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10 all those we lost.
And to all those who bravely served so that the rest might live.



“He whom love touches not walks in darkness.”

—PLATO



PROLOGUE

HA1pPHONG CITY, VIETNAM

A cold rain slicked the poorly paved streets. Aging Russian hydrofoils banged
against rotting piers. Crumbling French architecture struggled with leaks. Life in
Vietnam’s third largest city was miserable. Inclement weather only made it
worse. Andre Weber couldn’t wait to leave.

Looking at his host, he commented, “Counting machines are quicker.”

Lieu Van Trang smiled. “But they are far less attractive.”

Weber shook his head. Trang was known for his eccentricities. A coterie of
young women, stripped naked so they couldn’t steal while tallying his money,
was completely on brand. It was also a total waste of time.

Electronic currency counters could have done the job six times faster and
would have eliminated any human error. They also didn’t steal. But Trang liked
to play games. He liked to fuck with people’s heads. He knew his visitors
wouldn’t be able to take their eyes oft the gitls.

As far as Weber was concerned, it was unprofessional. They were here to
conduct business. There was a shit ton of money on the table and that’s where
his team’s focus needed to be. The girls were distracting. Even he was having a
hard time not looking at them. And if it was difficult for him, it had to have been
almost impossible for his men.

This was not how he liked to do things. Weber preferred encrypted
communications and washing money through shell corporations or
cryptocurrencies. Trang, on the other hand, was old-school. So old-school, in



fact, that he refused to conduct any business electronically. Everything was in
cash and everything was face-to-face.

The two couldn’t have been further apart in their approach. Even in their
appearances they were strikingly different. Weber, the Westerner, was tall and fit.
With his short hair and his expensive, tailored suit, he looked like a young banker
or a hedge fund manager. Trang, thirty years his senior, was impossibly thin with
long gray hair, a wispy beard, and translucent, vellumlike skin that revealed a
network of blue veins.

The only thing they shared in common was a lust for money and a talent for
taking care of problems. While Weber didn’t want to be here, he had been paid a
huge sum of money, a sum equal to what Trang’s girls were currently counting
out, for this assignment.

When all was said and done, it would be the highest-value contract killing
ever to hit the market. It had already been deposited in a secret account and
would be payable on confirmation of the subject’s demise.

But like Weber, Trang was just a middleman—a headhunter, skilled in
identifying the right professionals for the right jobs. His fee, payable up front,
was a fraction of what the successful assassin would receive. It was quite fair as he
was taking only a fraction of the risk.

Anyone whose murder commanded that sort of a price had to be very
dangerous and very hard to kill. Trang would have to take extra steps to make
sure none of this blew back on him.

Once the girls had finished counting the money and had confirmed the total,
he dismissed them. Every set of male eyes, including Trang’s, watched them as
they filed out of the room. Several of Weber’s men shifted uncomfortably as they
adjusted erections.

“One thousand dollars each,” said Trang, enjoying the men’s pain. “Best
money you will ever spend. I will even throw in rooms for free.”

The man had just collected a ten-million-dollar fee, yet he wasn’t above
pimping out his girls for a little bit more. He also wasn’t shy about his pricing.
One thousand dollars? No matter how good they were, Weber doubted they were
worth a thousand dollars—not even for all of them at the same time. Trang was

as shameless and as sleazy as they came.



It was time to wrap things up. Weber didn’t want to stay a minute longer
than he had to. Removing the folder, he handed it over.

Slowly, Trang leafed through it, employing the freakishly long nail of his right
index finger to turn the pages.

When he was done, he closed the dossier and asked, “So what can you tell me
about the client?”

“Only that it’s someone you don’t want to fuck with.”

“Apparently somebody tucked with whoever it is or you wouldn’t be here
opening this kind of a contract. What transgression, what sin, could be so
egregious that it would call for a one-hundred-million-dollar bounty on a man’s
head?”

Weber had his suspicions, but as his employment had been shrouded in
secrecy and also handled by a cutout, he couldn’t say for sure. Not that he would
have, even if he had known. He prided himself on discretion. It was a necessary
part of his business and absolutely critical in his line of work. The kind of
clientele who hired men like him didn’t appreciate loose talk. It was the surest
way to a very similar sort of contract.

Weber changed the subject. “How long?” he asked.

The Vietnamese man arched one of his narrow eyebrows. “To complete the
contract? That’s like asking how long is a piece of string. Every professional is
different. Each has a different way of going about their craft.”

“The client wants it done quickly.”

“I have a list of certain professionals in mind. I guarantee you that any one of
them will be eager for the job. With a fee like this, whoever I task won’t drag
their feet.”

“Task all of them,” said Weber.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Task them all. Whoever gets to him first, and kills him, wins.
That’s what the client wants.”

Trang smiled again. “He really did fuck with the wrong people, didn’t he?”

Weber nodded and, standing up from the table, prepared to leave.

“Is there anything else you can tell me?” asked Trang. “Anything that’s not in

the file?”



“Only one thing,” Weber replied, as a torrent of rain slammed against the
windows. “Don’t underestimate Scot Harvath. If you do, it’ll be the last mistake
you ever make.”



CHAPTER 1

Key WEST
FRIDAY, TWO WEEKS LATER

Looking back on it, Scot Harvath probably shouldn’t have punched the guy.
Flipped him on his ass? Sure. Put his wrist into a painful, yet harmless joint lock?
Even better. But uppercut the guy so hard that he knocked him out cold? Not
one of his better decisions.

And therein lay the problem. Lately, Harvath seemed to be out of the good-
decision-making business altogether.

Forget for the moment that the other guy had it coming. A wealthy Wall
Street type, he appeared to take great pleasure in verbally abusing his female
companion. The more the man had to drink, the worse it got. It was
uncomfortable for everyone sitting nearby. What it wasn , though, was any of
Harvath’s business.

People got into relationships for all sorts of reasons. If she was willing to sit
there and get berated by some jackass, that was her problem.

At least it had been until she took off her shawl. The moment she did,
everything changed.

On such a warm evening, in the resort’s open-air lounge, it had seemed odd
to be wearing a wrap. Then Harvath noticed her bruises. She had tried to conceal
them, but to his discerning eye they were unmistakable, running up and down
both arms. Apparently, Wall Street could get rough with more than just his
words.



In Harvath’s book—hell, in any decent human being’s book—men who beat
women were scum. Did this guy need to be taught a lesson? Absolutely. Did
Harvath need to be the one doing the teaching? That was debatable. Karma
would catch up with the guy eventually. It was one of those things from which
you could run, but never hide.

Nevertheless, Harvath felt for the woman. Maybe it was all the cocktails he
had consumed that were talking. Maybe it was the amount of personal trauma
he had unsuccessfully been trying to escape. Either way, the emotional and
physical pain radiating from her was undeniable.

And so, when Wall Street next popped off, Harvath didn’t even think. He
just reacted. Standing up, he walked over to their table. Her problem had just
become bis problem.

“That’s enough,” he said.

“Come again?” the man replied, an angry look on his face as he rose to
confront Harvath.

“You heard me. Leave the lady alone.”

“Mind your own business,” Wall Street snapped, giving him a shove.

That was when Harvath laid him out.

It was a dramatic escalation of the situation and drew a collective gasp from
the other guests. The punch could have killed him. Or, he could have hit his
head on one of the tables as he fell. A million and one things could have gone
wrong. Thankfully, nothing did.

And while Harvath could have made the legal case that Wall Street had made
contact first, it hadn’t come to that. He wasn’t interested in involving police or
pressing charges. That didn’t mean, though, that it was over.

The staft at Little Palm Island Resort liked Harvath. He was a repeat
customer known for his easy smile and engaging sense of humor. But on this
visit, something was off. Something had happened to him; something unsettling.

He was withdrawn and quiet. A dark cloud hovered over him wherever he
went. He rose early to work out, but other than that spent the rest of his time
drinking, heavily.

Had the resort been empty, the management might have been able to ignore
his self-destructive behavior. It wasn’t empty, though. It was at full occupancy



and none of the upscale clientele wanted to spend their luxury vacation
watching a man drink himself to death in the bar.

Harvath didn’t care. He knew his alcohol consumption was dangerous, but
after everything he had been through, all he wanted was to be released—released
from the guilt, the shame, and the pain of what had happened.

The real problem was that there wasn’t enough booze in the world to wash
away what had happened. His wife, Lara, was dead. His mentor, Reed Carlton
—a man who had become like a second father to him—was dead. And one of his
dearest colleagues, Lydia Ryan—who had stepped up to helm his organization
when he wouldn’t, was dead. All of them had been killed in an effort to get to
him and he hadn’t been able to do a single thing to stop the carnage.

With all of his training, with all of his counterterrorism and espionage
experience, he should have been able to protect them. At the very least, he
should have seen the attack coming. But he hadn’t.

Helpless to save them, he had been forced to watch as they were murdered.
Horrific didn’t even begin to describe it. The physical torture he was subjected
to afterward paled in comparison.

Dragged by a foreign intelligence service back to their country for
interrogation and execution, he had managed—through sheer force of will—to
pull himself together long enough to orchestrate his own escape. Then, on
behalf of Lara, Reed, and Lydia he had carried out his own bloody revenge.

It turned out to be a devastatingly empty accomplishment. He felt no better
at the end than he had at the beginning. It gave him no pleasure; no satisfaction.
In fact, it had only hollowed him out further—eating away at him like an acid—
dimming the already sputtering flame of humanity that remained.

Losing the people closest to him—simply because he had been doing his job
—was the absolute worst-case scenario someone in his line of work could ever
expect to face. It was worse than torture or even death—fates he would have
gladly suffered if it meant that Lara, Reed, and Lydia could have all gone on
living.

Instead, he was the one expected to go on living. He would have to “soldier
on,” carrying the pain of their murders as well as the guilt of knowing that the
deaths were his fault.



And so, once he had completed his revenge, he had traveled to Little Palm Island
—a place where he had found solace in the past. This time, though, rejuvenation
lay beyond his grasp. He was simply too broken; too far gone.

The only comfort he could find was when he’d had so much to drink that he
was simply too numb to feel anything. He would get to that point and keep
going until he blacked out. Then he would get up and do it all over again.

If not for his long runs in the sand and punishing swims in the ocean, he
would have begun drinking at sunrise. As it was, he was still hitting the bottle
well before noon. For someone with such a distinguished career; someone who
had given so much in the service of others, it was no way to live.

But Harvath didn’t care about living. Not really. Not anymore. While his
heart continued to pump alcohol-laden blood throughout his body, his ability to
feel anything, for anyone, much less himself, was gone. He had given up.

As such, he wasn’t surprised to learn that he had eventually come to the point
where he had worn out his welcome at Little Palm Island.

Considering his sizable bar tab, the manager had made him a deal. In
exchange for cutting short his stay and departing immediately, a portion of his
bill would be comped. Harvath agreed to cut his losses and move on.

Packing his things, he rode the polished motor launch back to Little Torch
Key, revived his abandoned rental car, and drove until he came to the end of the
road in Key West.

There, in a less touristy part of town known as Bahama Village, he took the
first room he found and paid for two weeks, up front, in cash.

The carpet looked to be at least twenty years old—the paint even older. The
whole place smelled like mold covered up with Febreze. He was a world away
from the high-thread-count sheets and hibiscus-scented air of Little Palm Island.
Like Icarus and his melted wings, the once “golden boy” of the U.S. Intelligence
Community had come crashing down to earth. Cracking a window, he opened
his suitcase.

Having served as an elite U.S. Navy SEAL, it had been drilled into him to
properly maintain and stow his gear. After hanging several items in the closet



and placing the rest into a battered chest of drawers, he carried the wrinkled
Ziploc bag he was using as a shaving kit into the bathroom.

There, he lined the contents on the shelf above the sink and stared at himself
in the mirror. He looked terrible.

Though his five-foot-ten-inch body was still muscular, he had lost weight.
His sandy-brown hair might have been sun-bleached and his skin tanned a deep
brown, but the cheeks of his handsome face were sunken and his once sharp,
glacierlike blue eyes were tired and bloodshot.

If any of his friends could see him, his transformation would have been
shocking. Decay was a powerful force. Once set in motion, it went quickly to
work.

Returning to the bedroom, he walked back over to the suitcase. There was
only one item remaining—a photograph in a silver frame. It was his favorite
picture of Lara. She stood in a sundress, her long dark hair falling across her
shoulders, with a glass of white wine on his dock overlooking the Potomac River
in Virginia.

Lara’s parents were Brazilian and she had grown up speaking both English
and Portuguese. After her first husband had drowned, she said she had been
plagued by a feeling known as saudade.

When he asked her to translate it, she had said there wasn’t really an
equivalent. In essence, it was a longing for someone or something you know you
will never experience again. She had been terrified that Harvath, the first man she
had loved since her husband’s death, was going to cause her to relive those
feelings.

As a police officer, she had understood that the majority of people were sheep
—gentle creatures largely incapable of protecting themselves. To defend them
from the wolves of the world, they needed sheepdogs. As a homicide detective,
she further understood that sheepdogs would never be enough. The world also
needed wolf hunters—brave souls willing to go into the darkness to take down
the wolves before they could attack. That’s what Harvath was—a wolf hunter.
And that’s what had scared her.

While he claimed to want a family more than anything else, he continued
grabbing the most dangerous assignments that came his way. He would leave at a



moment’s notice—sometimes for days, weeks, or even months at a time.

He was working for a private intelligence agency named after his mentor: The
Carlton Group. It had been tasked with providing the CIA room to breathe as it
rebuilt itself into a leaner, better-focused, and more efficient organization along
the lines of its predecessor—the OSS.

To many D.C. insiders, it felt counterintuitive to approach America’s
modern, rapidly evolving threats by looking to the past. But to those
spearheading the renovation, they knew that’s where the answers lay. The
Agency was dying—choking on its own bureaucracy. Like a hot air balloon
falling out of the sky, the only way to fix it was to toss anything and everything
that was unnecessary overboard.

By stripping it down to its bare essentials, they could focus not only on what
needed to be done, but also the best ways to do it. For far too long, brave men
and women at the CIA had been prevented from doing their jobs by risk-averse
middle managers more concerned with their next promotion than with
conducting the nation’s most dangerous business.

But, like any large, government entity gorging itself on ever-increasing
budgets and layers upon layers of self-inflicted rules, regulations, and red tape,
many things at the CIA weren’t going to be easy to change. They were going to
take a lot of work, a lot of patience, and a lot of time—during which the threats
to America were only going to grow deadlier. Enter The Carlton Group.

As the man who had come up with the idea and had created the CIA’s
Counterterrorism Center, Reed Carlton had seen the writing on the wall long
before most. When he finally tired of no one on the seventh floor listening to
him about what was coming, he left and started his own endeavor. He staffed it
with highly accomplished, former intelligence and Special Operations personnel.
Carlton had a scary eye for talent. And, as with everything else in his career, he
had been way ahead of the curve.

During the Agency’s struggle to remake itself, some of its riskiest, most
sensitive work was quietly contracted out to The Carlton Group. Just as they
were picking up speed and more jobs were being funneled their way, they
received dreadful news. Reed Carlton—the heart, soul, and brains of the entire
organization—had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.



Once he had gotten over the initial shock, he had only one request—that
Scot Harvath, his handpicked successor, the man he had poured all of his
wisdom, experience, and know-how into, give up field operations and take over
the running of the business.

In a move that stunned everyone, Harvath had said no. It didn’t matter how
much Carlton threatened or cajoled his protégé, the answer remained the same.
At least it had been until the Old Man, as he was known by those closest to him,
had brought Lara into it.

He knew how much Harvath cared for her and her four-year-old son, Marco.
He knew it was only a matter of time before they settled down and became a
family. He also knew that no matter how often Harvath said that was what he
really wanted most in life, it wasn’t true. Not completely.

Harvath had an addiction. He was addicted to the lifestyle—the constant
scrapes with death and the heroinlike highs that came from the massive
adrenaline dumps they provided. And like any drug addiction, it needed to be
constantly fed and continually took more than the last time to reach the same
high. It also had the same outcome waiting for him at the end. Sooner or later, it
would take his life.

Harvath was no ordinary junkie, though. He was highly intelligent, which
meant he was exceedingly good at coming up with justifications for not getting
out. No one was as experienced, nor as skilled as he was. No one had the human
networks be had. No one was as good at developing assets. No one was willing to
take the risks that he did. No one could adapt as quickly on the ground. And on
and on.

It was all true, but it didn’t mean that others couldn’t be groomed to do the
same—and that was precisely what the Old Man had wanted him to do. Harvath
had stayed in the game far longer than was safe. He put way too much at risk
each time he went into the field. In a word, it was se/fish. The fact that he
depended on a cocktail of performance-enhancing drugs just to remain at peak
performance should have been a bright neon sign blasting the message that his
days were numbered.

The Old Man’s admonishment to think of Lara and Marco had pissed
Harvath off. It was emotional blackmail and a professional low blow. It angered



him most, though, because he knew Carlton was correct. He needed to make a
tough decision. But like any junkie, he would first try to negotiate his way out of
1t.

Despite what the Old Man thought, Harvath honestly believed that he had
several more years left of kicking in doors and shooting bad guys in the head.
The sports medicine group he had found that rehabbed top professional athletes
and Tier One operators had been a godsend. If not for them, he might have been
reluctantly inclined to agree with Carlton that it was time to move from playing
to scouting and coaching.

The docs and exercise physiologists he worked with, though, had upped his
game to levels he hadn’t even thought possible. Through their program, he was
stronger, faster, and had better reaction time than he’d had in his thirties. The
advances they had developed were incredible. So, with all due respect to his
mentor, he had proposed a compromise.

Instead of abandoning operations altogether, he had spent half his time in
the field and half his time at The Carlton Group incubating new talent.

This was not the outcome the Old Man had been gunning for. He needed
somebody steering the ship on a full-time basis. He also knew Harvath—maybe
better than anyone else. He knew that if he gave him an ultimatum, Harvath
would jump ship and freelance for whoever would pay his quote—and with his
skillset, there were plenty of opportunities. He might have been able to get him
blacklisted at the CIA, but the Brits or the Israelis would have scooped him up in
a heartbeat.

Whether Harvath would have agreed to work for a foreign service was an
unknown. In the end, like a son, the Old Man wanted to keep him close. He
wanted to know that the ops that Harvath undertook were as well planned and
professional as possible. If he kept him in-house, he could guarantee that they
would be—something he couldn’t say if he let him put himself on the open
market.

This left Carlton with the problem of who would actually run the
organization. After discussions with the President and the Director of the CIA,
he was given permission to approach the Agency’s Deputy Director, Lydia



Ryan. She had been an exceptional intelligence officer and understood the game
from top to bottom. Lydia was an excellent hire.

The Old Man, despite having Alzheimer’s, was a walking history of the
espionage business. He knew where all the top secret “bodies” were buried.
Lydia and Harvath had taken turns sitting with him, recording every piece of
valuable information he had stored in his brain before it all slipped away.

When his capacities began to fail and he started revealing some of his sensitive
exploits to his housekeeper and friends who would call up or drop by to check
on him, Harvath decided it was time to silo him.

Carlton’s fondest memories had been of spending summers at his
grandparents’ cottage on Lake Winnipesaukee in New Hampshire. It was off-
season and easy for Harvath to find an available home for rent. As the oldest
memories were usually the last to disappear, he thought it would be a
comfortable and familiar place for Carlton.

With the President’s approval, a team of Navy corpsmen—all with top secret
clearance—was detailed to the Old Man. On rotating shifts, there was always
one in the house. Harvath flew up to see him as often as possible.

He had just returned from a particularly harrowing assignment overseas,
during which he had made up his mind about what he wanted. While he
couldn’t promise that he would retire from fieldwork anytime soon, he knew
that he loved Lara and her son and would for the rest of his life.

Following a romantic meal, he had walked her down to the dock and had
proposed. She had lovingly and excitedly accepted.

Knowing that the Old Man was slipping away, Harvath had asked her to
elope with him. He wanted to get married at the cottage, quietly, by his bedside.
Ryan would be their witness.

Lara knew how much Reed Carlton meant to her fiancé. She had come to
love him like a father as well. Including such a special man in such a special
moment was the right thing to do. And so, she had agreed.

To keep it under wraps—until they could do a big church wedding with
Lara’s family, his mom, and all their friends present—they hired a local judge to
conduct the ceremony in private.



Everything had been perfect. The Old Man had even been more engaged and
energetic than they had seen him in long time.

Harvath couldn’t have asked for anything more. The walks around the lake
with Lara, the laughter, the lovemaking; those couple of days—from the secret
wedding until the attack—had been the happiest he had ever known. Then it
had all come crashing down.

After the murders, the torture, his escape, and fighting his way across a frozen
foreign landscape to freedom, much of who he had been was stripped away.

Since the funerals, his colleagues had backed off, showing their respect by
giving him space and letting him grieve.

Nevertheless, he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone had been keeping
tabs on him. He figured it had to have been somebody from the office. They
were more than just coworkers, they were family. And spies, after all, never stop
spying—especially on each other.

They all knew where he had been staying. In fact, a colleague had done him a
favor by shipping a suitcase full of his clothes down to Little Palm Island in
advance of his arrival.

But now that he had decamped for Key West, he’d be harder to find. Harder,
but not impossible.

He still had his phone, which never left the room and which he only turned
on to scroll through photos, old texts, and voice messages from Lara. Lest
anyone catch him while the phone was on, he had it set to “Do Not Disturb,”
disabling the chime and sending any new calls straight to voicemail.

Once his unpacking was complete, he had spent the next several days making
the rounds of local watering holes until he finally settled on one. Not that his
standards were particularly high. They weren’t. All that mattered was that the
air-conditioning was cold, the bar quiet, and the clientele a particular class: hard-
core, professional drinkers who just wanted to be left alone.

The place he ultimately selected was a quintessential dive bar. Dimly lit, with
blacked-out windows, its air was redolent of urinal cakes, spilled beer, and
wasted lives.

Nobody paid him any attention. In fact, no one had given him so much as a
second look. It was the perfect hole in the wall to continue his slow-motion



suicide.

And though he could have continued to drink top-shelf as he had at Little
Palm Island, he instead went for the worst stuff they had. He wanted it to burn
all the way down. He wanted to torture himself. Glancing around, it was pretty
obvious that he hadn’t cornered the market in self-loathing.

Imagining the backstories of the people he was drinking “with” didn’t take
too much creativity. All of them had been drawn to the southernmost point in
the U.S. by something. There were probably more than a few failed marriages,
failed businesses, and outstanding warrants in the room. Anything was possible.
They didn’t call Key West a “sunny place for shady people” for nothing.

The bartender was an attractive woman in her forties. Twenty, even ten years
ago, the top bars on the island would have been cutting each other’s throats to
hire her. She was not only sexy, but she was also adept at slinging drinks. More
importantly, she knew when, and when not, to make conversation.

When it came to Harvath, she could tell that he was not looking to talk. He
was polite, and tipped well, but he kept to himself.

He came in every day with a newspaper he barely read, sat in the same scarred
booth where he ordered the same drink over and over, as he stared toward the
front door. It was as if he was waiting for someone. But whoever that someone
was, they never came.

She felt sorry for him. He was handsome, close to her age, and a man who
obviously needed to be put back together. She had always been drawn to guys
who were screwed up. “Broken Bird Syndrome” a friend had once called it.

He wasn’t like the other customers. He seemed like a “somebody.”
Somebody, who at one point in his life, had prospects; potential. She had a lot of
questions. Where bad he come from? What was he doing bere? How long was be
going to stay? Most of all, she wondered what he was like in bed.

When it came to her advances, though, the man was immune. Whoever had
wounded him had done a bang-up job.

Still, she liked having him around. There was something comforting about

his presence. The strong, silent type—he struck her as a guy who could handle
himself.



Maybe he was an ex-cop, or possibly ex-military. It didn’t matter. All she
knew was that having him in the bar made her feel safe.

Not that a lot of bad things went down in Key West. But, like every other
resort town fueled by alcohol and an “anything goes” attitude, sometimes things
got out of control.

It was at that moment that the door opened. And as it did, no one inside had
any idea how out of control things were about to get.



CHAPTER 2

Harvath was a detail person and had developed a good feel for the bar’s rhythm
as well as for its customer base. So, when the front door opened and two out-of-
place men walked in, his Spidey sense immediately began tingling.

The two gorillas looked like a pair of bikers who had picked up the wrong
bags at the airport. They wore stiff, new boots without a scuff on them. Their
shirts were also new; the sun-blocking, SPF kind that sport fishermen wore and
which could be found all over the island.

Despite the heat outside, they had their sleeves rolled down to their wrists
and buttoned tight—as if they were trying to hide something. Probably tattoos,
he thought.

Neither wore any jewelry, but as they passed his booth, he noticed they each
had pierced ears. And from the white stripes on one of the men’s fingers,
Harvath could tell that he spent a lot of time outside and normally wore several
thick rings.

Beneath the other man’s shirt, he caught a flash of silver chain attached to a
wallet. Somewhere, better hidden, they were each probably carrying a knife, and
maybe even a firearm.

It wasn’t that he begrudged anyone their right to self-defense. He had spent a
career carrying and using weapons. But these weren’t your garden-variety Florida
rednecks down in Key West for a good time. The bearing of these men suggested
something different—something dangerous.

Yet unless they were dumb enough to walk over and put a gun in his face, he
didn’t care who they were or why they were here. In street parlance, he was all



out of fucks to give.

That voice in the back of his head, though, kept asking questions. Why had
the men removed their jewelry? Why were they keeping their arms covered? Why
the new boots? What the hell were they up to?

Trying to ignore his gut, he took another sip of cheap bourbon, opened the
newspaper, and attempted to mind his own business.

His instincts, though, weren’t done raising the alarm.

Throughout the animal kingdom, when Alphas crossed paths, there was
always eye contact. Both of these guys were definitely Alphas and both had
observed him, but neither had made eye contact. The omission was like a white-
hot, phosphorous flare sailing across the animal portion of his brain.

They hadn’t made eye contact because they knew that doing so would trigger
a response. It was the only possible explanation.

He had always been adept at reading people. It was like a sixth sense. The
worse someone’s intent, the better he was at picking up on it. He could sum up a
situation and get off the “X,” as it was known in his line of work, faster than just
about anyone else.

Whatever the men were planning, it wasn’t good. He could feel it in every
fiber of his being.

Seating themselves at the bar, the men each ordered a shot and a beer. Tossing
back their whiskeys, they then clinked mugs, knocked back the beers, and
ordered another round.

It didn’t take long for them to get loud. And as they did, they began to grate
on Harvath’s nerves.

All he wanted was to drink in peace, but they were making it difficult. For
some reason, when their second round arrived, they decided to start giving the
bartender a hard time. He couldn’t believe this was happening all over again.

Adjusting his position in the booth, Harvath angled himself so he could keep
a better eye on the situation.

As she set the drinks down, they tried to touch her. One of the men even
attempted to push money into her jeans. From the other side of the bar, she
swatted the guy’s hand away and gave him a warning.



Harvath wondered why the hell she didn’t just throw them out. This wasn’t a
strip club. But it also—he reminded himself—wasn’t his bar and, therefore,
wasn’t his problem. At least it wasn’t his problem until he got to the end of his
drink and needed a refill.

Holding up his empty glass, he signaled that he was ready for another. To her
credit, she noticed.

Grabbing the bottle of bourbon, she stepped out from behind the bar. But
despite giving the two problem customers a wide berth, she couldn’t avoid a
clash.

As she walked by, one of them leapt up, grabbed her around the waist and
pulled her to him.

He had his thick arm around her so tightly that even if she had wanted to
smash the bottle against his head, she wouldn’t have been able to.

“Get the fuck off of me,” she ordered, but it only seemed to delight the man
and encourage him further. Burying his bearded face against her, he kissed her
neck as his buddy howled his approval.

Harvath watched, still hesitant to get involved. But just like at Little Palm
Island, he knew he was going to have to. It was the way he was wired. He
couldn’t let crap like that go.

Taking the section of newspaper he was reading, he set it on the table, rolled
his empty rocks glass in it, twisted the ends together, and took it in his fist. These
guys had obviously come looking for trouble. Now, they had found it.

He slipped from his booth, a bit unsteady from all the alcohol he had
consumed, but not so bad—he hoped—as to put him at a disadvantage.

Holding his makeshift weapon behind him, he headed toward the bar. He
doubted either of these two were going to listen to reason and he had no
intention of fighting fair. He was inebriated, it was two against one, and both
men were much larger than he was. The element of surprise needed to be heavily
in his favor if he hoped to come out on the winning end of this one.

It took about a microsecond to realize that any chance he’d had of surprising
them was lost. They both not only saw him approaching, but also figured out he
was holding something behind his back.



“Hold up, motherfucker,” the buddy said. “What do you think you’re doing?
And what’s that you’re hiding?”

As was his fashion, Harvath ignored questions he had no intention of
answering. You didn’t answer questions when you were taking charge of a
situation, you gave orders. “Let go of her,” he demanded.

The man holding the bartender sneered at him. “Fuck you,” he replied.
“Mind your own fucking business.”

Harvath nodded at the bottle she was holding and said, “That 7 my
business.”

The men looked at each other for a moment, almost unsure of how to
respond, and then burst into laughter. He wasn’t trying to save the bartender, he
was trying to rescue the booze.

“Sit your ass down,” the buddy ordered. “And whatever you’ve got behind
your back, this is the last time I’'m going to tell you to drop it.”

“Let her go,” Harvath repeated. “Then we can all get back to drinking and
nobody gets hurt.”

“You mean you don’t get hurt.”

Harvath smiled. “It’s up to you. Let her go, I'll get my drink, and like I said,
nobody’ll get hurt.”

“And if we don’t? What are you going to do about it? There’s two of us,
dumbass.”

“I'see that,” said Harvath. “Listen, why don’t—"

“Why don’t we what?” the man interrupted. “Let you buy us a drink? Is that
what you were going to say, pussy?”

The rage that Harvath had been harboring; the rage that he had been trying
to cap, with glass after glass of bourbon, began to bubble up again and was
about to boil over.

If he was honest with himself, he had been spoiling for a real, knock-down,
drag-out fight since Little Palm Island. He wanted to vent all of his anger in one
great purge and it looked like he was about to get his chance.

Smiling, he replied, “I wouldn’t piss on you losers if you were on fire, so
there’s no way I’'m going to offer to buy you drinks. I will, though, offer for us to



take this outside. Let her go and we’ll see if two against one makes a difference.
Or not.”

With that, Harvath set the glass he had wrapped in newspaper on the bar and
smiled at the men.

They looked at him and smiled back. The larger man took one more sip of his
beer as the other let go of the bartender.

Stepping a safe distance away, she announced, “I’m calling the cops.”

“Better call an ambulance first,” the buddy said as he gestured toward the
door.

“Good idea,” Harvath agreed, as he headed toward the exit. “In fact, call

»

two.



CHAPTER 3

Harvath knew better than to fight inside the bar. There were too many things
that could go wrong. There were also too many witnesses—any number of
whom could have whipped out a phone, filmed what was taking place, and
posted it to the internet, or worse—shared it with the police, who would share it
with a jury. No matter how justified Harvath might have been, his fighting style
was brutal. For average people unaccustomed to violence, it was difficult to
watch and would win him little, if any, sympathy in a courtroom. It wouldn’t
matter who had started the fight, all a transfixed jury would be focused on was
how he had ended it. Taking it outside was the smart move.

Outside there weren’t any cameras. Outside he could do whatever he wanted.
Outside he could let his rage off its chain.

Whoever these assholes were, he was going to make them pay for everything
bad that had happened to him.

It didn’t matter that they had nothing to do with any of it. They were
begging for an ass-kicking and ass-kickings happened to be one of his specialties.
Suggesting the bartender call for two ambulances wasn’t hyperbole, it was a
courtesy. He was going to beat the shit out of both of them. The sooner they got
this over with, the better.

The night was thick with humidity as they squared up behind the building.
Harvath did a quick scan for any cameras he may have missed, as well as for any
stray items that might get picked up and used as weapons. Nothing. It was time
to get to work.



Already taunting him with a string of insults, the smaller of the two men had
made a critical error. Puffing out his chest, he had also foolishly raised his chin.
Harvath stepped right in and delivered a devastating throat punch.

The man’s hands reflexively flew to his neck as he stumbled backward,
struggling to breathe.

Harvath spun to face the guy’s partner, but didn’t move fast enough. The
larger man had already shifted to the left and landed a massive punch to the side
of his head that caused him to see stars. He felt his knees buckle as he fell to the
ground.

It was a stupid mistake. Harvath should have seen it coming, but his rage and
his ego had gotten the better of him. He had been overconfident and now he was
in trouble. Big trouble.

In a street fight the ground was the deadliest place to be. His opponent, well
aware that he had the upper hand, took full advantage; kicking him over and
over as hard as he could.

Within the first couple of kicks, the smaller man—having recovered his
ability to breathe—reappeared and put the boot to him as well. It would only be
a matter of time before one of them began kicking him in the head. Once that
happened, the fight would be over. Harvath had to do something. Fast.

He rolled onto his side, and as he did the two men increased the intensity of
the kicking.

Rocking onto his elbow as he absorbed the blows, he used his hand to brace
himself and began to push up and off the ground. As soon as he had his legs
beneath him, all he needed was enough space to get back onto his feet.

As his attackers moved in a circle around him, Harvath spun as well. Using
his free arm to parry the punches and kicks, he searched for an opening. When it
presented itself, he exploded into a standing position, hammering the larger man
in the groin on the way up.

The move took both assailants by surprise. Harvath was back in the fight and
showed no mercy. Slipping away from a poorly aimed punch by the smaller man,
Scot pounded him with a vicious jab-cross-hook combination.

There was the crack of cartilage and a spray of blood as he broke the man’s
nose with the first punch and sent him, unconscious, to the ground with the



hook.

Careful not to make the mistake he had made previously, he kept both of his
hands up to protect his head. He was already moving as the bigger man closed
the distance and slammed him with a series of heavy punches. No matter what
he did to stay outside his reach, his opponent still found a way to land his blows.

The man was an exceptional fighter and Harvath was forced to keep his
hands up to protect his face and head. As he did, he left his body exposed and
took a wave of painful strikes in many of the same areas he had already been
kicked. When the man landed two solid kidney punches, Harvath was sure he'd
be pissing blood for a week.

This fight had been much harder than he had anticipated. He needed to
bring an end to it.

As his opponent stepped forward to deliver another series of punches,
Harvath unleashed a blistering side kick, destroying the man’s left knee. From
there, he moved in and lit the guy up.

It was a flurry of knees, fists, and elbows. Every single blow found its target.
As each strike landed, Harvath’s rage erupted out of him like an uncapped oil
well.

The assault came so fast and from so many different directions that the larger
man couldn’t even defend himself. When he put up his hands and arms to
protect his head, Harvath attacked his body. When he tried to protect his body,
Harvath went after his head and face.

All the while, the man kept his remaining good knee protected, knowing that
if Harvath connected with it, that would be the end of the fight.

Sensing what the man was doing, Harvath feigned dropping his guard.

It presented such a perfect target, that even in his bloody, battered state, the
man couldn’t resist taking one powerful, final swing in the hope of knocking
Harvath out. It was the last mistake he made.

No sooner had he stepped into his punch, than Harvath pivoted off the line
of attack and took out his opponent’s right knee with another side kick.

As the giant fell, Harvath met his face halfway down with an enormous
uppercut, snapping the attacker’s head straight back, knocking him
unconscious. The fight was over.



Or so Harvath had thought.

One of the number-one rules in a street brawl was to always watch for other
assailants. Just because you couldn’t see them, didn’t mean they weren’t out
there—friends of the combatants, eagerly waiting to jump in, or even sadistic
onlookers hoping to land a cheap shot when your guard was down.

Usually, Harvath had good situational awareness. He knew to look for these
kinds of things. This time, though, he had failed to.

Maybe it was the bourbon. Maybe it was the sweat stinging his eyes. Maybe
he had simply lost a step.

Whatever it was, when a figure stepped out of the shadows and pointed a
suppressed pistol at him, he knew he was going to die.



CHAPTER 4

Harvath had no idea who had come to kill him. He had made so many enemies
over his career that it could have been anyone, or any organization, or just a
random asshole.

He had cheated death so often, though, that it was hard to believe it had
finally caught up with him. He only hoped that it would be quick. And, that if
there was a heaven on the other side, that Lara would be waiting for him there.
Straightening up, he turned to fully face his killer.

The man holding the weapon stood about five-foot-ten, so they were
essentially eye-to-eye. He was slim but fit, with brown hair, brown eyes, and pale
skin. His features were nondescript and of indeterminate origin. In a word, he
was utterly forgettable—a quintessential “gray man” if Harvath had ever seen
one.

He radiated an icy calm. His breathing was steady and his weapon didn’t
tremble. Clearly, he was a professional and had done this kind of work before.

There was nothing in his eyes, nothing in his face that signaled a motivation
—no rage, no vengeance, no passion. He didn’t look like someone Harvath had
directly wronged. No, this was a transaction—cold, detached, and impersonal.

While Harvath wanted to know who had sent the man and why, he refrained
from asking. He wasn’t going to give the killer, or more importantly his
employer, the satisfaction.

Besides, there was no need to drag the whole thing out. If this was how his
life was going to end, he planned to exhibit some modicum of stoicism. Might as
well just do it and get it over with.



Stopping just at the edge of the shadows, the killer maintained his distance,
bolstering Harvath’s assessment that he was a professional. He didn’t need to
come any nearer. He had watched Harvath fight and would know that getting
too close could end badly. Better to stay where he was, take the shot, and
disappear back into the darkness before anyone knew what had happened.

What’s more, if he was a pro, he would have done his homework. He would
have known Harvath was too smart and too well trained to have risked sneaking
up on him.

Sending two knuckle-draggers to lure him outside was smart. Theyd
probably been paid to beat him within an inch of his life and take off before the
cops got there. What the hooligans wouldn’t have known, was that once they
had fled, the hitter’s plan was to materialize and finish the job. Smarter still, the
cops wouldn’t have been looking for a lone, mysterious gunman. Based on the
accounts of everyone in the bar, the knuckle-draggers would have been the prime
suspects. The hitter would have walked away clean. Harvath had completely
thrown a wrench in that plan.

No doubt, the two bruisers were expendable. Whether they regained
consciousness and escaped before the police arrived was their problem. The killer
had only one priority at this moment—taking out his target.

In the distance, the klaxons of emergency vehicles could already be heard.
The assassin was running out of time. It was now or never.

As if reading his mind, the man took a deep breath, looked down the slide of
his pistol, and adjusted his sight picture.

Harvath wasn’t afraid to die. He didn’t look away or close his eyes. In fact, he
kept them locked right on his killer.

The assassin began to apply pressure to the trigger and Harvath knew the
moment had arrived. He braced for the worst. And then it came.

There was a muffled pop followed by silence. That was it. He felt no pain. In
fact, he was still very much alive.

How was that possible? Had the assassin missed? Had his weapon
malfunctioned? A fraction of a second later, Harvath had his answer.

Blood began to trickle from a hole in the would-be killer’s forehead. And as
he collapsed to the ground, Harvath realized the man had been shot by someone



else. But by whom?

Suddenly, four men carrying suppressed weapons appeared out of nowhere.
Their faces were obscured by balaclavas and night vision goggles. What the hell
was going on?

“Time to go,” one of them ordered. Harvath instantly recognized the voice.

Before he could reply, two of the men had grabbed him under the arms and
were steering him toward a narrow gangway.

Glancing over his shoulder, he caught a glimpse of the other men swiftly
unfurling a body bag and placing the dead man inside.

When they emerged from the gangway, a dark panel van was idling at the
curb. As they approached it, the door slid open and he climbed in. The two men
with him stood guard outside. It smelled like disinfectant.

Seconds later, the other men arrived with the body bag. Once the corpse was
loaded, everyone piled in, and the van took off. As it did, the occupants began
removing their night vision goggles and balaclavas. One by one, the faces of his
teammates were revealed.

The first one belonged to the man whose voice he had recognized—Mike
Haney. With his square jaw and close-cropped hair, the six-foot-tall Force Recon
Marine looked like he had stepped out of a recruiting ad.

“What the hell just happened?” Harvath asked.

“We saved your life,” Haney replied. “Again.”

The man was right of course. If it hadn’t been for them, Harvath wouldn’t
have made it back to the United States from his last mission alive. But what were
they doing here?

Tyler Staelin, the team’s de facto medic, removed a penlight from his medical
kit, clicked it on, and asked Harvath to follow it with his eyes. Once the five-
foot-ten former Delta Force operative was satisfied with his colleague’s
neurological function, he began running through a checklist of questions to
assess other possible injuries.

Harvath replied to about three of them before growing frustrated. “I’'m fine,”
he said. “Answer my question.”

Staelin cracked a pair of cold packs and handed them to him. “Place these
wherever you need them.”



Harvath slid them under his shirt and, with great discomfort, held them
against his rib cage. “What the hell’s going on?” he repeated. “What are you
doing here?”

Their silence was unsettling. Gallows humor came with the territory and ran
deep with this crew. Normally, he couldn’t get them to shut up. The fact that
nobody was answering could only mean one thing. They had bad news.

It was Chase Palmer, the team’s other ex—Delta Force operative, who finally
spoke up. In addition to looking like a younger version of Harvath, he had also
been personally recruited by the Old Man. “We got a tip from the Norwegian
Intelligence Service,” he stated.

Harvath’s frustration was growing. “What kind of tip?”

“Carl Pedersen was murdered.”



CHAPTER S

It was like being hit by a truck. Carl Pedersen was not only Harvath’s best
intelligence contact in Scandinavia, but he had also been a friend. The Old Man
had introduced them and, despite their age difference, they had become close.
Pedersen’s loss was devastating, especially on the heels of losing his wife and two
dear friends.

“When did it happen?”

“Four days ago,” Chase replied. “Maybe more. His body wasn’t discovered
until today. A neighbor found him. At his country house.”

“How was he killed?”

“From what the Norwegians say, it wasn’t pretty. He had been tied up and
tortured. Then he was shot, once, in the chest. The round went straight through
his heart.”

Not one prone to showing his cards—particularly his emotional ones—
Harvath blanched. That was a shitty way to go, especially for someone like
Pedersen.

He had been a good man. Old-school. Willing to bend and even break a few
rules here and there if it meant saving lives. He had been a spy’s spy. There
weren’t a lot like him at the Norwegian Intelligence Service. Sharing a border
with Russia—and all the malign activity therein—Norway had been lucky to
have him. He wouldn’t be easy to replace.

It sounded like a professional job. What didn’t make sense, though, was why
the Norwegians had notified them. “What prompted the call?” he asked. “Why
reach out to us?”



Reluctant to let the other shoe drop, Chase didn’t respond. He knew what a
blow it was going to be.

Piloting the van toward Naval Air Station Key West, Sloane Ashby was the
team’s lone female operative and also another one of its youngest. Ex-Army, she
had been recruited by the Old Man as well. She was not only attractive, but she
could also be quite funny. Now, though, wasn’t a time for jokes. It was time to
tear the Band-Aid off and give it to Harvath straight.

“The working theory at NIS is that Pedersen was tortured in order to get
access to his phone and laptop.”

Harvath caught her eyes in the rearview mirror. “Why? What for?”

“According to their computer forensics people, the killer was building a
dossier.”

“On what?”

“Not on what. On who.”

As a pair of police cars went racing past them, it all came crashing down on
him. “Me?”

Haney put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “That’s why the Norwegians
reached out. They wanted to warn you. The killer accessed Pedersen’s phone, his
laptop, and the secure NIS database. Every recent search appears to be related to
you.”

Harvath didn’t want to believe what he was hearing. Not because of him. Not
another murder.

It was like having the truck that had just hit you, back up, and do it all over
again. He needed another drink—a big one. Probably more than one.

Turning his gaze to the body bag, he managed, “So that’s the guy.”

“We think so, but there’s not much to go on. The killer didn’t leave any
evidence at the scene in Norway.”

1t had to be bim, Harvath thought. He didn’t believe in coincidences.

“How did you know he was going to be here, tonight, on Key West?”

“We didn’t,” said Haney.

“Then how did you find me?”

“When you didn’t pick up your phone, we were worried it might already be

too late.”



“I’ve had it turned off. It’s in a drawer back in—”

“Back in your room,” Haney said, interrupting him. “Yeah, we know. We
found it. That’s the first place we hit when we got here.”

Harvath knew that the phone didn’t need to be turned on for it to be
tracked.

“In order to get word to you,” Haney continued, “we asked Key West PD to
go by and do a wellness check. They did, but your room was empty. Eventually,
they tracked down the property manager, who said he'd seen you earlier and
everything appeared fine. The cops left a note in your room, as well as with the
property manager to call Uncle Paul.”

Call Uncle Paul was a distress code. Had Harvath received that message, he
would have known that he was in danger and should make contact as quickly as
possible.

“How did you figure out to come by the bar?” he asked. “I've never brought
my phone there and I always pay cash.”

Haney withdrew the receipt upon which the bartender had written her name
and cell number and handed it to Harvath. “Her phone wasn’t turned on
either.”

“Probably because she was tending bar,” said Harvath.

“We didn’t know what to think. Because it was off, we couldn’t call, but we
could track it. Once we got a lock, we headed straight over.”

Harvath had thought about throwing the woman’s number away, but in the
end had hung on to it. He wasn’t planning on sleeping with her. At least he
hadn’t thought he was. But in all of his despair and loneliness, there was part of
him that craved the touch of another human being.

That phone number had saved his life. And even though The Carlton Group
had its own private jet, they must have moved heaven and earth to get to him as
fast as they had. A few seconds later and he would have been dead. At the very
least, he owed his teammates a thank-you.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome,” Haney replied. “No more funerals.”

Harvath nodded. It was a noble ambition, but he didn’t know how realistic it
was. Death was an occupational hazard in their line of work. It came with the



territory.

The goal, of course, was to make sure the bad guys were the ones doing the
dying. But, as evidenced by Lara, the Old Man, Lydia, and now Carl Pedersen,
that wasn’t always possible.

Gesturing toward the body bag again, Harvath stated, “This has got to be the
same guy. There must be something that ties him to Carl.”

Haney agreed. “This is priority one for the Norwegians. Who knows what
evidence they’ve developed since we last heard from them. We’ll take prints, a
retinal scan, and photos for facial recognition on the flight home.”

Home. The term didn’t resonate with him the way it once had. Home used to
be a place he longed to return to after dangerous assignments abroad. It was
what he had been building with Lara and Marco—a life, a family—something
worth living for and coming back to. Now, he had nothing.

As he teetered on the edge of an all-consuming darkness that threatened to
swallow him whole, he needed to face his demons—in his time, in his own way.
If he survived, great. If not, then so be it. It wasn’t time for his self-imposed exile
to end.

“Drop me off at the next corner,” he ordered.

Sloane caught his eyes in the rearview mirror and then flicked her gaze to
Haney.

“Scot,” said Haney. “It’s not safe for you to stay here.”

“I'don’t plan on staying. But I'm a big boy and can handle myself. Maybe Ill
follow in Hemingway’s footsteps. Head down to Cuba. Do some fishing.” And
a hell of a lot more drinking.

“That’d be a bad idea,” Staelin interjected.

“Why’s that?”

“Besides Cuba being a communist dictatorship and you being one of the
most anticommunist people I've ever known?”

“Yeah, besides that.”

Staelin glanced at Haney as if seeking permission to answer the question. But
before he could, Chase jumped back in. “There may be more than one assassin
out there looking for you.”

Harvath turned to him. “What are you talking about?”



“We have a piece of information that the Norwegians don’t.”



CHAPTER 6

NORWEGIAN INTELLIGENCE SERVICE
OsLO, NORWAY

Selvi Kolstad was tall, very good-looking, and had made a lot of bad choices. She
was lucky to have been allowed back.

Standing up, she stretched her long legs. It felt good to get the blood flowing.
She was exhausted and her mind worked better with movement.

Outside, beyond the thick forest of pine and the clear, cold lake, she could
feel the thrum of the city. It was always worse late at night. The pull of the
different neighborhoods. Places like Griinerlokka, where she used to go for
MDMA, or Brugata for cocaine, as well as Hausmanns gate for heroin, and
Grenland for meth.

She could feel them all calling out to her as sure as she could feel her lungs
inflating as she breathed, and the beating of her heart in her chest. It was a
struggle. Day by day. Hour by hour.

The treatment counselors had told her that if she didn’t give in—if she
remained strong—that over time the powerful longing would fade. Fade, but
never completely disappear.

The closest thing she had found to the euphoria of illicit drugs was intense,
lung-searing, muscle-burning exercise. The flood of endorphins released into her
system transported her, albeit all too temporarily, to another plane of existence.
The only thing better was a mind-blowing orgasm. But for those, she needed a
partner—and ever since her divorce, which had sent her spiraling, she couldn’



be bothered to put in the effort. Intimacy wasn’t very high on her checklist
anymore. Walking over to the window, she studied her reflection in the glass.

When her blond hair was pulled up in a high ponytail you could see the
beginning of a tattoo. It was a line from Sartre in delicate, thin blue script that
ran from the base of her neck down to the midpoint of her spine. 1/ est impossible
d apprecier la lumiere sans connaitre les ténebres. It is impossible to appreciate the
light without knowing the darkness.

Above her right hip was a scar from a bullet that had gone straight through.
A couple of millimeters lower and it would have shattered her hip, sabotaging
the mission she had been on at the time. While she had bled profusely, she had
managed to accomplish her assignment. The scar in front and in back were
reminders—both of the dangers she faced in her job and that she should never
take anything for granted.

Her striking appearance was rounded out by large blue eyes, full lips, and
impossibly high cheekbones. For all of the damage she had done to herself, she
hadn’t lost her looks. In fact, some were saying that she looked better now than
before her leave of absence from NIS.

It was amazing, she supposed, what being high as fuck and losing your
appetite could do for your appearance. There was only one obvious place the
drugs had taken their toll—her teeth. Carl Pedersen, though, had fixed them. Or
more appropriately, he had paid to get them fixed. A private dentist in Bergen—
someplace far away from anyone she may have known or bumped into from
Oslo. That was also where he had gotten her into a private drug treatment
program. Quite simply, he had rescued her.

When everyone else had given up on her, when she was at her absolute lowest,
rock-bottom moment, and most needed saving, that’s when he had appeared.

Gathering her up, he had taken her away to some safe house—halfway
between Oslo and Bergen—a place she doubted even the NIS knew about.

It was a gorgeous ski lodge in the town of Geilo and obviously belonged to
someone with a lot of money. Who, though, he never said.

That was just like him. Carl Pedersen knew people everywhere. Not just in
Norway, but around the world. He was either the best friend or the worst enemy
a person could ever have. She couldn’t believe he was gone.



The pain caused by his death felt like someone had shoved a glowing fireplace
poker through her chest. He had not only saved her, but he had also helped her
sober up and had gotten her reinstated. If not for him, she didn’t know where
she’d be right now.

Scratch that. She knew where she’d be—if she would have still been alive—
and it wouldn’t have been pretty. She owed him everything, including her life.
He had been her second chance.

And unlike other men she had known, he had never asked for or had
expected anything in return—only that she do her absolute best. That was why
he had brought her into NIS in the first place. He had seen the potential in her.
And she had delivered on that potential. Big-time.

Selvi worked harder than anyone at NIS. She understood the threats Norway
was facing. The real threats.

While governments and their pet political initiatives came and went, she saw
the bigger picture. Because Norway was so wealthy, it could afford to be both
high-minded and kind. Those were noble attributes, but only if the nation was
prepared to be narrow-minded and tough when it had to be.

For instance, calling out China for their human rights violations and
awarding the Nobel Prize to a dissident critical of Beijing was all well and good,
as long as you were ready to punch back twice as hard once Chinese hacking of
Norwegian banks, businesses, hospitals, and critical infrastructure went into
overdrive.

That was one of the most important things Carl Pedersen had taught her. As
the Soviet Union had begun to dissolve, Norwegian politicians had cheered.
While it was indeed worth cheering, Pedersen urged the powers-that-be in Oslo
to consider what was coming next.

Stripped of its global superpower status, Russia was going to become even
more dangerous. Its belligerence would increase and Norway, as a member of
NATO, and as an immediate neighbor, would be a target.

Everything Pedersen had predicted had come true. Cross-border incursions,
increased espionage, political and cultural influence operations, interference
with Norwegian military exercises, indiscriminate and nonattributable sabotage
operations—all of it. His warning had been chillingly prophetic.



But, where Norway hadn’t taken Pedersen as seriously as it probably should
have, Selvi had. Having grown up in a military family, she had long been exposed
to dinner table conversations about Norway not taking its freedom for granted.
As a young girl, talk about Norwegians remaining “ever vigilant” was all around
her. Nevertheless, the moment the chance to spread her wings and leave Norway
had arrived, she had taken it.

What started as a semester abroad in Paris, led to a summer job as an au pair,
which led to being scouted by the owner of a modeling agency who lived in the
building. She didn’t go back to school, or to Norway, for the next two years.

The money had been fantastic. The travel and the places she saw were even
better. But it was during this time that her penchant for choosing bad men and
making other, even worse decisions began to show itself.

At first, the attention was intoxicating. Handsome photographers, ad execs,
and fellow models. She got invited to the hottest clubs and was introduced to
even more men, as well as even more opportunities to get herself into trouble.
Her mistake of choice—cocaine.

All of the models were doing it. It gave you lots of energy, helped you stay
super thin, and was always available. She was having too much fun to notice how
tightly the addiction was taking hold.

In the end, her father had flown to Paris and rescued her. Bringing her home,
he had gotten her cleaned up and had given her an ultimatum—go back to
school or join the military.

School had seemed like the easiest choice, but she chose the military instead.
No one could believe it. Solv the fashion model in the Norwegian Army? It had
shocked everyone—especially the friends who had jokingly egged her on in that
direction.

She had felt guilty about how she had let her family down and, most
importantly, her father. She had been embarrassed that he had to come and
bring her back home. He had been disappointed in her. She had seen it every
time he had looked at her. The shame had been impossible to bear. She wanted
him to be proud of her. She still did. The military would make him proud. It

would also provide her a means to be proud of herself.



In all honesty, it had been one of the best things to ever happen to her. She
had needed the military’s structure and its discipline. Had she returned to
university in Oslo, she was convinced that she would have only been dragged
back into the suffocating world of drugs.

Instead, she had gone through basic training and then set her sights on a new
unit she had heard the army was toying with codenamed Tundra. It was
rumored to be an all-female Special Forces pilot program. Very little was known
about it and because it was so highly classified, very little was being said.

She had applied and had been rejected three times. Each time they had given
her a different excuse. 700 tall Too skinny Too weak.

While there was nothing she could do about her height, she could improve
her body and overall physical fitness, which was exactly what she did.

She lengthened her runs, added in sprints and cross-training, began lifting
heavier weights, and completely changed her diet.

When she applied a fourth time and they tried to reject her, she was pissed.
And she gave it to the panel with both barrels—telling them to start thinking up
new excuses now because she was going to apply again and again. She wasn’t a
quitter. It was precisely what they wanted to hear. She was given a slot to try out
for what would be known as Jeger Troop—the Norwegian word for huntress.

The ten-month program was grueling, but she relished it. The more they
threw at her, the better she did. No matter how hard they tried to break her,
they couldn’t.

From the eighty-eight female soldiers initially invited, only twenty were able
to complete the training, and from there just thirteen went on to form the first
unit.

Selvi was proud of herself. And just as important, so was her father. She had
been made for Jeger Troop. Or so it had seemed.

Despite being deployed multiple times, she had never fired her weapon. None
of their operations had gone kinetic. It seemed that Jeger Troop spent the
majority of its time either conducting surveillance or interacting with Muslim
women in Afghanistan—hoping to develop actionable intelligence.

Shit assignments came with the territory—even for Special Operations forces.

Selvi, though, had been led to believe that they'd be undertaking the kinds of



missions similar to the male commandos’. The fact that Jeger had been regulated
to “safer,” second-tier operations didn’t sit well with her. That wasn’t what she
had signed up for. And so, she had started looking around for other
opportunities.

It didn’t take long for her to come to Carl Pedersen’s attention. The moment
he met her he knew she'd be perfect for NIS. There was something about her—a
street smarts, a savvy that couldn’t be taught. She was intelligent and quick-
witted; perfect for the espionage business. She was also a very striking woman,
which would discount her as a threat. Lots of men were going to drop their
guard the moment they saw her. In Pedersen’s opinion, she was being wasted in
the military.

Nevertheless, poaching her from Jeger was going to ruffle a lot of feathers.
They had spent a boatload of time and money training her. It took some serious
string-pulling to get her transferred, but string-pulling was something Pedersen
was quite skilled at.

She was an exceptional student. Privately, he liked to joke that she had the
“Three Bs.” Beauty, brains, and huge brass balls.

From the moment she had shown up at NIS, she had been eager to prove
herself. She was a risk-taker, but not a foolish risk-taker. Pedersen was confident
that as long as he could help her channel her passion, she’d be one of the best
intelligence operatives Norway had ever seen—maybe even better than him.
And, he had been right.

No matter what kinds of assignments he sent her on—no matter how
complicated, or how dangerous—she always found a way to succeed. Yes, she got
knocked on her ass. She also got battered, bloodied, and bruised. On a handful
of occasions, she had even come close to losing her life. But that was what the
job required and she had thrown herself into it with everything she had until a
devastating, personal loss had sent her tumbling back into the realm of drugs.

Of the many mistakes she had made while living abroad, the biggest involved
a night of heavy partying where she ended up in a rough part of Milan with a
horrible man who had slipped something into her drink. By the time she realized
what was going on, it was too late. Though she tried to push him off of her, she

was unable.



Although that night would fade into the background of her life, it would
never disappear—not completely. Years later, it would come roaring back.

Happy and challenged with her job at NIS, there was only one area where she
felt unfulfilled, empty. Most men, if not intimidated by her looks, were
intimidated by the demands of her career—of which she could discuss very little.

That had all changed, though, when friends had introduced her to Gunnar, a
good-looking Norwegian tech exec. Everything about him had been perfect,
especially how she had felt when they were together. He had laughed at her
jokes, had never been jealous or insecure about her frequent trips abroad, and
had always complimented her. They had made a remarkable couple and it had
only made sense that they would get married. Both of them had been certain
that they were ready.

They’'d had a beautiful ceremony at Oslo Cathedral, followed by an
extravagant reception on the roof of the Norwegian National Opera and Ballet,
and then had honeymooned in Portugal.

After a year, Gunnar had begun talking about having children. Selvi had
known that it would impact her career. But he had wanted children more than
anything and she had wanted to make him happy. So, she had given in.

But no matter how hard they tried, she couldn’t get pregnant. Eventually,
they had gone to see a specialist.

The news hadn’t been good. Because of a prior medical procedure, Selvi was
incapable of conceiving. They had both been devastated, but for Gunnar, it had
been the absolute end of the world.

Things had only gotten worse when, in a moment of candor after a bottle of
wine, Selvi had confided in him about the night she was raped and confessed to
the abortion she had sought once she had learned she was pregnant. The
operation had brought about a terrible infection, which, only now, did she
realize had rendered her infertile.

But instead of being her rock, instead of being the best friend she thought she
would always have to lean on, Gunnar had left her.

She had come home from work and he was gone—along with the dog they
had bought together. A week later, he served her with divorce papers. Her spiral
back into drugs didn’t take long from there.



When Carl Pedersen found her, pulled her out, and forced her to get clean,
she made herself two promises. One, she would never, ever touch drugs again.
And two, she would never, ever fall in love again.

Turning away from the window, she began to pace, her thoughts returning to
Pedersen’s murder. There were many avenues of investigation she could take.
While there had been no physical evidence discovered at Pedersen’s home, that
didn’t mean they wouldn’t turn up something, eventually.

The problem was that the first forty-eight hours after a murder was the most
crucial for finding clues and tracking down the killer. After that, the odds turned
against investigators—dramatically so. People’s recollections of what they saw or
heard began to fade. Physical evidence started to degrade. Short of a confession
or DNA showing up in a database, the crime wasn’t very likely to be solved.

Because Pedersen’s corpse had been in the house for days before being
discovered, the killer already had a significant head start. Worse than that, the
killer appeared to be a professional, someone who had targeted Pedersen because
of his position as an intelligence officer. Whoever the assassin was, he probably
wasn’t the type to offer up a confession or to allow his DNA to be uncovered.

With Kripos—Norway’s National Criminal Investigation Service—leading
the murder investigation, there were plenty of experienced hands ready to run
down even the smallest of leads. That left Selvi and NIS the freedom to get
creative.

She already had their best teams combing CCTV footage from bus stations,
railway stations, border crossings, and ports of entry. Anyone suspicious was run
through facial recognition and compared against their databases, as well as all
Interpol red notices from the last decade.

The killer hadn’t always been a pro. At some point, somewhere, he must have
made a mistake. As far as she was concerned, no stone was too small to overturn.
She was going to find that mistake.

But to find it, she was going to have to come at the case from a much
different, much more personal angle.

Walking over to her desk, she glanced at the enormous etching hung on the
wall behind it. It depicted Huginn and Muninn—=thought and mind—the two
mythological ravens said to bring the Norse god Odin his information.



She sat down, logged onto her computer, and thought for a moment. Then,
she tapped out an email. Reading it back, she shook her head, deleted it, and
tried again.

Ten minutes and three drafts later, she finally had something that struck the
right tone.

It was a big ask—on a lot of levels. It was also embarrassing. She had to do it,
though. Carl Pedersen would have done it for her.

Looking at the time, she debated whether she should head home or just crash
on the couch in her office. It was late and she was wrung out—both emotionally
and physically. The pull from Oslo’s seedier neighborhoods as she drove back to
her apartment would be strong. Probably too strong to resist. She convinced
herself it would be better to stay.

In the morning, she’d go for a run around the lake and then shower in the
NIS locker room. There was a spare change of clothes in her office closet. By all
appearances, she looked like a hard worker—and she was. Get far enough under
the surface, though, and you saw that working—sometimes even spending
nights at the office—was how she walled off her demons.

But there was no reason for anyone to suspect what she was wrestling with.
Carl Pedersen had seen to that. He kept her drug use secret and had made sure
that when she returned to work that she aced her physical and no residual traces
of illicit substances were detected in her system.

That was the kind of friend he was. He had not only helped her weather her
own particular storm, but he had lashed himself and his career to her. Sink or
swim, they were in it together. He believed in her that much.

Ever the espionage chieftain, he had prepared a cover story for her. As far as
anyone at NIS was concerned, her leave of absence had been due to the
dissolution of her marriage. Dropping hints in the right hotbeds of office gossip,
many coworkers suspected that she had gone through a period of depression. It
explained everything without rendering her disqualified for her position.
Human beings were logical creatures. Give them a simple, plausible explanation
for an issue and, absent any contradictory evidence, they’d accept it.

And despite her fear, everything had worked out—just as Pedersen had said it
would. There was only one wild card: the person who had suspected her drug



use and had reported it to Pedersen.

They hadn’t spoken. They hadn’t even seen each other since she had returned
to NIS. But that was the person she needed a favor from now. It was why she had
agonized over the wording of her email. She was only going to get one shot, if at
all.

The CIA’s Oslo station chief was as buttoned-up and professional as they
came. There'd be a lot of questions. There’d also be some painful recriminations.
They had been friends. Good friends. But a lot of murky, not-so-nice water had
flowed under the bridge since.

Making up her couch, she turned out the lights and lay down. She tried not
to think of Pedersen, but as soon as she closed her eyes, her mind was filled with
him. The thin gray mustache, the chain-smoking, the turtlenecks and perfectly
creased trousers. She remembered his smile, and his warmth, and his patience.

At the corners of her eyes, she could feel tears beginning to come. She fought
them back. Not now, she commanded herself. Giving into grief only created a
dangerous on-ramp. It was what had propelled her into the world of drugs when
Gunnar had left her. She couldn’t risk that again. She needed to sleep. She
needed to be sharp for tomorrow. Because it was going to be ugly.

Whether the CIA liked it or not, they were going to give Scot Harvath to her.



CHAPTER 7

JOINT BASE ANDREWS
PRINCE GEORGE’S COUNTY, MARYLAND

The Carlton Group’s G650ER touched down and taxied to a revetment area
on the far side of the airfield. There, a Black Hawk helicopter—rotors hot—sat
waiting to take the private jet’s passengers on the next leg of their journey.

Testifying to how fast the team had moved to get down to Key West, the
aircraft hadn’t been catered. The only food in the galley were shelf-stable items
like granola bars, bags of chips, and beef jerky. That didn’t matter to Harvath.
He hadn’t been interested in eating. Only drinking.

There was plenty of bottled water and energy drinks in the fridge. The bar
area, though, had looked like a grocery store an hour before a hurricane was
scheduled to hit. Every shelf was bare, all the booze having been consumed on
the flight home from their last assignment. “Work hard. Celebrate harder,” was
one of the group’s many maxims. Harvath, therefore, prided himself on always
having a Plan B.

Tucked away in the crew closet was the plane’s “bribe box,” a locked, hard-
sided Pelican case that contained luxury items the team might need overseas in
order to secure cooperation from foreign customs, passport control, military, or
police officials. Inside were envelopes of cash, sleeves of gold coins, cartons of
cigarettes, boxes of high-end cigars, and bottles of exceptional booze.



Opening it up, he had withdrawn a bottle of Jack Daniel’s Sinatra Select
Tennessee Whiskey, discarded the gift box, and headed back to his seat, pausing
only long enough at the bar to grab a glass, a few cubes of ice, and a bottle of
water. His plan was to continue keeping reality at bay for as long as possible.
After all, he hadn’t asked to be scooped up and he’d be damned if he was going
to stop drinking. They could force a rescue on him. They couldn’t force
sobriety.

Positioning himself in the very back of the plane, he made it clear he wasn’t
interested in interacting with anyone. He simply wanted to be by himself.
There’d be plenty of time for talking once they got to wherever it was they were
going.

If they had been headed to The Carlton Group, they would have landed at
Dulles International. If the White House, Harvath’s house, or some other D.C.-
area location had been their final destination, the closest airport would have
been Reagan. You chose Andrews Air Force Base for secrecy or security.
Considering that they were carrying a dead body, he supposed both probably
applied.

He had no idea how they were going to move the body bag, out in the open,
and honestly, he didn’t care. This was not his op and, therefore, not his problem.

Stopping by the bar on his way off the plane, he dumped his drink into a
plastic roadie cup and followed the team down the air stairs. Sloane, who had
always had a soft spot for Harvath, walked with him toward the helo.

When she had been brought on board, the Old Man had made it clear to
Harvath that he didn’t want him dating her. It hadn’t been necessary. She was
good-looking, yes, but he was a good twenty years older. That wasn’t his thing.

Not that the bedroom concerned him. It was finding common interests
outside of it that would have been the problem.

Some men might have been able to make it work, but he wasn’t one of them.
The age gap was just too wide.

It was all for the best anyway. She was a hell of an operator and he had
nothing but respect for her. What’s more, he understood her.

To a certain degree, she was the female version of him—especially in the
“using humor to diffuse dark situations” department.



She was complicated and had a chip on her shoulder. He'd been the same way
—young and in a hurry. Confident, yet with something to prove.

He trusted Sloane, as he did all his teammates, with his life. But his trust went
even further than that. He also trusted her with the keys to his house.

When he had disappeared overseas to avenge the deaths of Lara, Lydia, and
the Old Man, she was the one who had buttoned up his place, pulled together a
suitcase of clothes, and had it waiting for him down at Little Palm Island by the
time he arrived back stateside. She had also included the framed photo of Lara
that sat next to his bed. She was a good person and knew him so well.

Hooking her arm through his, she walked with him to the Black Hawk, held
his cup as he climbed aboard, and then handed it up to him.

“You’re not coming with?” he shouted, as she smiled from the tarmac.

Nodding toward the jet she replied, “I'll catch up. Got a little deadweight to
take care of first.”

He understood. This was her operation and that made the dead body her
problem.

Placing his drink between his legs, he strapped in and put on a headset as one
of the crew members slid the door shut. The craft then began to vibrate as the
pilot applied power to the twin GE turboshaft engines. Seconds later, they were
airborne. There was no feeling in the world like it.

No matter how many times Harvath had experienced it, and he had
experienced it a lot, lifting off in a helicopter was always an incredible sensation.

The Black Hawk banked northwest toward the Anacostia River. Soon, he
could make out the lights of Nationals Park. Off in the distance, on their left,
was the Tidal Basin and the Thomas Jefferson Memorial.

As they flew over the National Mall, depending on which window he peered
through, he could see the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial
beyond, as well as the Capitol on the other side of the helo.

D.C. was beautiful at night, particularly from the air. He had no idea where
they were going.

After passing the White House, they continued northwest, flying over the
Adams Morgan neighborhood and then the towns of Chevy Chase and



Bethesda. Rockville and Gaithersburg slipped beneath the dark belly of the
Black Hawk next.

Once they passed Frederick, Maryland, he had a pretty good idea of where
they were headed. Years ago, as a Secret Service agent attached to the Presidential
Protective Detail, he had made this trip many times. He knew the terrain below
them like he knew the scars on his kitchen table. If the helicopter went down
right now, he could lead everyone to safety, as well as to a handful of supply
caches and covert redoubts.

Closing his eyes, he took a sip of his drink and listened to the chatter over his
headset. It was all so familiar—the radio communications, the pounding of the
rotor blades as they sliced through the pine-scented air, the bounce of the
airframe as it was buffeted by updrafts from the mountainous forest several
hundred feet beneath them.

Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was the nostalgia, but he couldn’t help
but be taken by what a gorgeous night it was to be in the air. He was sorry they
weren’t flying with the doors open.

When the pilot gave the two-minute warning, he opened his eyes and looked
at his watch. Twenty-eight minutes since they had passed the White House. Just
as he remembered.

After checking his seatbelt restraints, he peered out the window and drained
what was left in his cup. They were about to land on hallowed ground. It would
have been disrespectful to hop out of the helo with a drink in his hand.

When the big bird came in, it came in hard and fast. It quickly flared and
then touched down on the concrete helicopter landing zone. The rotor wash
blew dust and small clumps of dirt in all directions.

Harvath glanced at his watch again. From the White House to Camp David,
it had taken exactly thirty minutes. When everything had been absolutely turned
upside down in his world, it was nice to return to something from his past that
was still the same.

Sliding open the heavy door on the right side, one of the crew members
hopped out and made sure all the passengers kept their heads low as they headed
toward a line of waiting golf carts.



Piloting them was a team of young Marines. Harvath headed toward the
nearest one.

The name on the driver’s perfectly pressed uniform was Garcia. He
introduced himself to the Lance Corporal and she checked her list of berthing
assignments.

Known officially as Naval Support Facility Thurmont, the two-hundred-acre
Camp David retreat was established in 1942 under the FDR administration.
Prior to the outbreak of World War II, the President’s favorite retreat had been
the presidential yacht, the USS Potomac, also known as the “Floating White
House.” But concerns over attacks, be they by air or by German U-boats, made
it necessary to locate a safer getaway for the President.

The National Park Service had been charged with finding the right location.
In addition to being extremely private, it also had to be at a high-enough
elevation to remain cool in summer, so as not to exacerbate FDR’s asthma and
allergies.

Despite the two-and-a-half-hour drive from the White House, Roosevelt had
fallen in love with the site, calling it his “Shangri-La.” The name stuck—at least
until Dwight Eisenhower was elected President. He found the name a little too
fancy and changed it to “David” after his father and grandson. It had been
known as Camp David ever since.

Scattered amongst the twenty-plus rough-hewn oak cabins painted moss
green were a massive aircraft hangar, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, a
three-tee, one-hole golf course, tennis and basketball courts, a horseshoe pit, an
archery range, a field house, a bowling alley, a movie theater, a bar and grill, a gift
shop, a fitness center, a chapel, a fire department, a health clinic, a shooting
range, a mess hall, and an underground bomb shelter, as well as barracks and
support structures for the sailors, Marines, and other military personnel who
staffed and secured the facility.

“You’re going to be in Hawthorn, sir.”

Harvath knew it well. Considering that his previous visits to Camp David
had been as a Secret Service agent guarding the President and as such had
required him to sleep in the barracks, it was an honor to return as a guest and be
staying in one of the cabins. Hawthorn in particular.



Hawthorn was next to Holly, the cabin where Winston Churchill had stayed
in 1943. He had been the first foreign dignitary to visit Camp David, then
Shangri-La. Legend had it that he and FDR had planned the D-Day invasion
right on the Holly cabin’s porch.

Harvath was fascinated with Camp David’s history. Arguably, one of the
most famous things to have happened there were the Camp David Accords—
brokered by President Jimmy Carter and the heads of Israel and Egypt. But there
were so many other, lesser known stories that he found intriguing—particularly
from the days of the Soviet Union.

When Nikita Khrushchev visited in 1959, he shared President Eisenhower’s
cabin with him. It turned out that, like Eisenhower, he was a big fan of
American Westerns. The pair got better acquainted over movies such as High
Noon, Gunfight at the O.K. Corral, and The Big Country.

In 1973, President Nixon presented Leonid Brezhnev with a dark blue
Lincoln Continental—donated by the Ford Motor Company. The Soviet leader
was so excited, he had Nixon hop in, and they sped off—without their
protective details.

Barreling down one of the perimeter roads at over fifty miles an hour, Nixon
tried to warn his guest of a dangerous curve up ahead. Brezhnev either didn’t
hear him or didn’t understand. He kept accelerating. Only as they entered the
curve did he realize his mistake. Slamming on the brakes, he managed to steer
through it, but just barely. Once safely out of the turn, Nixon paid him a wry
compliment on his “excellent” driving skills.

Camp David was also the secure location Vice President Cheney was
evacuated to on 9/11. Three days later, President Bush arrived with several
cabinet members, advisers, and generals. The mood, as one would imagine, was
said to have been quite dark. The next night, before dinner in the Laurel cabin,
Attorney General John Ashcroft joined National Security Advisor Condoleezza
Rice at the piano where they sang hymns.

Despite that mournful period, the camp’s overall history was quite positive
and uplifting. It was the one place the President and other influential world
leaders could truly relax—even if just a little—and deal with the weighty issues

of the day.



One of Harvath’s favorite quotes about the retreat came from a book about
President Ronald Reagan, who, after having left office, said, “The days I liked
best were those Fridays when I could break away a little early, three or three
thirty, and take off for Camp David.” Those were some of Harvath’s favorite
days at the White House as well.

As they drove from the helipad, they passed the Aspen cabin, which was
reserved for the President and his family. None of the lights were on. This didn’t
come as a surprise to Harvath. Not only because of the late hour, but also
because there’d been no sign of the President’s Marine One helicopter, as well as
all the other security measures that got put in place when the President was on
the property.

Harvath didn’t know who he was there to see. He also didn’t know what
piece of intelligence The Carlton Group had that the Norwegians didn’t.
According to his teammates, they didn’t either. All they had been willing to say
was that this was for his safety, and everything would be explained once they got
to their destination.

Pulling up to the Hawthorn cabin, Lance Corporal Garcia put the golf cart
in Park and said, “Here we are, sir. Would you like me to walk you inside and
demonstrate how everything works?”

“No, thank you. I'll be fine,” he answered.

“There’s a phone on the nightstand, along with a list of extensions, if you
should need anything. Stewards are available twenty-four/seven.”

“Roger that.”

“Have a good stay.”

“Thank you,” Harvath replied as he stepped out of the golf cart and walked
up to the cabin door.

He thought about asking if the Shangri-La Bar in the Hickory Lodge could
still be accessed, after hours, via a bad window in the back, but that had been a
Secret Service “secret.” They were the ones who, long ago, had rigged the
window in the first place. He wasn’t sure the Marines had been read in on the
caper. Better to keep it to himself.

Stepping inside Hawthorn, the first thing he noticed was the smell. Oranges.
Back when he had been working the President’s detail, all the cabins had smelled



like soap. Irish Spring to be exact. This was definitely an improvement.

The furnishings, though, were still the same—simple and understated. The
bed had crisp linens. There were bottles of water. The bathroom, though dated,
sparkled. It wasn’t the Ritz. Not by a long shot. Harvath didn’t care.

Inside the slim wardrobe, an array of clothes had been left for him. Someone
had obviously been alerted that he would be arriving without luggage.

What they hadn’t been alerted to was that in addition to needing something
to wear, he would also be needing something to drink.

Just because he hadn’t wanted to step off the Black Hawk with a roadie in his
hand, didn’t mean that now that he was in his cabin he didn’t want to
recommence his pain management routine.

Walking over to the telephone, he was about to ring for a steward, when there
was a knock at his door.

The stewards at Camp David were good at anticipating guests’ desires, but he
doubted they were that good.

Crossing to the door, he opened it. There, standing between two enormous
dogs, was the person he had been brought to see.



CHAPTER 8

The dogs whined, eager to get at Harvath. Their owner, though, was having
none of it. He issued a quick, one-word command and the incredible animals fell
silent.

Standing less than three feet tall, the little man—who suffered from
primordial dwarfism—didn’t even come up to the shoulders of his two, massive
Caucasian Ovcharkas. The physical juxtaposition was impressive. Even more
impressive was the intelligence, discipline, and fealty shown by the creatures.

“I thought you might want a nightcap,” said the little man. “Along with some
answers.”

“I could use both,” Harvath replied.

Nicholas smiled and, with another quick, one-word command, released the
dogs from discipline and allowed them to rush Harvath.

Throughout global intelligence circles, the little man was known as the
“Troll.” To his friends, he was known simply as Nicholas.

He had once been one of the world’s leading purveyors of black-market
intelligence. He had also once been Harvath’s nemesis. Time and circumstance
had a way of changing things, as well as people.

It was an odd, crooked path—filled with treachery, deceit, retribution, and
penance—that led to where they were now. They had gone from being directly
opposed to each other; combatants to comrades in arms. As their mutual respect
and appreciation had grown, they had formed an unbreakable bond. They had

become like brothers. Family.



After greeting Argos and Draco, and doling out plenty of head patting and
behind-the-ears scratching, Harvath let Nicholas know he was ready for that
drink.

Their party decamped for the cabin next door where Nicholas and his dogs
had been installed.

Per their training, Argos and Draco stayed close to their master as they
traversed the short distance through the trees. The little man had made powerful
enemies over his career. The fact that he had joined The Carlton Group and had
changed many of his ways made no difference to them. There were certain
grudges, certain wrongs that could never be forgiven. Lives had been destroyed
by the information he had trafficked in. The dogs were in place to protect him
should anyone show up on his doorstep looking to settle an old score. As
Harvath was currently being hunted down himself, he completely understood.

They made small talk as they walked—Harvath dreading the inevitable
question he knew was coming. How are you doing?

It was why Key West—and Little Palm Island until he had been kicked off—
had been good. No one knew him. No one asked him difhicult, painful
questions. In a way, it had felt as if he had outrun his old life. Then, just like that,
it had caught up to him again. And now here he was.

Nicholas, who had been born in Soviet Georgia, abandoned by his parents,
and raised in a brothel, was no stranger to pain either. He had no desire to inflict
any, unnecessarily, on Harvath.

The Carlton Group had become the little man’s home. The losses of Reed
Carlton and Lydia Ryan had been devastating for him too. He had also cared
very deeply for Lara and his heart broke for his friend at losing his new wife.
With that said, they had a serious problem to deal with—and Harvath needed to
face it head-on.

Entering the Holly cabin, Nicholas led his friend out onto the screened-in
porch. There, he had an ice bucket, bottles of water, a bottle of Blanton’s Gold
bourbon, and a box of Cohiba cigars.

“You got the best berth at Camp David,” Harvath remarked as they sat down.

“I wanted Aspen,” Nicholas joked, “but President Porter said no.”



A brief smiled flashed across Harvath’s face. He wouldn’t have put it past
Nicholas to have asked for the President’s personal cabin. He was a man of
incredibly fine taste and boundless appetites—particularly when it came to food,
wine, and, until recently, extremely expensive women. He had been tamed—or
so it had appeared—and Harvath felt terrible for not having asked about his
girlfriend, Nina.

They had been on again, off again so many times, it was hard to know what
the exact status of their relationship was. Before everything had gone upside
down at The Carlton Group, Lydia had told Harvath that, in her opinion, the
volatility in the relationship was what drew Nicholas and Nina so passionately to
each other.

“How’s Nina?” Harvath asked.

Nicholas paused for a moment before responding, searching for the right
words. Finally, he replied, “She’s good.”

There was something about the little man’s expression, something that
caught Harvath’s attention. “Just good?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“What does that mean?”

Nicholas picked up the box of Cohibas and offered him one. “It looks like
I’'m going to be a father.”

Harvath was dumbstruck and, for a moment, didn’t know how to respond.
All Harvath had ever wanted was a family of his own. He had almost, finally, had
one with Lara and her son, but it had been snatched from him.

Now, here was Nicholas, on the verge of being given that priceless gift, yet the
downbeat tone with which he delivered the news suggested he was anything but
happy.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Harvath. “That’s wonderful news. You
make it sound like you’ve just been diagnosed with a terminal illness.”

“What’s wrong with me? All you have to do is look,” he said, waving his hand
over his body, emphasizing how small he was. “What if the baby is born like
this?”

“What if it isn’t?”

“What if it £s2”



Harvath understood his friend’s concern, but the chances that Nicholas and
Nina’s baby would also sufter from primordial dwarfism were so small they were
almost nonexistent. The condition required a mutant gene from both parents
and therefore was incredibly rare.

“Everything is going to be okay,” said Harvath as he chose a cigar. “When is
she due?”

“In seven months. Give or take.”

“Your baby is going to be beautiful. Trust me. You’re going to be a great
father.”

Nicholas began laughing so hard, he nearly dropped the box. “From Marquis
de Sade to Mother Goose. Sounds like a seamless transition.”

Again, Harvath smiled. He had missed him. “I didn’t say it would be easy. I
said you'd be great at it. And you will be. Congratulations.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence,” he replied. Selecting a cigar for
himself, he then placed the box on the small table between them and offered
Harvath the cutter.

“You first,” his friend said.

After Nicholas had snipped his cigar, he tossed the cutter over to Harvath
followed by the lighter.

The tips of their cigars glowed a bright orange as the men pufted away in the
semidarkness of the porch and blew heavy clouds of smoke into the air.

Nodding toward the bourbon, the bottled water, and the ice, Nicholas
intimated that it was time for Harvath to pour.

Once the drinks were made, they quietly clinked glasses and then settled back
in their chairs. There was no toast. Neither wanted to break the silence that had
settled over them. For the moment, they enjoyed not saying anything at all.

It could last only so long. Finally, it was Harvath who spoke. “Okay, what the
hell is going on?”



CHAPTER 9

With the Old Man dead, Lydia Ryan dead, and Harvath not interested, the
management of The Carlton Group had fallen upon Nicholas. Right after the
murders, when Harvath had gone missing, he had proven himself more than
worthy of the challenge. He had worked tirelessly to get him back. This new
threat they were facing, though, frightened him even more—and he didn’t scare
easily.

Exhaling a cloud of smoke, he asked, “Where do you want me to start?”

“Who was the assassin in Key West?”

“We don’t know, yet.”

“Is it the same person who killed Carl Pedersen?”

“We don’t know that either.”

“Chase said there may be more than one assassin. He also said we have intel
the Norwegians don’t.”

Nicholas set his cigar in the ashtray and looked at his friend. “It’s only
RUMINT. Nothing confirmed.”

Harvath was familiar with the term. RUMINT stood for Rumor
Intelligence. He waited for Nicholas to fill him in, and when he didn’t, he
cocked an eyebrow as if to say, spill it.

“Allegedly, someone, or some organization, took out a one-hundred-million-
dollar contract on a single individual. At this point, it’s just whispers. Barely
audible chatter on the Dark Web and in other remote places. We didn’t share it
with the Norwegians because in our opinion it was too vague.”

“And you think the subject of this contract is me?” asked Harvath.



Nicholas nodded. “That’s my concern. That’s why we brought you here.”

“But why not one of our safe houses? Or one of the Agency’s?”

“Do you want the tactical or the practical answer first?”

“Tactical,” Harvath replied.

“One hundred million dollars can buy even the worst kind of person a lot of
friends. It’s such a huge bounty, we didn’t know whom we could trust.”

“Even within our organization?”

“Somehow, an assassin picked up your trail and tracked you to Key West.
Only a handful of us knew you were in Florida.”

“I had my cell phone. Used my credit cards now and then. I wasn’t exactly
trying to disappear.”

“Nope,” said Nicholas. “But if there really is this kind of a contract out on
you, we have to assume it’s only being shopped to the best.”

“More than one assassin, though? That’s not normally how this is done.”

“That’s part of the RUMINT as well. Supposedly, the contract was put out
to a pool. Whoever closes it out first, gets the bounty. That’s why we came so
hard and fast to get you.”

“So, out of an abundance of caution, you said no to our portfolio of safe
houses, no to the CIA’s, but yes to Camp David?”

“That’s the practical side of this. I wanted one location with no additional
movements. None of the ‘different bed every night’ scenarios like some sort of
Mexican drug lord or Middle Eastern dictator. Place you and encase you. That’s
the plan.

“What’s more, I didn’t want to be cooped up in some house, especially not
with the dogs. Here, we’ve got two hundred of the most secure acres in the
world. A squirrel can’t even get within one hundred feet of the perimeter
without the Marines knowing about it.”

“Aren’t you afraid of one of them being bought off?”

“A, no, and B, by whom? No one knows we’re here except for McGee, who
made the request, and President Porter, who gave his approval. I guarantee you,
neither of them is going to be bought off.”

Nicholas was right about that. Bob McGee was the Director of the CIA and
Lydia Ryan’s boss before she had moved over to The Carlton Group. Harvath



trusted McGee. He also knew that the Marines who served at Camp David were
not only exemplary, but also rigorously vetted.

“Plus,” Nicholas continued, “only if we were camped out at the NSA or the
Situation Room back at the White House, could we access faster and more
secure networks. This is the perfect bolt-hole.”

Harvath agreed. It made sense on several levels. Nodding, he steered the
conversation back to his earlier questioning. “Let’s say the contract does exist
and I’m the target. Who’s behind it? Who have I pissed off badly enough to put
up one hundred million dollars to take me out?”

“Even at their most flush, bin Laden and al Qaeda wouldn’t have been able to
come up with one hundred million, much less give it away. ISIS, though, is a
different story.”

“How so?”

“They’re the Goldman Sachs of the terrorism world. They may have lost the
land that made up their caliphate, but they didn’t lose their bank accounts.
According to an Iraqi Intelligence report, they still have access to over two and a
half billion dollars. And, they hate your guts.”

Harvath began to make a mental list. “Okay, they’re contestant number one.
Keep going. Who else?”

“As far as terrorism organizations?” Nicholas asked. “Ones that have those
kinds of funds and enough reason to want to spend that kind of money on you?
That’s all I've got at the moment.”

“How about non-terrorism-related organizations?”

“There are various crime organizations around the world that could launch a
hundred-million-dollar contract. But to be honest, I can’t think of one you’ve
pissed off badly enough to warrant it.”

“So what does that leave us with?”

“You've dispatched some exceedingly wealthy bad actors. These people left
behind enormous sums of money. If their heirs were smart, they'd be out living
it up, but sometimes heirs aren’t smart, they’re vengeful.”

Harvath swirled the ice in his glass and said, “You could probably track that
money, though, correct?”

“I’ve already started looking into it.”



“Good.”

“Which brings us to state actors,” said Nicholas. “And there’s one country in
particular that jumps right to the top of my list.”

Harvath took a long pull off his Cohiba and then slowly blew the smoke into
the air. “Russia,” he stated.

The little man nodded. “They hate you even more than the jihadists.”

“The feeling is mutual. Believe me.”

“It doesn’t make sense, though.”

“Why not?” asked Harvath. “I killed the Russian president’s son.”

“And he was a sociopathic monster. He deserved it—as did the rest of them.
But you had been absolutely clear what would happen to President Peshkov if he
sent anyone after you. You even put it in writing to him.”

“We’re still watching all of his money, aren’t we?”

“Day and night, but that’s the thing. None of it has moved. Not a ruble, a
dollar, a euro, a rand—none of it.”

“Could he have a hundred million we don’t know about?” Harvath asked.

“Is it possible? Sure. Anything’s possible. He’s been stealing from his country
for decades. But is it /zkely? With how hard we’ve worked to uncover every single
one of his assets? I just don’t know.”

“What about a cutout? Somebody close to him. An associate of some sort.”

Nicholas thought about it. “Someone willing to put up one hundred million
dollars of their own money?”

“It would definitely get his attention. Who knows what kind of favor that
would curry?”

“In Russia, doing the president that kind of a service could buy almost
anything—a ministry position, mining rights, who knows?”

“This sure feels like the Russians to me,” said Harvath, refilling his glass.
“Carl Pedersen helped me to not only halt their Baltic plot, but also to snatch
their chief of covert operations for Eastern Europe.”

Nicholas nodded. “Two for one. They got whatever intel they needed to
track you down, and they killed Pedersen.”

Harvath felt the pain over his losing friend stab at his heart once more. He
took a long sip of bourbon before responding. “Why put out a contract then?



Why not just assign it to Russian Intelligence—GRU or FSB—and let them
handle it?”

Nicholas shrugged and picked his cigar back up. It had gone out and he
needed to relight it. “If,” he said as he activated the lighter, “Peshkov really didn’t
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