself commanding soldiers in a life-or-death confrontation.

When he could hear himself think, Guleed asked Looyaan, “Have the AMISOM troops been here?”

“They have, sir. I spoke to their leader, a captain. His men are patrolling the highway.”


“How many are with him?”

“Two armored vehicles,” Looyaan said. “Perhaps twenty-five, sir.”

“He left none in camp?” Guleed asked.

“No, sir.”

Guleed considered phoning Dualeh Awrala and having him crack the whip with AMISOM, but he decided not to press his luck. It was no small concession to have those soldiers watching out for attackers along the highway, when by rights they should have been storming the compound, to seize Guleed’s contraband weapons.

“What of our customers, then?” he inquired.

“I expect them shortly, sir. The ONLF group has called ahead. They should be here within a half hour, at most, unless the soldiers stop them.”

“Those are not their orders,” Guleed said. “Was there no call from the Eritreans?”

“No, sir. Not yet.”

Guleed hoped that the front men from the Eritrean Islamic Salvation Movement had not backed out of the auction without telling him. Bidding by hostile adversaries would increase his profit margin, and anything that put money in Guleed’s bank account made him happy.

If all went well, he expected to be ecstatic.

And if anything went wrong, well, he would wash his hands in the blood of his enemies.

In fact, it would be a pleasure.

“When our customers arrive,” he told Looyaan, “they must be supervised at all times.”

“Shall I search them?”

“No. We should expect them to be armed. But allow no physical hostilities between the groups, and if any of them draws a weapon, kill him on the spot.”

“Yes, sir!”

“As for the refreshments,” Guleed said, “offer no alcohol to the Eritreans. Let the Ethiopians decide for themselves.”

“Yes, sir.”


“Have you prepared the demonstrations?”

“Yes, sir. Two weapons from each category, except for the Strela-2 missiles, as you instructed.”

The Strelas were too valuable to waste on test firings. As for the rest, Guleed could spare a little stolen ammunition to secure a sale.

“And the tanks?” he inquired.

“All fueled and ready to go, sir. They came fully loaded, as you are aware. We’ve done nothing to change that.”

Guleed was prepared to let his customers drive one of the T-90 tanks, assuming that any of them were qualified to do so without wrecking the vehicle or trashing his camp. He hadn’t made up his mind, yet, concerning test fires of the 125 mm cannon, but was leaning toward refusal, since AMISOM troops were in the neighborhood.

Enough to get the money in his pocket, and no more. If any of Guleed’s potential customers took umbrage at his rules, they were free to go home empty-handed.

Assuming they ever left Merca alive.

 

BOLAN WATCHED THE CHOPPERS land. One Russian, one American. He counted heads and weapons as the occupants unloaded, milling about in confusion until one of their number took charge and shouted them into a semblance of order. Bolan marked the drill sergeant, along with the bandit in charge of the compound. No one else spoke directly to Guleed.

“The men in charge,” Mironov whispered from beside him. “When they’re gone, the others will become disorganized.”

He nodded, thinking to himself that they would still be deadly. Any killer with a weapon in his hands was dangerous, whether or not he had someone giving him orders. Truth be told, in killing situations the disorganized combatants could be worse than those who followed strategy dictated from above.

A well-armed killer, cut adrift, might turn up anywhere, at any moment, raising any kind of bloody hell that suited him. He had no plan beyond survival and destruction of his enemies. Sometimes, in cases where fanaticism ruled, even survival instincts took a holiday.

Bolan and his companions lay in darkness, thirty yards outside the chain-link fence that ringed Guleed’s compound. Three rounds from the Executioner’s Steyr would have left Guleed’s guerrillas leaderless, but Bolan’s team would still be on the outside, looking in. The tanks and other hot hardware would still be out of reach.

And then, what?

Nothing.

They had to get inside the wire, or else the mission was a wasted exercise.

Cutting the fence shouldn’t be a problem. Bolan had snagged a pair of wire cutters and other penetration gear as they had left Mogadishu, counting on Guleed to throw some obstacles across their path. The other tools included rope, crowbars, a hatchet and a folding shovel. None of them was any value to him now, but if he’d needed one of them and failed to bring it, the resultant failure would have rested squarely on his shoulders.

Be prepared.

It wasn’t just a Boy Scout motto.

“We can cut the wire and slip inside,” Mironov said. “Somewhere behind the tanks.”

Guleed’s on-site commander had been cagey when he ranged the big T-90s up against the fence, dispersing them somewhat to minimize the risk of sabotage. An RPG could still reach any tank inside the camp, but it would only damage one or two per shot. And by the time a shooter on the outside could reload his launcher, some of those inside the wire would have a fix on his position from the RPG’s distinctive back blast.

“It works for me,” Bolan replied. “But what we really need is a diversion.”

“Coming up,” Mironov said, smiling as headlights burned a tunnel through the night, approaching from the south.

More company, Bolan thought. It could only boost the odds against them, but he had to work with the available material and circumstances. If the reinforcements managed to distract Guleed’s watchmen, he would accept that gift with gratitude.

“We need to see what’s happening before we move,” he said. “Be ready on my call.”

 

A SENSE OF APPREHENSION overtook Dahnay Zenawi as his Range Rover approached the compound gates. Beside him in the vehicle’s backseat, Hakim Sehul craned forward, peering through the windshield toward the tall fence topped by razor wire, and the gunmen ranged behind the gates.

“I still think it could be a trap,” Sehul declared.

“Why not detain us at the border, then?” Zenawi asked.

“Or ambush us somewhere along the road from Dolo Bay? Why use outlaws to spring the trap?”

“Deniability,” Sehul replied, still peering anxiously through the windshield.

It was Sehul’s job to worry, as security chief of the Ogaden National Liberation Front and Zenawi’s personal bodyguard for this rare excursion outside Ethiopia. If anything went wrong, Sehul would shoulder the blame.

Of course, he would also be dead.

The ONLF was a separatist group that demanded independence for Ogaden, the easternmost of Ethiopia’s nine ethnic regions, also known as Western Somalia. Most of Ogaden’s inhabitants were Muslim Somalis, and the ONLF claimed that Ethiopia had occupied the district illegally. In fact, a majority of Ethiopian Somalis cast their lot with the Somali Peoples Democratic Party, while the ONLF drew its membership primarily from the Ogaden clan, largest subgroup of northern Somalia’s Darod clan. Within the Horn of Africa, the Ogaden were known as “the poetical clan with a million heroes,” for their pursuit of quixotic causes.

But revolution was a deadly serious profession for Zenawi and the men who followed him. They had accomplished little with their claims of independence, so far, but that would change if they had a substantial army, equipped for all-out combat.

And what better way to begin than with a fleet of battle tanks?

The price would be high, Zenawi realized, but he could raise the money through time-honored means. Kidnapping for ransom was always dependable, as was armed robbery. The market for illegal drugs inside Ethiopia was relatively small, but khat plantations were expanding, and the ONLF claimed a percentage of every narcotics shipment passing through its territory, earmarked for sale to addicts in Europe and North America.

Money was not the problem. Zenawi’s difficulty, until now, had been locating sources for serious hardware—sources who didn’t mind dealing with little-known rebels trapped in an African backwater.

There would be competition, certainly. But Zenawi was prepared for it. If he could not negotiate a reasonable price, he might be able to discourage rivals who desired the merchandise. He often found a bullet in the head to be most persuasive, and while he supposed Guleed would frown upon him killing off the other bidders, there were alternate ways to clear the field.

It all depended on the source of competition, the identity of those who bid against him. Any weakness that Zenawi could discover was exploitable. His reach was longer than most adversaries knew—at least, until it was too late.

The gate was opening, Guleed’s men drawing back to let the Range Rover enter the compound. If Sehul was right, and this was some elaborate deception, then Zenawi would be dead or shackled within moments.

But if Zenawi was correct, then he could see the turning point in his long war from where he sat. And he could see beyond it, to a day when he would rule Ogaden, either personally or through handpicked representatives.

Why not, when he had fought so long and hard for his homeland and people? Even if most of them did not recognize his sacrifice, much less pay homage to him, they would learn. Reeducation of the masses was a sacred trust.

Zenawi smiled as the tall gates swung shut behind his vehicle.

 

“MORE COMPANY,” MIRONOV SAID, eyes tracking northbound headlights on the road from Merca.

Bolan watched the lone vehicle drawing closer and remarked, “The more, the merrier.”

“You think so?”

“Absolutely,” he replied. “The last bunch in were customers. If this is competition coming, then Guleed will be distracted by the bidding. One more thing to take his mind off of security.”

“He has subordinates for that,” Mironov said.

“And they’ll be covering the new arrivals, too, to some extent.”

They had not breached the fence so far, but they were closer. They’d crept nearer to it, gaining ten yards while the last car was distracting Guleed’s sentries. Bolan had chosen two prospective entry points: the northeast corner that was closest to them now, or midway down the compound’s northern side.

At either spot, they would be shielded for the most part by the bulk of huge T-90s squatting near the fence. They had observed the sentries long enough to know that none consistently surveyed the chain-link barrier behind the tanks. It might be all that separated them from outer darkness, but the guards appeared to trust that it could not be breached.

Which proved that they were fools.

That made them no less dangerous, of course. Fools armed with automatic weapons could be deadly—even worse than levelheaded riflemen, in fact. A dunce might open fire where wiser men would hesitate, seek confirmation of their targets and provide their enemies with a split-second advantage. Idiots might simply blast away, and even if they missed, the camp would be alerted to intruders.

So, the sentries closest to them had to die by stealth.


But first, Bolan, Mironov and Waabberi had to breach the fence.

And the Executioner wasn’t yet ready to move.

He lay and watched the second vehicle enter the compound, flanked by guards on foot who shut and latched the gate behind it. Two of them accompanied the car, maintaining flank positions while the unseen driver held his pace to walking speed. Only when they had reached the camp’s command post were the headlights killed, the engine silenced.

Mironov saw the new arrivals pile out of their car. Two of them carried weapons openly, though slung over their shoulders, muzzles pointing toward the ground. Guleed’s men made no effort to disarm them, but maintained a wary watch beyond arm’s reach, their own guns angled somewhere between waist and ankle height. If any of the visitors should try a hostile move, they would be cut down in a heartbeat, and they obviously knew it.

She was watching when Guleed emerged, smiling, to greet his guests. He shook hands with two of the four, and ignored the flankers with their shoulder-slung weapons, as if the pair did not exist. Mironov couldn’t hear what passed between them, but the two Guleed had favored with his personal attention followed him inside the camp’s CP, where she had seen two of the earlier arrivals disappear.

She nearly asked Bolan how many more he thought might come to bid on the Vasylna’s cargo, but Mironov caught herself. It was a silly question, since he couldn’t see the future.

Still, it would have been a handy talent.

If he was a psychic, the big American could have told her whether she’d survive the night.

Or maybe, she decided, it was better not to know.

 

AMARE TENAGNE SHOOK HANDS with Dahnay Zenawi, resisting the urge to wipe his palm on the leg of his pants afterward. Beside him, Berhanu Kelile managed to complete the simple greeting ritual with Zenawi’s second in command, though both wore expressions of distaste.


Tenagne, as a spokesman for the Eritrean Islamic Jihad—also called the Eritrean Islamic Salvation Movement—had little in common with the ONLF beyond adherence to Islam. While the ONLF fought for independence from Ethiopia, Tenagne’s group worked day and night to overthrow the Eritrean government, presently dominated by People’s Front for Democracy and Justice. With heavy tanks and other modern arms at his disposal, Tenagne knew he could challenge the Eritrean Defense Forces and possibly, with help from Allah, overcome them.

But before that dream was realized, he had to meet a bandit’s price.

Like all rebel groups, the Eritrean Islamic Jihad had various sources of income, few of them legitimate. The khat trade helped, and while Eritrea harbored fewer pirates than Somalia, they still made a fair living from raids against Red Sea shipping. Contract bombings and assassinations brought more cash into the coffers. If there were only two bidders, perhaps…

Tenagne voiced the question aloud to Guleed.

“Who else is coming to the auction?” he inquired.

Guleed’s smile had an artificial look about it. “For the moment,” he replied, “only those present.”

“For the moment? Does that mean there may be other bidders after us?” Zenawi asked.

“I am a businessman,” Guleed reminded them. “While you two are the first deserving candidates I thought of, I must still obtain a certain profit for my labors.”

“You have a price in mind, then,” Tenagne said.

Guleed appeared to reflect, then said, “Each T-90 tank costs one-point-four million U.S. dollars to build. I have thirty-three tanks, plus twenty-four Strela-2 missiles valued at twenty thousand dollars each, and various small arms. A fair starting bid, I believe, would be four hundred thousand per tank, and five thousand per missile. Call it one-point-four million to start, for the lot.”

“One-point-five,” Tenagne said without a second’s hesitation.


“One-point-six,” Zenawi fired back.

Guleed’s smile turned authentic, as he raised open hands, patting the air between them.

“Gentlemen, while I appreciate your obvious enthusiasm, please allow me to be courteous before we settle down to business, yes? If you would all have seats, enjoy some coffee, or perhaps a little something stronger? Yes?”

Tenagne found a chair and sat, with Kelile close beside him. He accepted coffee but declined the wine, and resisted the tempation to ask if it had been a calculated insult. He had two more men outside, both armed, and he had not been searched for weapons on arrival, but it would be suicide to start a fight with odds so heavily inclined against him.

“There, now. That’s better, yes?” Guleed inquired, while nodding in agreement with himself. “Of course, it is. The bidding stands one-point-six million, if I recall.”

It was Tenagne’s turn. He sipped his coffee, thought about it for a moment, and decided there was no need to persistently increase his bid in hundred-thousand-dollar increments.

“One-point-six-one,” he said, raising Zenawi’s last bid by ten thousand dollars.

“One-point-seven,” Zenawi said, with a smile that stopped just short of mockery.

Tenagne had been cleared by his superiors to spend a certain amount of money, but they would not thank him if he bid the whole amount up front, to close the deal. Even in war, frugality was still a virtue.

“One-point-seven-one,” he said, and matched his adversary’s smile.

 

JIDDU BASRA WATCHED AS HIS men piled into three open trucks, filling bench seats at first, then hunkering down in the aisles between them. With the drivers and their passengers up front, plus the soldiers he would carry with him in his Humvee, he would field an even sixty troops against Guleed’s compound outside Merca.

But would it be enough?


Basra knew where the camp was located, as he knew where most of Guleed’s other properties were, but it had come as an embarrassing surprise to learn about the stash of military hardware sheltered there. It stood to reason that the tanks and other gear would be well guarded, but Guleed had suffered recent losses in the heart of Mogadishu proper, which might lead him to divert some of his men and guns to hometown duty.

Then again…

Basra was not relying solely on his three trucks filled with riflemen. He also had a tenuous alliance with the Abgaal clan in Shabelle Hoose and was expecting some of them to join his strike force, in return for Basra’s promise of a share in any vehicles or weapons they recovered from the compound. That should add another twenty-five or thirty fighters to his side, and might just be enough to grant him victory.

Of course, there was a chance Guleed would use some of the weapons he had stockpiled pending sell-offs to the highest bidders. If his men had learned to operate the stolen tanks, with their cannons and machine guns, this could easily be Basra’s final night on Earth.

So be it.

He had never planned to reach a ripe old age. Indeed, when he was still a wild youth in his teens, Basra had not believed that he would live to see his twenty-first birthday. The rest was borrowed time, and if he died this night, Basra would not regret it.

Unless he failed to take Guleed down with him.

When the last soldiers were settled in their vehicles, Basra took his seat in the Humvee and ordered his driver to start the engine. They had an hour’s drive in front of them, if they met no obstructions on the way, and then there was the task of marching overland toward Guleed’s compound, from a point Basra had preselected on a topographic map of Shabelle Hoose.

By not approaching as a convoy, headlights blazing, Basra hoped that the surprise would be complete. His snipers could eliminate Guleed’s lookouts before a massed charge at the compound’s gates. Grenades would then breach the fence and grant his soldiers entry to the camp.

From there, it would be each man for himself.

If Basra should succeed, and he assumed control of Guleed’s operations in Mogadishu, it would not be long before he found new rivals anxious to depose him. He expected nothing less, fully aware that warlords ruled as long as they were able, and once their strength failed their termination was inevitable.

It was the life that he had chosen, win or lose, and he was not intimidated by the risks involved.

On this night, revenge and greed were running neck and neck as motivators for his final push against Guleed. The warlord owed him an eye, as Basra saw it, but he meant to claim the bastard’s life instead.

When the smoke cleared, the best man would have won.

And if that man was not Basra, then he did not deserve to live.

 

“THEY MAY BE CARVING UP the pie right now,” Mironov whispered.

Bolan nodded and replied, “Let’s hope so. It will keep the boss man occupied while we go in.”

“And when is that?” she asked.

“Right now.”

“I’ll cover you,” Mironov said, and he could feel her smile as he crept closer to the chain-link fence, wire cutters in hand.

No guards were visible as Bolan went to work, snipping through links to make a flap approximately two feet high and three feet wide. He only cut two sides, since there was no attachment at ground level and the right-hand side would be their small gate’s hinge.

When he was done, he pulled the flap out toward himself, wincing involuntarily at the expected creaky twanging sound it made, and held it open while Mironov, then Waabberi, wriggled through. Waabberi held the flap when it was Bolan’s turn, and then they eased it shut, securing its corners with a pair of paper clips that would easily pop free if anybody hit the makeshift gate with any kind of velocity or force.

Like scrambling for their lives.

But Bolan doubted they would return that way when they were done, assuming they lived to retreat. The plan he had in mind would cause such panic and destruction in the compound that the fence itself might no longer exist.

And if he failed, they wouldn’t need an exit.

Bolan rose to a crouch, concealed by the bulk of a T-90 tank, and edged left to get a look around the dusty vehicle. A slouching young sentry armed with a Kalashnikov crossed his narrow field of vision and was gone again.

How best to put his plan in operation?

He had discussed the broad strokes with his two companions, but the fine points had to wait until they passed the wire and dealt with any guards in the immediate vicinity. Then, Bolan had to pick a tank with loaded weapons—or hope that all of them were battle-ready where they sat.

It made a certain kind of sense, in fact. Guleed could sell the tanks as is, ammo and all, to any would-be General Patton, or he’d have them standing ready to defend his compound if it was attacked. As far as fuel went, Bolan knew the tanks were functional. If Guleed’s people hadn’t driven them, they’d still be sitting on the beach at Merca.

So, with any luck at all, he simply had to get inside a tank, pick one of the thirty-three and go for it. A three-man crew was standard, so he had that covered.

He planned to enter through the turret hatch, but that meant taking out whatever guards were close enough to glimpse Bolan and his two allies in the short time they would be exposed. He’d seen one guard on the beat, but there were likely more.

“Wait here,” he told Mironov and Waabberi, then moved silently along the narrow path Guleed’s soldiers had left between the nearest tanks, to keep from scraping paint off either one. There was enough room that he didn’t have to turn sideways, but it still had a claustrophobic feel about it.

When he stood between the tanks’ front fenders, with their cannons protruding far out before him, Bolan risked a glance in each direction. To his left, the guard he had already seen was moving away. On his right, another was nearing, still eighty or ninety feet short of the spot where he stood.

Close enough.

The Executioner drew his knife and settled in to wait.
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“The bid stands at two million dollars,” Guleed said, as if either of his visitors might have forgotten it within the past five seconds.

It was Tenagne’s bid, if he chose to proceed. The Eritrean sat deep in his armchair, enveloped by the incongruous floral-print upholstery, staring at Dahnay Zenawi over tented fingers. Tenagne’s face was impassive, but Guleed imagined that he could hear cogwheels spinning inside the rebel leader’s skull.

He wanted to nudge the smaller man, remind him that time was money, but Guleed knew that pressure from him would derail the proceedings. He had to let the rivalry between the bidders spur them on. Any intrusion might rebound against his own interests.

“Another twenty thousand,” Tenagne said finally.

“And ten more,” Zenawi replied, not quite smirking.

They were down to bidding pennies now, but Guleed made sure to keep the same smile plastered on his face. Both bidders knew that he was only in it for the money, but he didn’t need to rub their noses in his greed.

Tenagne stalled again, causing Guleed to grind his teeth behind the smile. The Russian hardware might be all Tenagne’s Muslim comrades needed for their final push against the Eritrean government, but Tenagne also needed cash on hand to fuel the tanks and feed the soldiers who would follow them to victory if he was lucky.


Armies might fight on their stomachs, as Napoleon Bonaparte once said, but it took money to keep those stomachs filled and fit for combat. Tenagne’s jihadists might draw support from peasants in the countryside, but how many of them had fuel depots within their filthy villages? How many could support a modern blitzkrieg on religious zeal alone?

“Make it two million and fifty thousand,” Tenagne said at last.

Dahnay Zenawi did not wince, exactly, but behind his stoic expression there lay…what, exactly? Disappointment? Anger? Resignation? Guleed guessed that the ONLF’s man was reaching his limit. The well was about to run dry.

Guleed was all the more surprised, then, when Zenawi said, “Two-point-one million dollars.”

Tenagne involuntarily winced. Recovering swiftly, he picked up his coffee mug, took another sip and swished the liquid noisily around inside his mouth, as if he were a wine taster. Guleed suppressed an urge to giggle at the strange performance.

Tenagne glanced at his companion, whose name Guleed had managed to forget within a minute after they were introduced. The younger man remained impassive, though one of his shoulders moved a bit, perhaps the bare suggestion of a shrug. Tenagne sighed, a weary sound, and faced his rival once again.

“I make it two-point-two,” he said.

“Two-point-three,” Zenawi said quickly, arrogantly.

Guleed no longer had to fake his smile. He would be satisfied with the result, whether Tenagne followed suit and raised the bid or not. He didn’t care which side procured the weapons, or what bloody use they made of them at home, as long as he was paid well for the trouble of providing them.

“More coffee, anyone?” he asked, beaming.

 

BOLAN WAS WAITING WHEN the sentry passed before him, never even glancing to his left, where mortal danger lay. With lightning speed, Bolan reached out and clamped a hand over the stranger’s mouth, dragging him bodily into the shadowed space between the two massive battle tanks, ramming his chest against one of the armored hulls to drive the breath out of his lungs.

The startled guard reacted on pure instinct, dropping his Kalashnikov to claw at Bolan’s hand. Before he reached it, Bolan drove his twelve-inch blade between the young man’s ribs, ramming through muscle and a lung before it found his pulsing heart.

The sentry stiffened, then began to thrash without conscious volition, as the vital pump inside his chest faltered and stalled. Instead of surging into the aorta and the pulmonary arteries, blood spilled into the dying youth’s thoracic cavity. For all intents and purposes, he was dead before his knees buckled and left him slumped in Bolan’s arms. One down.

He dragged the warm corpse back to where Mironov and Waabberi waited for him, left the knife in place until he’d laid the body on the ground, then drew it clear and wiped it on the dead man’s baggy trousers.

“There’s another one,” he said, and registered Mironov’s nod.

They had already tracked the sentries from a distance, noting that a pair of riflemen had been deployed to man each side of the rectangular compound. The lookouts roamed at will, with no set pattern, sometimes trailing one behind the other, then reversing to cross paths and move in opposite directions.

What would happen when the second watchman on the camp’s east side found his companion missing? Would he raise a general alarm, or mount a quick search of his own? Would he assume the missing soldier had responded to a call of nature, or might any deviation from routine provoke panic?

Bolan knew he would simply have to wait and see.

But he would wait where he could see other sentry coming, intervene before the man had a chance to shout and bring the others running.

The eastern fence was close to one hundred yards long, lined with sixteen T-90s facing inward, cannons leveled toward the CP at the center of the camp. Each tank was ten feet wide, with four to five feet left between them, and more space at each end of the lineup. Peering to the west, Bolan saw the first sentry who’d passed him at the far end of his beat, just turning back to head the other way.

If the man had registered a problem, noted that his backup wasn’t visible, it didn’t show. At some point on the long walk back, the guard was bound to notice that he was alone, but Bolan hoped the revelation might be stalled a while, until the shooter was within his reach.

When number two had been eliminated, they could risk a move to board one of the tanks.

And then, he thought, the party could begin.

 

BASRA HAD FOUND THE PERFECT spot to leave the trucks with reasonable certainty that they would be intact and waiting upon his return. And if his plans should go awry, who cared what happened to the vehicles?

With only flashlight beams and faint starlight to guide him, Basra formed his soldiers into ranks. He passed among them, cursing, muttering reminders that they all belonged to him, that he should be the object of whatever fear possessed them in the moments prior to battle.

Basra thought that he had chosen well, picking the soldiers who had seen more combat, killed more people and participated in more heinous crimes than any others on his payroll. It was no exaggeration to suggest that this assembled team included some of Mogadishu’s most remorseless and sadistic killers, all of them long since lost to God.

If the men feared anyone at all, it was Jiddu Basra.

Because they knew that whatever they had done, he was prepared to raise the ante and do worse.

His soldiers knew where they were going, more or less. Most of them couldn’t use a compass; some of them were likely baffled by the simplest maps. But that didn’t matter, since Basra would be leading them.

All they had to do was follow him.


And kill upon command.

They left the trucks a mile east of their destination and began to march through darkness, Basra out in front with a red-lensed flashlight, compass and his memory of visiting the compound once, before his falling out with Guleed. He remembered the layout, but supposed there had to have been some changes in the two years since he’d been a welcome visitor.

Security, for one thing. If Guleed had truly stashed the stolen military hardware at his compound outside Merca, he would want more men in place than normally patrolled the camp. And if he was prepared to use some of the Russian weapons in his own defense—even the tanks—there would be hell to pay.

For that reason, Basra had brought along six RPG grenade launchers, each with a half-dozen 85 mm HEAT rounds designed specifically for killing armored vehicles. In English, HEAT identified a high-explosive anti-tank projectile, which employed a jet of superheated metal in a state of superplasticity to penetrate armor plating.

Basra didn’t fully understand the science of it, and he didn’t care to. If the HEAT rounds worked, then that was good enough for him. He’d brought enough to gut thirty-six tanks, and if he believed the television news reports, Guleed had only thirty-three.

The rest of his men carried assault rifles, pistols and two grenades each, as a boost for their confidence. Basra assumed the members of the Abgaal clan whom he expected to find waiting for him would be similarly armed. With any luck, Basra would have at least a hundred men at his command, enough to sweep Guleed’s troops from the field and bury them. He hoped.

Their march was interrupted only once, when Basra nearly plunged headlong into a gully carved by flash flood waters in the rainy season. Quick reflexes spared him the embarrassment of falling, but he had to send scouts north and south along the gulch until they found a spot where all of Basra’s men could scramble down one dusty bank and up the other side. That cost them half an hour and left Basra fuming in a rotten mood.


But they were finally drawing closer. Basra could see the compound’s lights ahead, few as they were, a beacon on the black plain that permitted him to navigate without the compass. He still used the red-lensed flashlight, though, to watch for any further pitfalls laid across his path by Mother Nature or the enemies he’d come to slay.

The killing would begin soon.

Basra found that he could hardly wait.

 

CAPTAIN ABASI BOIPELO was bored. The elation produced by his skirmish with bandits along the highway had dissipated, replaced by a vague sense of restlessness tinged with anger. When that passed, only boredom remained.

And that could be fatal.

Bored soldiers were often careless. They made stupid mistakes, overlooked some precaution that might save their lives when the enemy struck. Even knowing the risk, now, Boipelo could still feel the fingers of ennui massaging his brain, urging him to relax. Let it slide. Drop his guard.

And why not?

What did he owe to Guleed, when by rights AMISOM should have caged the man years ago, placing him on trial for crimes against humanity? If Boipelo was not allowed to move against Mogadishu’s most powerful warlord, surely he’d be justified in driving off and leaving Guleed to his foes?

If doing nothing was the order of the day, why not at least do nothing in a way that benefited innocent civilians?

But he was still a military man, for whom obeying orders was an ingrained way of life. During the course of his career, Boipelo had not always understood the reason for those orders, and he sometimes disagreed with those he understood, but he had never deviated from obedience. Now, far from home and under the command of foreigners, adherence to his duty was the only thing that made life bearable.

So, he would run his armored vehicles along the highway near Guleed’s armed camp, and he would keep watch for approaching enemies. Boipelo had informed the man in charge of the compound, a scar-faced thug with missing teeth, that he would not station his men around the camp on foot, which seemed to suit the felon perfectly. No doubt, they had some dirty business to transact and did not relish AMISOM observing it.

As if the peacekeepers would try to intervene.

Captain Boipelo was disgusted with the posturing at headquarters in Mogadishu, where his nominal superiors pretended that their presence in Somali had any positive impact. Boipelo had considered leaking observations to the press, but knew that he would be exposed and crucified for breaking ranks.

He often thought that when he retired, his memoirs might intrigue some Western publisher. White readers seemed to like stories of savagery in Africa, and there was decent money in a book, more so in films.

Who should portray Boipelo in the cinematic story of his life? Djimon Hounsou was always good on-screen. Or, maybe an American? Denzel, perhaps—or Samuel L. Jackson? Or how about Blair Underwood?

The fantasy amused Boipelo for a moment, but it did not change his mood. He craved action, but there was none in sight.

Where were the bloody bandits when he needed them?

 

MIRONOV STOOD IN THE SHADOW of a tank with Waabberi beside her, waiting for Bolan to bag the second sentry. He was poised and ready, knife in hand, but now it seemed the guard was dawdling along his beat, taking his own sweet time to reach the point where he would die.

And why not, after all?

What else was there for gunmen stationed here to do, she thought, but kill time while they waited for a chance to kill their enemies?

She heaped silent invective on the bastard who was stalling them, completely unaware of how his lackadaisical approach to guard duty was slowing the wheels of progress.

Or of slaughter, as the case might be.


Mironov wondered if the man had missed his comrade, yet. But surely, if it looked as if he was searching for the dead one, or about to raise a general alarm, Cooper would signal her to help him end it. Mironov held the GSh-18 in her right hand, its muzzle heavy with the sound suppressor attached, prepared to pitch in if it seemed her comrade needed her assistance.

“This is taking longer than I thought it would,” Waabberi whispered.

“It’s all right,” Mironov answered, not entirely sure that she believed it.

“What if they come out to try one of the tanks?” Waabberi asked.

“They’ll have a rude surprise,” she said, and turned away in hopes that it would silence him.

But no such luck.

“I think—” Waabberi had begun to say, when Bolan suddenly came loping back to join them, consternation written on his face.

“The other one’s coming around behind the tanks,” he said, and faced along the line of armored monsters to his right.

Mironov spun in that direction, leveling her pistol without anyone to aim at, covering the night.

“How far?” she asked

“Five, maybe six tanks down the line,” Bolan replied.

She didn’t wait for more, was moving by the time he finished speaking, taking extra care not to scuff her shoes on the soil. It would be helpful if she heard the sentry coming, prior to glimpsing him.

And maybe fatal if he heard her first.

Passing the third T-90, she began to second-guess the big American’s judgment of the distance, wondering if he’d meant seven tanks, or even eight. It would have been a gross mistake, but possible in the poor lighting. He was only human, after all, and—

Suddenly, the young man with the automatic rifle slung over his left shoulder was there, standing in front of her. He fumbled at the zipper of his baggy pants, intent on nothing but relief, and there was true shock on his face as he glanced up to face the muzzle of her GSh-18.

Mironov shot him once, through the left eye, and left a wet smear on the fender of the tank behind him. He collapsed as if his legs had turned to sand, without a sound of protest, and had nearly finished shuddering before she reached the body.

Bolan was quickly beside her, helping the Russian agent shove and kick the corpse beneath the rear end of the nearest tank, where it would be concealed from anyone who happened by and glanced along the row. Neither of them gave a thought to cleaning up the blood.

There would be more to follow that, and soon.

“All ready, then?” she asked Bolan.

“As ready as I’ll be,” he said.

 

THE COFFEE HAD TURNED acrid—or, perhaps it always had been, and Tenagne had only noticed it because it matched his bitter mood.

The bidding stood at two-point-three million U.S., and he was authorized to go as high as two-point-five. If he could not secure the shipment at that price, his trip would have been wasted, and he would be going home a failure.

In other circumstances, Tenagne might have tried another tack, perhaps some form of ecclesiastical intervention, but Guleed was a secular animal, interested in nothing but profit and power. He cared nothing for a guaranteed entry to Paradise, with seventy-two vestal virgins waiting to satisfy his every whim.

Nor was there anything Tenagne could exchange with Guleed to sweeten the pot if his money ran short. Guleed had no interests in Eritrea, and was unlikely to develop any in the future. Only Allah could judge if the man even had a future, but his lifestyle made him prone to sudden death by violence.

All that remained was the bidding. And Tenagne had a choice to make. He could protract the auction, raising Dahnay Zenawi’s bids in five- or ten-thousand-dollar increments, or he could bid his limit, try a bit of greenback shock and awe, to see what happened next.

In either case, if Zenawi outbid him at two-point-five million, the game was over. Tenagne, feeling more and more repulsed by his surroundings, saw no reason to protract it needlessly.

“Mr. Tenagne?” Guleed prodded him.

“Two-point-five million dollars,” Tenagne said.

It was good to see the bandit’s eyes go wide for just a second. Better still, to see the scowl on Zenawi’s face as the bid registered. He had to now bid more than three hundred thousand to take home the prize, without knowing if that would be ample.

Zenawi craned toward his aide and whispered something into the younger man’s ear. Tenagne did not try to eavesdrop, but he watched the aide first shrug, then nod, almost reluctantly.

A dumb performance for his benefit? Or…

“Two-point-seven million,” the Ethiopian said.

Tenagne smiled and put his heart into it, as if he had mouthed the winning bid. It pleased him when Zenawi flinched at his expression, visibly recoiling like a man confronted with a spider on his breakfast plate. Tenagne wished he could prolong the moment, make Zenawi suffer, but he knew that it would be a childish gesture.

“My congratulations,” Tenange declared at last, still beaming, “on your purchase.” Turning toward Guleed, he was in time to watch the bandit’s disappointment at the close of bidding register. “And thank you for your hospitality,” he said.

“Not even a little higher?” Guleed asked.

Tenagne almost laughed aloud, at how the question made Zenawi glower, but the Ethiopian stopped short of offering a verbal protest. He had come to purchase weapons, after all, not have them turned against him.

“I regret,” Tenagne said, “that my esteemed rival has deeper pockets. To the victor go the spoils. And now, I must be on my way.”


“Well, if you must.” Guleed seemed almost crest fallen.

It was the high point of Tenagne’s night.

 

BOLAN HAD SCALED THE rear deck of his chosen tank, trusting the turret to conceal him from any casual passersby while he scrambled across the grille. Reaching the turret, he was still masked by the pintle-mounted 12.5 mm antiaircraft machine gun mounted in front of the hatch he’d chosen as his means of entry.

The hatch, which could only be locked from inside, opened easily, with only the slightest of groans from its hinges. Bolan hesitated, even so, then scrambled up and over, lowering himself into the fighting vehicle feetfirst.

And that left two.

The plan was for all three of them to be inside the tank before he started firing. Mironov was supposed to take the driver’s seat, while Waabberi made himself useful as needed, perhaps manning the 12.5 mm MG topside, or lobbing smoke rounds from the turret’s launchers to confuse approaching infantry.

It would be Bolan’s job to fire the big gun and the 9M119M Refleks missiles, which he’d found on board and ready to switch out for standard 125 mm cannon rounds. In that department, he had HEAT and HE-FRAG rounds, the latter equipped with fuses that Bolan could set for explosion at various ranges, coordinated with a laser range finder.

He listened for the sound of footsteps on the armored hull and was prepared when Mironov slithered down beside him, flashing a smile in near-darkness before she dropped lower, angling toward the driver’s seat. Bolan didn’t plan on taking the tank for a cruise, but mobility might help him when the killing started.

And they still needed a means of exit from the camp.

Another moment passed before Waabberi clambered through the open hatchway, taking time to close and lock the lid behind him. He found space next to Bolan, in the turret, taking care to keep himself out of the automatic loader’s way.

They were secure against small-arms fire from Guleed’s men. As for the other tanks, the RPGs, and whatever else the warlord might have on hand for cracking tin cans, Bolan knew he would simply have to strike faster and harder, make damned sure that no one had time to hit back.

It was a strange, cramped kind of sanctuary, but the tank offered more cover than the Executioner was used to in a firefight. It could also be his coffin, if his luck ran out.

But one way or another, Bolan wasn’t going down alone.
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Rolling or not, Bolan had opted to start the tank’s Model 84 V-84 12-cylinder diesel engine before he fired up the big gun, to avoid draining battery power. Military vehicles had no ignition keys that might be lost or broken during combat, and Mironov had no trouble with the T-90’s starter button. Within seconds after she vanished below, the monster was rumbling and ready to go.

Bolan took a moment to familiarize himself with the controls, aware that sentries had to have heard the engine snarl to life. Some would be on their way to check it out, while one or more would alert Guleed, but the Executioner still had surprise on his side.

And one hell of a killing machine.

The commonsense approach was clearly to address the tanks ranged silently along the compound’s west perimeter, directly opposite his own, before dealing with those on either side of him. Straight shots were easiest, and the T-90s facing Bolan’s also posed the greatest threat if one or more of Guleed’s men knew how to operate their guns.

Sixteen tanks had been backed against the western fence, facing their twins to eastward. Number thirty-three, the odd tank out, was parked behind Guleed’s command post, with its cannon angled northward. Through his viewing slits and periscope, Bolan spotted defenders stirring in the camp, headed his way.


He sighted on the lone tank near the CP and activated the cannon’s self-loading system, watched a 125 mm HEAT round slide into the breech and secured the breechblock. The tank’s night sight allowed target acquisition within eight hundred yards, and Bolan’s view was crystal clear at a mere hundred feet.

He fired, then blessed the earphones that he’d found on entering the turret. The T-90’s automatic fume-extractor kept the crew from chocking on gunsmoke, but without headsets, they would certainly be deafened by the cannon’s roar.

Downrange, his target lurched, then detonated with a blast that sent its shock wave rattling through the compound, raising dust to match the roiling cloud of smoke.

And that left thirty-two, including Bolan’s tank.

He spun the turret, sighting on the farthest of the sixteen tanks lined up along the camp’s western perimeter. The T-90’s big gun was loaded and ready to go as he zeroed the shot at a hundred yards and sent another 125 mm HEAT round barreling downrange.

The second target seemed to flinch and shudder, then its turret was airborne, rising on a tail of flame like a fighter jet’s ejector seat. Bolan had been tracking toward another mark when it fell back to earth and crushed a slow-moving sentry as if he were a cockroach underneath a boot.

On his third tank, Bolan tried one of the Refleks missiles for the hell of it, “painting” the target with a laser beam and firing the fifty-pound rocket through his smoothbore cannon. It traveled at subsonic speed and was there in a heartbeat, its tandem HEAT charges searing through the T-90’s armor to detonate within.

Smoke shrouded the compound, but it didn’t faze Bolan. The Russian tank’s optics included night vision and FLIR—forward-looking infrared—capability that showed him what his enemies were doing, even if he couldn’t recognize specific faces.

At that moment, a group of gunners was rushing from the CP building, which appeared to be in flames, toward Bolan’s tank. He swung around to greet them with a long burst from the T-90’s coaxial machine gun. About three dozen of the MG’s seven thousand rounds expended, while the bodies flopped and writhed.

That done, Bolan turned his focus back to target number four.

 

THE FIRST EXPLOSION HURLED Guleed to the floor of his CP with stunning force. By the time he lurched back to his feet, aided by Faadumo Khalid, the guards his customers had brought with them were there, shouting and clutching their automatic weapons.

Guleed did not speak the Triginya language of Eritrea, or Ethiopia’s Amharic tongue, but he had a fair idea of what was happening outside. The booming echo of another cannon shot confirmed it.

Someone, intruder or traitor, had hijacked one of the stolen tanks and was using it to wreak havoc inside Guleed’s compound.

That someone would die.

Guleed snapped orders at Khalid, commanding him to rally the troops, and Khalid rushed off to obey. Guleed, about to follow, saw Dahnay Zenawi glance upward and followed the direction of his gaze, startled to see flames spreading rapidly across the CP’s ceiling.

“Everyone get out!” he shouted at the bidders from his suddenly aborted auction. When they hesitated, Guleed led them by example, bolting for the exit.

Dahnay Zenawi caught him outside, clutching at Guleed’s left arm. “What of my bid?” the Ethiopian demanded, wild-eyed. “Do I win?”

Clearly, the man had lost his mind. Guleed stepped back a pace and disengaged his arm, raising his voice to answer, “As you see, there is a problem with the merchandise.”

“I’ve bid two million seven!” Zenawi raved.

“Then, by all means,” Guleed said, sneering at him, “collect your prize!”


Suddenly machine-gun fire rattled the camp. Guleed spun toward the sound, in time to see a skirmish line of riflemen collapse, riddled and thrashing as they died. He marked the tank whose gun had slain them, and considered how he might destroy it with his unknown enemies inside.

Zenawi reached for him again, but Guleed slapped his pawing hand away. “You want these tanks?” he asked, feeling the blade of panic prodding him toward hysterical laughter. “Start with that one, why don’t you?”

And with that, Guleed ran. Zenawi shouted after him, “Who’s in there?” but Guleed ignored him. One more question that he couldn’t answer, even for himself.

But Guleed knew what he had to do.

Destroy the damned tank.

Slaughter his faceless enemies.

If he could manage that, without himself being annihilated, he might salvage something from this night.

His life, if nothing else.

And while life lingered, there was still a hope for sweet revenge.

 

MIRONOV WAS LITERALLY ON the edge of her seat—the T-90’s small, padded driver’s seat. None of the tank’s weapons were at her personal disposal, but she had access to the same optics as Bolan, in the command turret.

And what she saw amazed her.

So far, it was working!

She’d been skeptical about the big American’s plan, but had endorsed it since the various alternatives seemed even more far-fetched. At this moment, they were buttoned down inside the tank and Bolan had destroyed three others—make that four!—and the responding fire from Guleed’s men was rattling off of the T-90’s composite armor like hail, loud but harmless. So far.

Mironov couldn’t forget that Guleed had also stolen a stockpile of RPG-29 antitank weapons when he looted the Vasylna. Sooner or later, he would think of turning them against the rogue T-90. Or, perhaps, his men would pile into the other tanks and bring hers under fire.

She ached to do something, but Cooper had been preoccupied since she’d started up the tank’s engine, allowing him to load and fire the smoothbore cannon. If and when he craved mobility, then he would order her to drive the beast and she would do her best.

But until then…

Neither of the tank’s machine guns could be accessed from the driver’s seat. Mironov had her AKS carbine, but the T-90 had no gun ports for the crew. Gun ports could also let things in, like bullets, flames and gas. The tank was perfectly secure, and she was trapped inside, until such time as someone cracked it with an armor-piercing round.

In which case, she might have just enough time to scream before she died.

The earphones she had donned, as soon as she sat down, helped deaden the terrific cannon blasts, as well as the incessant rain of bullets striking the T-90’s hull. Outside its armored shell, she would be dead already, shot to bloody tatters, but that knowledge scarcely fazed her sense of being caged, waiting to be roasted alive or obliterated by explosives.

To suppress that fear, Mironov concentrated on her view of the compound, where gunmen scampered back and forth, seeking an angle of attack that would reward their efforts and potential sacrifice. Meanwhile, Bolan was firing, firing, taking out one tank after another. Every shot hit home. She saw six shattered vehicles in flames, and knew from counting thunderclaps that three more had been trashed beyond her line of sight.

Nearly one-third of them were destroyed, and she began to think they might just pull it off. As for escaping, though, it sounded like what an American might call a pipe dream. She supposed that phrase derived from smoking opium, and wished that she had something of the sort to dull the pain of dying, when the time came.


Never mind, she thought. Do it the hard way, just like always.

And with that, for the first time since they had entered the compound, Mironov found her smile.

She’d go down fighting, come what may, and any of the bastards out there who survived her would remember this night’s work for the remainder of their wasted lives.

 

JIDDU BASRA HEARD THE EXPLOSIONS, followed by the crackling sound of automatic weapons, and cursed his soldiers for slowing him. Somehow, the battle had started without them, and Basra was furious.

“Pick up your feet, damn you! Faster! Faster!” he exhorted his commandos. “Run, you bastards, or you’ll miss the party!”

They’d been stalled for several minutes at their meeting with the Abgaal clansmen, whose commander had insisted on exchanging proper introductions and receiving Basra’s reassurance that he would be properly rewarded for participating in the raid to come. All that, and now the fight had started while they traipsed across wasteland to reach Guleed’s compound.

But who was Guleed fighting?

Not the AMISOM troops. You had to slap their faces, maybe even poke them in the eyes, before they would defend themselves, much less launch an attack.

One of the local clans? Basra discounted it, assuming the Abgaali would have tipped him to an insurrection in the making. Who, then?

Rather than allow the mystery to slow him further, Basra redoubled his efforts to spur his troops onward, shouting until his voice broke and his throat felt as if it was tearing inside.

And it worked.

His mixed troops almost sprinted toward the killing ground ahead, losing formation, but producing such an uproar with their own hoarse battle cries that Basra didn’t care. They couldn’t breach the camp in tidy ranks, and the appearance of a howling, well-armed mob appearing from the darkness, mad with bloodlust, would unsettle the other combatants.

Whoever they were.

Basra did not mind killing strangers. He’d done it before, and doubtless would do it again at some point, if he lived through this night. But he craved a glimpse of Guleed in his gunsights—or, better yet, cringing and begging for mercy while Basra stood over him, panga uplifted to strike. How sweet it would be, hearing squeals of panic before he delivered the death blow.

But I have to find him, first, he thought.

And that promised to be no easy task.

Up close, Basra discovered that the compound was in shambles, ruled by chaos. A dozen or more tanks were burning, lighting the camp with their flames, while the compound’s own lights had gone dark. He saw men running everywhere, firing their weapons aimlessly.

No, some of them were firing at a tank parked on the east side of the camp. As Basra watched, the armored monster strafed them with machine-gun fire, left six or seven soldiers dying in the dust. Then, almost without pausing, it unleashed another cannon blast, and Basra saw a carbon copy vehicle explode, against the western fence.

Confused beyond the point of caring as to who was killing whom, Basra used the last vestige of his raspy voice to urge his gunmen forward. Psyched for action, they angled toward the compound’s gate—open, he saw—and poured inside to join the slaughter.

They had no friends in the camp, so anyone or anything that moved automatically ranked as a target. The camp was one hellacious free-fire zone, a madman’s playground.

Basra swallowed once, to ease his aching throat, then plunged into the fray.

 

AMARE TENAGNE FELT AN unaccustomed surge of panic as another tank exploded, this one closer than the others, spewing flame and shrapnel. Berhanu Kelile and their two bodyguards huddled closer, as if shielding him with their bodies would help.

Tenagne focused on the anger that competed with his fear, compelling it to dominate the shameful sense of helplessness he felt amid the gunfire and explosions. Rage took over, as he ran the hasty mental checklist of calamities.

First, he had traveled to Somalia, at risk to life and freedom, in the hope of buying weapons that would let his troops achieve decisive victory. Even before the shooting started, he had seen that dream evaporate, thanks to the damned Ethiopian who bid more than Tenagne could afford to spend.

As if that hadn’t been bad enough, it seemed that he might die through no fault of his own, for simply being present at the auction. Any second now, Tenagne could be shot or blown to bits by someone else’s enemies, who likely didn’t even know or care that he stood in their line of fire.

It was humiliating and infuriating, more than any righteous soldier of Allah should have to bear.

And finally, the architects of his embarrassment—perhaps his doom—stood gawping at the hellish scene before them, perfectly oblivious to Tenagne distress. Guleed could only see a fortune going up in smoke, while the Ethiopians—whatever their names were he couldn’t think—pointed and stared like stupid children on their first trip to a zoo.

Tenagne’s rage boiled over, spilling bile into his throat as he groped for the pistol hidden beneath his loose shirt. The leader of the Ethiopian group—he remembered his name—seemed to sense the danger, turning toward Tenagne as the weapon rose and found its mark.

Tenagne fired without warning his comrades, but they were conditioned to follow his lead. Even as his first shot drilled Zenawi’s cheek and punched him backward, arms flailing, Berhamu Kelile began firing, dropping the Ethiopians before they could defend themselves.

Tenagne swung his pistol toward Guleed, and knew immediately that he was too slow, too late. His thin edge of surprise was sacrificed. Guleed, his second in command, and several of their men had automatic weapons leveled from the hip before Tenagne could squeeze off another shot.

He had a fraction of a second only to pronounce the words “Allahu Akhbar”—“God is the greatest”—before a storm of bullets ripped into his flesh.

 

BOLAN LINED UP HIS SHOT—the fourteenth—and sent another Refleks missile hurtling down a laser beam toward impact with its target. The doomed T-90 was a giant sitting duck, inert, silent, until the HEAT warhead seared through its armored hide and detonated with a numbing thunderclap.

It wasn’t simply that the blasted tanks caught fire, blazing from the inside, but the HEAT rounds also set off their stockpiled ammunition. The first blast was a mere preliminary to the main event, when shells and rockets started cooking off inside the tank’s super-heated ovens.

It was panic time inside Guleed’s compound, but some of his soldiers still held it together, ducking and dodging for cover, firing at Bolan’s T-90 with small arms that wouldn’t penetrate the monster if they cranked off every rifle cartridge ever made. It was a hopeless fight with their selected weapons, but he had to give them points for pure courage.

The Executioner had used up three full boxes of 7.62 mm machine gun ammunition, sweeping the camp between cannon blasts, which meant he still had twenty-five to go—6,750 rounds, in all—before he had to use the top-mounted 12.5 mm piece. He could fire it remotely, but the larger MG only held three hundred rounds, and he was hoping he could save it for their getaway.

Unless Guleed got wise and tried to use some of the RPGs his men had snatched from the Vasylna when they bagged the tanks and other hardware.

Three riflemen sprang out from cover, some twenty yards to his left, and peppered Bolan’s tank with wasted Kalashnikov rounds. He considered giving them a pass, then thought about the people they might kill tomorrow if he let them slip away. Stone-faced, he hosed them with the turret’s coaxial MG and watched them fall.

Bolan spared a glance for Waabberi, huddled in a corner of the turret with his shotgun clutched against his chest. His face was blank, the muffling earphones giving his head a lopsided appearance. Waabberi met Bolan’s gaze without blinking, revealed no expression beyond nostrils flaring to take in the ripe cordite smell of the canned atmosphere.

The tank had exhaust fans and air-conditioning of a sort, but there was still no escaping the scent of battle. Burning fuel and gunpowder, scorched flesh and metal, sweat and apprehension—it all added up.

Leaving Waabberi to his thoughts, whatever they might be, Bolan picked out another target—number fifteen in a row—and fixed his sights. By firelight, he saw gunmen scrambling around the tank, whether for cover or to find a way inside, he couldn’t tell.

Too late, in either case.

He fired and watched the target come apart, exploding from within, spewing torn flesh and shrapnel.

One more left along the western fence, and then he’d have to start on his own lineup. As the next shell slid into the cannon’s breech, he raised Mironov on the intercom.

“You ready down there?” he inquired.

“I am!” He almost heard her crack a smile.

“Give me one more shot,” he said, “then take us out of line.”
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Captain Abasi Boipelo smiled when he heard the explosion, soon followed by others, interspersed with fire from automatic weapons. He did not need a great imagination to decipher where the sounds originated.

Something had gone wrong between the warlord and his neighbors. They were in the midst of killing one another, and using Guleed’s stolen arms to accomplish that goal, from the sound of it. Captain Boipelo’s only problem, now, was choosing whether he should stand back and ignore the firefight, or join in.

He took all of two seconds to decide.

It was the opportunity he had been wishing for. Having been sent to guard the bandit’s store of contraband, against all logic, Boipelo had an unexpected chance to put things right.

If that was even possible within a bloody madhouse like Somalia.

But he could try.

Captain Boipelo issued orders to his driver, then repeated them over the radio to crewmen in his second APC. The men had tasted blood earlier that day, and from the comments he had overheard, Boipelo guessed they would like some more.

Winning was always like that. Soldiers gloried in it, after months of watching from the sidelines, doing nothing, and a victory encouraged them to think that they would always win. It took defeat to change that attitude, and these young men were not conditioned to be losers.

Not yet, anyway.

The sounds of cannon fire concerned Boipelo, but he reasoned that Guleed was busy killing whoever had dared attack his camp. Distracted by that chore, he might not notice when Boipelo’s team returned. And if he did, he’d expect the AMISOM troops to be fighting on his side.

It was their stated mission, after all: Defend the indefensible.

That gave Boipelo the advantage of surprise. It was doubly advantageous that there were no innocents inside Guleed’s compound. Whether invaders or defenders, all of them were violent criminals—the very sort that AMISOM was theoretically created to suppress. None of the officers above Boipelo could complain if he performed his duty by suppressing bloodshed. And if anyone did, he could resign, go home to Kenya with his honor more or less intact, and try to pick up his career where it had been so rudely interrupted.

Rolling through the darkness toward what sounded like a massacre in progress, Boipelo steeled himself for the fighting to come. His men might be outnumbered, very possibly outgunned, but if they followed orders and maintained strict discipline, he thought they had a fair chance to prevail.

And based upon the ringing sounds of battle, every moment spent in transit meant more dead and wounded enemies. Perhaps there would be no one left to kill, when he arrived at Guleed’s camp.

That notion made Boipelo wonder if he should slow down, allow the criminals to do his work and spare his men from risk. But that would be the same as letting some of them escape, perhaps taking the stolen tanks and other weapons with them.

“Faster!” the captain barked to his driver, and repeated it by radio. “We have no time to waste!”

 

AT FIRST WAABBERI THOUGHT he had imagined hearing footsteps on the tank’s rear deck. His earphones muffled sound, although they could not spare him absolutely from the steady string of cannon blasts the big American was unleashing toward the other armored vehicles. It seemed impossible that he would hear a sound as minor as the noise of boots on steel.

Suppose that it was not imagination. If Guleed’s men swarmed the tank, what damage could they do? Set it on fire? Find a way to disable the engine? Blow the treads to prevent its escape? Blind the crew by obstructing the view ports and periscopes?

Waabberi suddenly recalled the programs he had seen on television, showing footage from bygone wars. He’d seen tanks set ablaze with Molotov cocktails, crewmen scrambling out with their clothing on fire, to be shot on the run. If there was a worse way to die, it escaped him.

He considered warning Cooper, then decided it would just distract him, when his focus on the task at hand was critical. If he was quick enough, Waabberi thought he could defend the tank himself, discourage those who’d found sufficient courage to attack it from the rear.

It seemed the very least that he could do.

Leaving his earphones on, but disconnecting them from the T-90’s intercom, he scrambled up the short ladder to reach the turret’s hatch. He supposed that would be the point of greatest risk, emerging from his shelter to confront an enemy who might be waiting on the other side with weapons poised to fire.

But what choice did he have?

Waabberi slung the Benelli shotgun over his shoulder and drew his Beretta, balancing on the ladder while his free hand found the latch and released it, freeing the hatch. His next move had to be a fluid rush. Throw back the hatch, emerging simultaneously, ready to absorb the shock of bullets and die fighting, if it came to that.

The rush was relatively easy, and he left the turret hatch upright to partly shield his back as he emerged, thrusting the pistol out in front of him. Three riflemen stood gaping up at him from the T-90’s deck, one in the act of climbing up to ride the turret.

He shot that one first, a bullet through the cheek at point-blank range, then caught the others just recovering from their surprise. Two rounds apiece, and they were tumbling backward, out of sight, before a ricochet glanced off the turret, shattered, and a fragment of it sliced across Waabberi’s forehead.

Blinking through a warm cascade of blood, he spun to find the shooter, saw his would-be killer lining up another shot and squeezed off half-a-dozen rounds to put him down.

Wiping his eyes, Waabberi saw that men were creeping all around the tank, surrounding it, while it kept on firing. A sudden forward lurch surprised Waabberi—and a couple of the shooters who had gone to ground in front of the T-90, only to be crushed beneath its treads.

He realized his American ally was gunning for the closer line of tanks, seeking a better angle on his targets now. If he was stopped, it would mean half the armored vehicles surviving, sold for use somewhere in Africa, to multiply the continent’s eternal suffering.

Cursing, Waabberi scrambled for the 12.5 mm machine gun, wishing he knew more about it, relieved when he spotted the simple spade grips and butterfly trigger. The weapon was already primed for remote-control fire, but his hands on the grips overrode that system.

 

GULEED STILL COULDN’T QUITE believe the Ethiopians had tried to kill him—but, why not? He’d been a moving target all his life, first dodging predators in childhood, later growing strong and fast enough to prey on them in turn.

This night, as he beheld the ruin of his grandest profit-making scheme in progress, it seemed only right that every hand should turn against him.

And, in truth, Tenagne’s double cross had halved Guleed’s work load, relieving him of killing both the Ethiopians and the Eritreans.

As if he could have let them walk away.

Now, he had to try to salvage something from the chaos and destruction that surrounded him, if that was even possible. At least half of the Russian tanks were blasted into twisted, flaming wreckage, but he spared a thought for salvaging the rest. He had dispatched a hastily collected strike team to disable the T-90 hijacked by his unknown enemies, kill those inside and thereby save the tanks that still remained undamaged.

But it seemed that plan, in turn, had gone awry.

The damned tank had begun to move, advancing far enough to swing its cannon toward the others parked along the camp’s eastern perimeter and bring them under fire. Not only that, but one of the intruders manned the turret’s antiaircraft gun, seemingly impervious to bullets from below as he rained death upon Guleed’s soldiers.

And what was this? A howling from the gates behind Guleed, where several dozen men were bursting through, all firing as they came. Was that Jiddu Basra leading the charge? Guleed could not be certain, glimpsing the distorted face by firelight, and despite a sudden urge to face the traitor who had dared desert him, he decided that self-preservation trumped revenge.

Escape, and fight another day. There would be time to settle up with Basra—if it was Basra—after Guleed regrouped and found a way to stack the odds in his favor.

Escape meant taking to the air, without delay.

Clutching his pilot by one arm, and shouting orders to the men who still remained with him, Guleed began a wild sprint toward the helicopter that had brought him to this bit of hell on Earth.

 

DESPITE HIS EARPHONES AND the echo of the tank’s 125 mm cannon, Bolan had noted Waabberi’s departure from the turret. He’d paused and listened long enough to hear the rapid-firing of Waabberi’s pistol, followed seconds later by the hammering of the T-90’s heavy machine gun.

Waabberi was keeping the ants away from their picnic, but he couldn’t hold the line for long, with only three hundred rounds for a weapon that fired eleven rounds per second. Even milking it for short burst, he’d be lucky to last a full minute topside.


It was another reason for Bolan’s order to Mironov, putting the tank in motion, though his primary objective was destruction of the fifteen T-90s that still stood unscathed against the compound’s western fence. If he survived and managed to escape without disabling them, Bolan would have to count his mission as a failure.

And he wasn’t going down that road, with or without a tank.

Mironov seemed quite capable at the controls. Her takeoff was a little jerky, but within a few seconds the armored beast was rolling forward, toward the camp’s command post, then turning left to give Bolan a clear view down the line of carbon-copy targets.

It was close enough to perfect that he told her, “This is fine,” and settled down to work once more.

After he’d blasted seventeen of the Vasylna’s stolen tanks and turned them into flaming heaps of scrap iron, Bolan’s work became almost monotonous. Granted, he was destroying military hardware valued in the millions, intermittently annihilating infantry with his coaxial machine gun, but the tank provided him with a security he’d never felt while fighting on his own two feet.

He guessed it had to be like one of the violent computer games he’d heard about, but never played. The only difference being that if one of Bolan’s adversaries scored a lucky hit on the T-90 with an armor-piercing round, it wouldn’t be game over.

It would be life over, in a searing flash of heat and agony.

He dismissed the thought as soon as it took shape, loaded another Refleks missile for variety and sent it screaming toward his eighteenth target, following the laser beam he’d painted on the sitting duck’s turret.

At least the fireworks varied, each blast perfectly unique, like giant fiery snowflakes from the depths of hell. The end result, although predictable, was still one of the greatest shows on Earth.

Nineteen, he counted to himself. And fired again.

 


BASRA WAS CERTAIN THAT he’d seen Guleed, if only for a second in the firelight, gaping at him from a corpse-littered patch of ground near the compound’s command post. Guleed was gone—off and running when a high-explosive blast made Basra flinch and blink—but Basra knew his enemy could not have traveled far.

Most of his soldiers followed Basra, as he ran in the direction he supposed Guleed had gone. Some faltered, since the path would lead them past a tank whose crewmen seemed intent on blowing up the others ranged before it, while a man atop the moving turret sprayed machine-gun fire around the camp. Basra himself was not immune to fear—much less to death or injury—but something close to madness drove him onward, barking orders at the men who chose to follow him, commanding them to keep duty in mind and serve him well.

He glimpsed Guleed again, when he had halved his distance from the tank whose cannon still belched fire and thunder. There he was, perhaps a hundred yards ahead of Basra, running with a group of soldiers toward…toward what?

The gate was far behind Guleed, and Basra knew from his own visits to the camp, in the old days, that there was only one exit.

He saw the helicopters then, obscured by drifting smoke and dust, half-hidden by the CP even as he passed it. Guleed had to have flown in, and he planned to leave the same way, unless Basra stopped him.

Could they overtake Guleed in time?

Bullets were faster than a sprinting man. With that in mind, Basra stopped short and snapped his rifle to his shoulder, barely aiming at the men downrange before he fired a burst in their direction, hoping for the best. Around him, others in his party skidded to a halt and opened fire, as well.

And it was working. Basra saw one of Guleed’s companions fall, immediately followed by a second. Before Basra could gloat, however, Guleed and his surviving guards returned fire. Their first rounds came in high, rattling a clear yard over Basra’s head, but then he heard Nadif Ali cry out and saw him crumple to the ground, clutching his stomach.

Basra dropped into a prone position, trying for a better shot, but in the moment that he’d been distracted, Guleed was off and running again, zigzagging as he neared the waiting helicopters.

“Allah, guide my aim,” he muttered, only half-believing that a god existed, not at all convinced that he would care enough to speed a bullet on its way.

But, then again, what could it hurt?

Before Basra could squeeze the trigger, though, a storm broke over him. A gale of bullets, raising spurts of dust around him, ripped through the bodies of his men and dropped them in awkward, twisted postures.

The bullets had come from his right.

He spun in that direction and beheld the huge tank’s turret facing him, muzzle-flashes winking from the short machine-gun barrel mounted just beside the monster’s cannon.

Basra had no time to ponder how or why he’d been selected as a target by the tank crew. Even as he vaulted to his feet, the bullets found him, spun him in a whirlwind of blood and pain, hurtling down into darkness eternal.

 

MIRONOV HUNCHED FORWARD IN the driver’s seat of the T-90, fighting an urge to floor the tank’s accelerator and race around the camp, chasing gunmen on foot, flattening Guleed’s command post and the other flimsy buildings he’d erected in the compound. Granted, racing was a stretch of the imagination, since the tank’s top speed was only forty miles per hour, but she longed to feel the impact of collision between irresistible force and immovable objects.

She resisted with an effort, knowing it was childish. She was there to help the American finish off the stolen tanks, since they could not be salvaged for their Kenyan buyers. It would be a disappointment to her government, of course, but better a financial loss than taking blame for the diversion of such lethal tools to terrorists.


Mironov had lost count of the T-90s that had been destroyed, but from her seat she could see eight tanks still intact. Allowing for a few more parked beyond her line of sight, she surmised that he had finished more than half the job at hand.

And then, she saw three scarecrow figures rushing toward the tank, rocket launchers braced across their shoulders, recognizable on sight as RPG-29 Vampirs. They did not have the muzzle-heavy look of the older RPG-7s, since their 65/105 mm rockets did not protrude from the launching tube as in older models.

They were no less deadly, launching at 910 feet per second, delivering a lethal punch at ranges up to five hundred yards. The RPH-29’s HEAT rounds had gutted T-90 tanks in field testing at home, and Mironov had no cause to doubt their effectiveness here.

She keyed the tank’s intercom, nearly shouting at Bolan through her stalk microphone.

“Rockets at twelve o’clock! Three men at eighty yards and closing!”

He did not answer verbally, but she could feel the turret spinning, heard the rattling voice of the coaxial machine gun as it brought the three men under fire. She watched as they were riddled, shredded, swept aside—and knew, despite that minor victory, that they were running out of time.

“Hurry!” she urged the grim American. “It won’t be long before they try again.”

 

GULEED WAS GASPING BY the time he reached the Black Hawk helicopter, dragged himself inside and saw his pilot settle in at the controls. It had been close, with Basra, and he knew some other threat might interrupt his flight at any moment, keeping him from escaping when he was so close that he could almost taste freedom.

By the time his pilot had fired up the helicopter’s twin GE free-turbine engines, the rest of Guleed’s men had scrambled aboard and were strapping themselves into seats. He counted five, out of the crew he’d flown from Mogadishu hours earlier, and didn’t know or care whether the rest were dead or wandering around the camp, waiting to die.

Soldiers could be replaced. Guleed was not prepared to sacrifice himself on their behalf.

The Black Hawk’s rotor blades were turning slowly now, accelerating at a sluggish pace that made Guleed hiss curses through clenched teeth. He clutched his QBZ-97 assault rifle, its drum at least half-empty now, and watched for any enemies who might approach the chopper prior to take off.

His relief, as they began to lift off from the helipad, was stronger than the rush he got from chewing khat. It made him almost giddy, as the ground began to fall away beneath them. From Guleed’s new vantage point, the smoky compound resembled a scene from one of the Hollywood action movies he loved.

For a heartbeat, he felt like a star.

And then forgot the feeling, as a shell exploded in the air, a few yards to the chopper’s left. His side, and Guleed could hear the shrapnel peppering the Black Hawk’s fuselage.

He didn’t understand, at first, but then he saw the tank that had destroyed so many others. It was rolling toward him, with its cannon angled skyward, lazy curls of smoke escaping from the muzzle.

Almost sobbing curses, Guleed leveled his rifle toward the creeping monster that pursued him, held the trigger down and sprayed its armored hide with automatic fire.

 

BOLAN HAD READ UP ON the T-90 prior to leaving Stateside for Somalia. He understood the tank’s Ainet fuse-setting system, which allows the tank to detonate HE-FRAG rounds preselected ranges as determined by the gunner’s laser range finder. The system required him to lase a target prior to loading his next round, whereupon the tank’s automatic loader passed a 125 mm shell through an equally automatic fuse setter, timing detonation for the proper distance.

As in tracking a low-flying aircraft.

Ainet worked best on hovering choppers, but cooperation from the target wasn’t strictly necessary. High-explosive fragmentation rounds were fin-stabilized, two feet long and left the cannon’s muzzle at a speed of one thousand meters per second. The projectile contained seven pounds of TNT or its equivalent, and released an average one thousand pieces of shrapnel upon detonation, guaranteed to kill or damage anything within a radius of fifty feet.

His first round shook the rising Black Hawk occupied by Guleed and a handful of his soldiers. The second riddled it from nose to tail with shrapnel, severing the fragile mechanism of its rotors and controls. Bolan couldn’t tell if the pilot was breathing, but if so, he wasn’t having any luck with his machine.

The Black Hawk climbed steeply, then seemed to stall around two hundred feet, nosed over, and came rushing back to earth, its ten thousand-odd pounds of steel and flesh surrendering to the relentless draw of gravity. It shattered on impact, then belched a rising mushroom cloud of flame into the night.

Bolan was swinging back toward the remaining tanks, prepared to pick up where he’d left off with the demolition work, when Mironov’s sharp voice filled his head.

“We’ve got company, Matt,” she informed him. “It looks like AMISOM.”

He had a choice to make.

The AMISOM troops would be riding APCs, not battle tanks, which meant that he could take them out with no great difficulty. But suddenly, Bolan thought there might have been enough bloodshed for one night, in this landscape that had grown accustomed to disaster.

With Guleed dead, and the peacekeepers arriving, did it matter if he left ten or eleven of the stolen tanks intact? In theory, they’d be seized, presumably sent on to their original consignee, after all the usual delays occasioned by bureaucracy at war.

“All right,” he said. “We’re getting out of here. Head east, back toward the car. We’ll ditch our chariot when we’ve piled up a decent lead.”

“Roger!” she told him through the earphones, almost laughing, as the tank began to turn once more, gathering speed.

Bolan half turned, looking for Waabberi at the turret’s hatch, just as the lithe Somalian closed the lid behind himself. There was a gash across Waabberi’s left forehead, bleeding freely, but it didn’t seem to faze him.

“Are we finished?” he inquired.

“Except for that bit about getting out alive,” Bolan replied.

“No problem, then,” Waabberi said. He smiled, followed by a grimace as the new expression lanced his face with pain.

Bolan reversed the turret, tracking the AMISOM vehicles as Mironov plowed through the compound’s eastern fence. He saw Guleed’s survivors firing at the new arrivals, hoping that they had enough fight in them to detain the peacekeepers while he and his companions made their getaway.

A mile or two should do it, then they’d ditch the tank, gut it with frag grenades and jog back to Mironov’s waiting car. With any luck at all, they’d be long gone before the cavalry could disengage and follow them.

With any luck.

In preparation for departure, Bolan started wedging frag grenades between the cannon rounds remaining in the automatic loader’s carousel. He’d use a length of wire from the T-90’s tool kit to extract the loosened pins, once he had cleared the turret’s hatch, then run like hell to beat the doomsday clock.

Simple.

And after that, well, they would have to wait and see what happened next.








Epilogue



“So, your flight’s all set?” Bolan asked, as they pulled into the long-term parking lot at Aden Adde International Airport.

“We leave at 1:13 p.m.,” Mironov said, “if such precision is not simply fantasy.”

“Sometime today, then,” Bolan said, half-smiling.

“I suppose so.”

“And the we…”

“My comrades,” she replied, then caught herself. “Associates, that is.”

“Of course.”

“Do you believe things ever really change?” she asked him.

“I need to hope so,” Bolan said.

“You are an optimist? In spite of everything?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” he answered. “Everywhere I look, I still see bad guys winning.”

“But you still have hope!”

“Don’t you?” he asked, as Mironov nosed the car into a space between two other vehicles.

“Hope.” She repeated the word as if it was new to her, something she’d have to research, then shook her head. “No, I don’t feel it. I believe we hold the line, people like you and I—or try to hold it. There are never quite enough of us, and our superiors, well, are they ever really trustworthy?”


Thinking of Hal Brognola, Bolan said, “Some are.”

“Perhaps,” she granted. “At the very least, I think we’ve done good work together.”

“Absolutely.”

They had left Dirie Waabberi with a doctor he assured them could be trusted, wished him well and phoned ahead for reservations on the next flights out to their respective destinations. Bolan would be touching down in Cairo, Athens and London, before his North Atlantic crossing to the States. Another twenty-odd hours on planes and killing time in airports, before he got home.

Wherever that was.

Some motel, once he’d picked up a car, retrieved some gear he kept stashed for emergencies at drops across the country—and then, what?

Another job, when Brognola was ready. When they needed him at Stony Man Farm, to seek more predators and deal with them in language they could understand.

“I’m sorry that we didn’t have a bit more time,” Mironov said. “I would have liked to know you better, I believe you say?”

“That’s what we say,” he told her, smiling. “But I can’t pretend you’re missing much. You’ve seen the only thing I do.”

“The only thing?” she teased him.

“Well, the main thing,” he replied.

“I see. A man of war, and nothing else. How single-minded you must be.”

“And you?” he asked. “When you get back to Moscow or wherever, do you jump onto the social treadmill?”

“God forbid,” she said. “As surprising as this may be, I much prefer a quiet life.”

“Makes sense. I’ve always thought it would be nice to try one.”

“But you can’t?”

He shrugged. “Just never had the time. There’s always something that requires attention.”


“I’m familiar with the problem,” Mironov said. “But you can’t go on forever, surely?”

“No one does.”

“A man of duty. Will you sacrifice yourself?”

“I’m not a kamikaze or suicide bomber, if that’s what you mean. Just a soldier.”

“And soldiers do what they must.”

Bolan let that one slide.

“I was never a soldier, per se,” Mironov said. “I was recruited for the SVR from Saint Petersburg State University.”

“What were you studying?” he asked.

“Political science, if you can believe it.” She laughed at herself.

“How long ago was that?”

“A lady never tells.”

“Of course.”

“You’ve been at this a while, I take it?”

Bolan smiled. “It feels that way.”

“And after this adventure…what?”

“I’ll find out when it happens.”

“See? We’re not so very different.”

“We’d better get inside,” he said.

“Yes, you’re right.”

“People to meet, and all.”

“My associates and I aren’t flying together,” Mironov said, “Or, at least, we don’t acknowledge one another until we are safely home.”

Bolan considered that, trying to recall when the words “safe” and “home” went together.

The Russian agent locked her keys inside the car, after they had removed their carry-ons. They’d ditched most of their weapons and the other gear outside of Mogadishu, traveling with only pistols, which they now left in the car. It seemed a long and naked walk into the terminal, but no one tried to intercept them on the way.

Inside, there was the usual disorder of a major airport, with arrivals and departures underway. Tower of Babel time, with different languages and dialects, vendors in shops or manning mobile carts, some people meeting flights, while others sat with bags and solemn faces, waiting to take off for who-knew-where. Bolan saw no police, but noted AMISOM peacekeepers in their helmets, walking in pairs or larger groups, eyes peeled for any hint of trouble as they circulated through the crowd.

There was no way for Bolan and Mironov to avoid being conspicuous. Their white faces were two of only ten or fifteen visible inside the terminal. If anyone from AMISOM, or the Guleed and Basra gangs, were watching for a Caucasian male and female, this would be the place to corner them and finish it.

But nothing happened.

Bolan kept his distance from Mironov, as she checked in at the Aeroflot desk and retrieved her boarding pass, with tickets for the other legs of her homeward journey. She did the same when Bolan showed his Cooper passport to the Alitalia clerk, confirming transfer to a British Airways flight at London’s Gatwick Airport. After that, they dawdled through the shops, Mironov picking out a paperback to read, while Bolan settled for a magazine.

“Newsweek?” she asked.

“The international edition. Hey, I have to keep up with current events.”

“Perhaps we’ll be in it, next week,” she suggested.

“I doubt it.”

“In spirit, at least.”

“That’s a thought.”

“One can hope,” she replied.

“Sure. There’s that.”

“I suppose it is too much to hope that we may meet again,” Mironov said.

Bolan could only shrug at that, and tell her, “Stranger things have happened.”

“Yes, but rarely pleasant things.”

She had him, there. Maybe he wasn’t quite an optimist, at that.


“And if we do meet,” she continued, “there’s a good chance we’ll be adversaries.”

“That would be a shame.”

“Indeed,” she said. “But I have seen your films. A man’s got to do—”

“What a man’s gotta do,” Bolan finished it for her.

“Of course.”

“So, then, I’ll cancel the reunion,” Bolan said.

“It’s for the best, I think.” Mironov sounded almost wistful, and it didn’t suit her. When they called her flight, a short time later, Bolan thought she seemed relieved.

“Another life, perhaps,” she said, and rose to kiss him on the cheek before she turned away and entered the chute to clear airport security without a backward glance.

Bolan was out of there before she disappeared from sight, making his way along the concourse to his own gate, answering generic questions at the checkpoint where he had to shed his shoes and jacket, put his pocket litter in a plastic bucket that pursued his one bag through the scanner and came out long moments later on the other side.

He could begin the countdown, now, marking the hours off in transit, as he closed the hemispheric gap between himself and home.

He’d find no peace or safety there, but all of that was relative. Compared to Mogadishu, camping out at night in New York’s Central Park seemed positively tame. Beside Musse Guleed and Jiddu Basra, homegrown Crips and Bloods were little more than children playing soldier, who had somehow managed to acquire real guns.

Bolan would get the final details of his mission in Mogadishu from Brognola, once he’d landed on the far side of the pond. Whether the hijacked arms went on to Kenya, were returned to Russia, or got sidetracked in the process, he had done his best to keep them out of local hands and off the black market for terrorists. Hanging around to blast a few more tanks and sacrifice his life would have accomplished nothing more.

The hell of it, in Bolan’s world, was that no victory was ever truly final. There would be more arms consignments, and the pirates would keep sailing—from Somalia, from Nigeria, Malaysia, Indonesia, from the Philippines, Colombia, and tropic flyspecks dotting the Caribbean. Wherever one group went down, two more sprang up to take its place.

Circle of life?

Make it circle of death, and you’d not be far off the mark.

In Bolan’s world, there was no end to war. And if hope sprang eternal, there was always someone standing by to crush it underfoot.

But there was also someone else, prepared to put things right.

The Executioner was still on duty. Standing by.

The war went on.

Mack Bolan wouldn’t have it any other way.
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