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Alex Marden killed the engine on the boat. It was one-forty-five in the morning, the sea was calm, and only a light, warm breeze was drifting across the Caribbean.
“Ready,” he asked, glancing across at Jack Rogan.
Rogan looked towards the radar screen. The vessel they’d been tracking for the last five nautical miles was now just a thousand metres ahead of them. Close enough for them to steal up on it in a dinghy. “Sure this is going to work?”
Alex grinned. The truth was, he wasn’t sure. On his SAS training courses, he’d been taught that if you approached a moving vessel in its slipstream – right at the point where the engine kicked up a swell in the water – you were effectively invisible. It was the naval equipment of flying under the radar. Your opponent could neither see nor hear you.
Or so it had been explained to him by the guys from the Special Boat Squadron.
But he hadn’t done it himself.
And that meant it was just theory.
“I’m sure,” he replied crisply.
“Then let’s do this,” said Jack. “And let’s hope to God that by morning we’re sitting on one of the Caribbean beaches with a glass of rum in one hand and a blonde in the other.”
“Brunette.”
“Suit yourself pal.”
“And a whisky to drink.”
“Christ, there’s no pleasing some people.”
Jack lowered the dark grey dinghy into the water. It was equipped with a Honda outboard engine, a pair of paddles to take them through the last few yards to the target, and all the weaponry they would need for the assault. A Bushmaster sniper rifle, Riegel night-vision goggles, a pair of SA-80 automatic rifles, a Browning Hi-Power pistol, one case of plastic explosives, and a collection of ropes and grappling hooks. Enough for a small war, reckoned Jack as he checked the equipment was safely secured to the side of the craft, and the ammunition waterproofed. Which is lucky. Because that is what we are about to kick off.
“What’s keeping you man?” he snapped, looking up at Alex.
Alex checked the location of their target one more time, then swung down into the dinghy. Jack had already kicked the outboard engine into life as Alex hit the deck.
“I thought Navy Seals did this kind of stuff all the time,” he said, looking around at Jack.
“We’d drop in from a chopper,” grunted Jack. “We wouldn’t sneak up from behind.”
He chuckled roughly to himself. “I guess that’s a British speciality.”
Alex’s head was already down, and his hair was getting blown back in the wind. They were bouncing straight into the waves, and although the seas were far from rough tonight, in a vessel this size you felt the impact of each one. Some clouds were drifting across the sky, obscuring the half moon, and as it disappeared the sea suddenly felt very dark. Alex scanned the water ahead, but there was still no sign of their target. “How long?” he asked, looking back at Jack.
“They are doing ten knots, maximum, we’re doing twenty. We’ll be on them in five minutes.”
The mission was to intercept a cargo boat carrying cocaine from Columbia across the Caribbean and up to the United States. Unit Five, the top-secret NATO black-ops team for which Alex and Jack both worked, had been tracking the operation for weeks. The drugs were manufactured by a vicious warlord called Carlos Bilado, a rising power within Columbia’s infamous narcotics industry, carried by truck down to the sea, loaded onto the boat, then ferried across to the Florida coastline.
The vessel could have been intercepted by the state or federal patrols that policed those waters.
But Unit Five didn’t want that.
They wanted to hit then out here in the ocean.
Where there were no rules, no questions, and no reports to be written up afterwards.
“Ready,” hissed Jack.
He turned down the power on the Honda outboard, keeping it running, but reducing the noise to a minimum. Alex and Jack were tasked with storming the boat, and eliminating the crew. No prisoners, no survivors, those were the orders, and they would be obeyed to the letter. It was brutal work, more like being an executioner than a soldier reflected Alex. But that was the way Unit Five worked. It took the most desperate men NATO could find and gave them the most dangerous, difficult jobs. The work of the damned, thought Alex with a grim smile.
“One minute, then I kill the engine.”
The dinghy was powering forward, and already rocking in the swell of the vessel up ahead. Its shape was just about visible through the spray kicked up from the waves all around them. Alex pulled the night-vision goggles over his face, and suddenly, in luminous green shades of light, he could see the target clearly. A medium-sized cargo vessel, about eighty feet long, the kind you’d see in any working port. It had a loading winch at the back, and bridge at the front. He could pick up the shape and the heat from its engine on the screen in front of his eyes, but not much else. He searched for signs of a look-out but couldn’t see one. It was almost two in the morning, and even at this time of the night, a professionally run ship should have look-outs both stern and aft. Certainly with ten or twenty million dollars of cocaine stashed in the hold. But he couldn’t see one.
Unprofessional.
Maybe this will be easier than we expected.
Let’s hope to hell it is.
At two hundred yards, he could see something moving. A blob of red sliding across his screen. It took a moment for Alex to work out what it was, then he realised. Some guy having a cigarette on deck.
Stupid, he thought.
You might as well wear a target saying 'shoot me'.
“Wait until we’re fifty metres out,” growled Jack.
Alex picked up the Bushmaster. The plan was for one man to fire at the guard on deck, whilst the second steered them close to the engines, so that they could storm the deck and deal with the men down below.
“Steady her,” he muttered towards Jack.
He held the gun tight to his shoulder. The dinghy was heading into the centre of the wake, where the turbulence of the water would drown out the noise of its engines as effectively as the silencer on a pistol. Water was spraying up on all sides and the craft bounced into the churning waves, soaking Alex’s face. He spat the salty liquid back into the sea. As he looked up towards the ship, the red blob was pacing around in a tight circle, the cigarette still dangling from its lips.
“Close enough,” hissed Jack. “Drop the bastard.”
The Bushmaster was a high-precision sniper rifle, one of the best in the world, but even the most skilled of marksman would be challenged by the task of making an accurate shot from a dingy that was bouncing around in the wake of a powerful cargo engine. Alex trained the sights on the target, so that the first bullet would strike him in the chest. Shooting to the head was more deadly, but the chest was the bigger target, and he couldn’t take the chance of missing. If the crew was alerted to the attack before they were on board, they had no chance of successfully completing the assault. He steadied himself, waited for a moment when the dinghy stopped rocking, held his breath, then fired.
The rifle kicked back against his shoulder as the bullet raced through the night sky. A wave hit the side of the dinghy, and Alex struggled to stay upright. As he looked up towards the deck, he could see the blob was down. But whether he was dead or just injured, he had no way of knowing.
Hurt, anyway, and out of the fight. That was all that counted.
“You shouldn’t smoke, pal,” muttered Alex. “Bad for your health. I’d never have seen you if it wasn’t for the ciggie in your mouth.”
The roar of the propellers was deafening as they drew close to the stern of the ship, and the smell of diesel filled the air, choking Alex’s lungs. On either side of them waves six or seven feet high were rising up, splashing cascades of angry white water over both men.
“Turn it around,” snapped Alex.
They were just twenty feet from the propellers now. The dinghy was getting sucked towards them: any closer, and it would rip up the vessel, tossing both men into the water where they would be dragged onto the propellers and sliced to pieces like food in a mixer. The boarding technique involved turning the boat around, and blasting its engine up to full power, so that it kept you in position just a few yards from the stern.
“Ready,” said Jack, as the manoeuvre was completed.
Alex took a grabbling hook, and lunged forwards, throwing it up to the side of the boat. It locked into position. Behind him, Jack had thrown an aluminium ladder up. They’d agreed that Alex would go first, but Jack had already shunted him out of the way, and was clambering along the metal frame. “What the hell are you waiting for?” he growled as he pushed forwards.
Ditching the Bushmaster – they’d be no need for a high-precision rifle in the close-quarters fighting that lay ahead of them – Alex grabbed his SA-80 and started to climb. The ladder was rocking as the dinghy bounced up and down, but Jack had already pulled himself onto the deck, and was holding it steady. Alex kicked back with his heels and scrambled over the few remaining yards, and jumped down onto the deck.
“Quiet,” hissed Jack. “You don’t want to wake up the whole boat.”
Alex looked forward. The deck measured seventy feet up towards the bridge, with a lifeboat on the port side. Beside it, he could see a body lying crumpled on the ground, blood trickling from the side of his chest, and although he never liked to see a man down unless it was completely necessary, he couldn’t help but take some professional pride in the deadly accuracy of the shot he had fired from the dinghy.
“The bridge,” said Jack, waving him forward.
Alex gripped the SA-80, checked its mag was in place, and started to walk forwards. A light was on in the main cabin. Unit Five Intelligence calculated there would be eight or nine men on board, but they’d never been right about anything before, and there was no point in expecting them to start now. Jack was walking up towards the window of the bridge, signalling to Alex to take a position outside its metal door. He placed his hand on its handle, waiting. Through the window, Jack opened up with a burst of rapid fire from his assault rifle, smashing through the glass and delivering a lethal volley of fire straight into the two men inside. In the same instant, Alex flung open the door, dropped to his knees, and squeezed the trigger on his SA-80. There was no time to assess the situation, or even take aim. Just put as much lead into the room as quickly as possible. And hope that no emerged from the chaos alive.
As Alex looked inside, bullets were ricocheting everywhere, bouncing off the steel of the bridge and flying lethally back toward the attackers. He flinched. Even standing in the doorway, any of the rounds could take out an eye or punch a hole in his neck. He kept his finger on the trigger, pumping out round after round. One man was already lying on the ground, shot twice through the head, whilst another was gagging on the blood choking him after a bullet had opened up a mortal wound in his throat. A third had managed to reach for his gun, staying alive for long enough to fire a trio of rounds, but none of them got close to their target and in only a fraction of a second he’d been caught in a brutal crossfire of bullets. Tumbling to the ground, the life was a ebbing away from him, and by the time Alex put a final round into the centre of his forehead he was already dead.
Alex spun around.
A volley of fire had been released from the doorway leading down to the main cabin. The sound of the bullet striking the metal was still ringing in his ears. Alex jumped inside the bridge. He pulled the night-vision goggles down over his eyes, and looked back across the deck. At the centre of the boat, there was a doorway, where the stairs led down to the cabin and cargo hold. A flash of red. One man was standing inside the doorway, a rifle in his hand. An AK-47 reckoned Alex, judging by its shape. Taking shots at them as soon as they showed their faces.
“You there,” hissed Jack, from outside the window.
“Here,” said Alex.
“Then take cover.”
“Why?”
“Because a grenade is about to blow.”
The ear-splitting racket of the explosive charge detonating was already splitting through Alex’s ears as he dropped to the ground. Fucking madman. A burst of electric yellow light suddenly lit up the sky.
“Go, go!” yelled Jack.
Alex started to run. It wasn’t the plan he would have chosen. Left to himself, he’d have found another way down into the hold, and taken out the remaining crew one by one. But there was no point in arguing about it now, and not much chance that Jack would have agreed anyway. Stealth didn’t interest him. Not when he could blow up a doorway with a grenade, then run into the chaos it kicked off with his guns blazing. Alex gripped his SA-80, bombed a fresh mag into place, and hurled himself towards the doorway. Jack was already a few yards ahead of him. The door had been blown clear away when the grenade detonated, creating a lethal shower of molten shrapnel that had sliced the man standing behind it to shreds. Smoke was still billowing through the air, caught up in swirling gusts of wind blowing across the sea. Jack was plunging down into the darkness below, with Alex following close behind. The lights down in the hold had either been switched off, or else blown out by the grenade. Thank Christ for the goggles, decided Alex. Otherwise we’d be fighting blind.
“Right,” shouted Jack.
Alex spun around.
The layout was typical of a medium-sized cargo tug. The stairs dropped down into a passageway. A kitchen to the left. A living room to the right. Further up, three or four cabins where the crew kipped down. Another stairway that led down to the cargo hold and the engine room. Space for six to eight crew reckoned Alex. And four of them were already dead.
“There,” hissed Jack.
A man was creeping along the side of the kitchen wall. Planning on taking them by surprise, decided Jack. The wall was thin, constructed out of nothing more than a single sheet of board, and through the night-vision goggles his body heat was clearly visible from the passageway.
“He’s all yours, mate,” whispered Alex.
Jack stepped round the corner. A short double-tap on his SA-80 and the man was dead.
“We’ll give you money,” yelled a voice.
Alex looked around. It was coming from the living quarters, off to the right.
“Please,” shouted the voice. The man spoken in broken English, with a heavy Columbian accent. “Let us go, we can pay you.”
Alex started to walk cautiously towards the door. Kicking it open, he peered inside. It measured just ten feet by eight. A couple of sofas, a table, a TV with a stack of porn and martial arts videos next to it, and an ashtray filled with cigarette butts next to half a dozen empty beer bottles. The crew were men of simple tastes, decided Alex. They knew how to relax after the day’s work was completed.
“Hands up,” snapped Alex. “Get out in the open where I can see you.”
One man stood up. Then another.
Both with their hands raised in the air.
Even in the dim, shady light they looked rough. There was stubble on their chins and sweat on their foreheads. The first guy was six foot, the second five ten. About thirty, with thick, working man’s muscles, but with enough flab around their bellies to suggest they were primarily sailors, not fighters. There were fighting men on this ship, that’s for sure, reckoned Alex. But we’ve already dealt with them. It’s the crew we need to pacify now.
“Drop your weapons,” barked Alex.
Behind him a shot rang out. The taller man staggered backwards, a bullet hole drilled through his forehead. Another shot. This time tearing into the shorter man’s chest. He crumpled to the ground. Alex spun around. Another pair of shots. He ducked.
Jack was standing right behind him, his SA-80 in his hands. “What the fuck are you doing?”
Jack ignored him, walking towards the two bodies.
“They were just a pair of bloody sailors,” growled Alex. “Jesus, man, they were surrendering.”
Jack pointed to the ground. The smaller man had a Heckler & Koch in his hand. He picked it up and showed it to Jack. “So why did he have this?”
“I asked him to hand over his damned weapon.”
Jack pointed. “Then why had he removed the safety catch.”
Alex fell silent.
There was no answer to that.
“I’ve fought Columbians before,” said Jack. “They are lethal fuckers. Like snakes. These guys were just pretending to surrender. They were about to shoot you in the head.”
Alex stepped over the corpses. If there was one thing he hated more than shooting a man it was being proved wrong. “Okay, thanks,” he said tersely. “Let’s search the rest of this bloody ship and see how many of the bastards are left.”
A quick check of the living room proved it was empty. So was the kitchen. They’d shot seven men already, calculated Alex. Maybe that was the entire crew. “Reckon the job’s done?” he asked, looking across at Jack.
“The hold,” replied the American.
“Right.”
He swung open the door. There was some rust on its hinges, and it squeaked. Outside, the wind was blowing across the sea, and with no one to steer it, the boat was starting to rock as it heaved across the swell of the waves. Alex steadied himself, grabbing hold of a railing on the metal staircase. Behind him, Jack flashed down a torch, illuminating the space down below. It measured forty feet or so, with the engine room at the back. The boat was at least twenty years old, and although it was perfectly sea-worthy it had collected a lot of rust over the two decades it had been hauling drugs across the notoriously rough seas of the Caribbean. Flakes of brown steel were peeling off the walls, and there was a stench of iron and diesel in the small, confined space.
Alex started to walk, his SA-80 in front of him.
If anyone was hiding down here, he’d know there was fight on upstairs, reckoned Alex. And he’d know his mates had lost. He’d be shit scared. And scared men were dangerous.
“Anyone here, you’ve got five second to surrender,” he yelled.
Jack had joined him in the cargo hold, switching on a powerful flashlight. There were four crates right at the centre of the hold. Behind them there was a stack of wooden boxes.
Not much else.
But that was the way with drugs convoys, Alex reminded himself. A single crate of cocaine could be worth ten million dollars and that was wholesale. You didn’t need much of a cargo to make the journey worthwhile.
A movement.
Somewhere behind the wooden boxes.
Alex started to walk forwards while Jack shone his torch straight into it.
“It might be a rat,” he said.
“Yeah, right, and it might be a Columbian.”
Alex turned and dropped
Someone was shivering. Not from cold, realised Alex. From fear.
“Move it,” he barked.
The figure started to move. A boy, realised Alex. No more than thirteen or fourteen. Five two, and dressed in jeans and a red sweatshirt. There were tears on his face. Grab him before Jack damn well shoots him, he told himself, as he lunged forward. He took hold of the kid’s shoulders and met no resistance. The boy was too frightened to fight back.
“This one’s okay,” said Alex, hauling him out, and throwing him across the floor.
Jack frisked him quickly. But Alex was right. The kid was clean.
“How many men?” asked Alex.
The boy shook, unable to speak.
“Answer the fucking question,” spat Jack. He was pointing his SA-80 straight into the boy’s chest. “And we’ll let you live.”
“S-s-seven,” he stammered.
“There’s seven corpses, kid,” said Jack. “That means your pals are all dead. And you’re on your way to jail.”
The boy was too terrified to speak. Alex pushed him to one side, and walked towards the crates. They’d drop the boy off with social services when they bought the boat into Tobago. They’d probably find him a home in an orphanage somewhere. If he was lucky, they’d move him to the States. He’d be better off than working as a cabin boy for these criminals. He was scared out of his wits, but they’d done him a favour really.
“What the hell is this?” said Jack.
He was standing over the first of the three crates. A wooden box, it measured five feet, by three. The kind that might be used to transport industrial equipment. Jack had levered open the crate, and flashed his torch into it.
Alex walked briskly across. He was expecting to see neat one-pound bags of white powder. Cocaine. That was what they had been told this boat was smuggling into the United States. But as Jack’s torch flashed across the interior of the crate, it glinted. And cocaine didn’t glint.
“It’s gold,” said Alex.
Jack grinned. “Hell, I know it’s gold,” he growled. “I’m not a total dumb-ass. I meant what the fuck is a crate of gold doing on this boat?”
Alex had already walked across to the other two crates, and started to lever them open. “I don’t know,” he replied. “But there are three boxes of the stuff.”
“You mean there’s no coke on this ship?”
Alex nodded. They’d searched the three crates. Each one of them was filled with neatly stored bars of gold, each one encased in bubble wrap. There were more boxes in the cargo hold, but they contained tinned and dried food for the voyage, and tools for the engine.
“Only gold,” said Alex. He looked across at the boy. “Why?” he demanded. “What’s this gold doing here?”
“I k-k-know nothing,” the boy stammered. “I just serve f-f-food and c-c-clean.”
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