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            Chapter 1

         

         JOHN HAYES STEPPED from the rear door of the two-and-half-ton truck. Four gunmen covered him, their Kalashnikov rifles braced against their shoulders.

         He ignored them and looked to the sky. It was a good night for an execution, summer in the high alpine. The snow was soft, and the crevasses in the ice spread wide enough to make a man’s body disappear.

         He’d spent nine hours crammed in the back of the truck, and his legs were rubber. They had switchbacked up the valleys all night on a gravel path so narrow and pitted by old shell craters that the rear of the vehicle hung over empty space through each hairpin turn.

         The highest pass had been well above fourteen thousand feet. They were slightly lower on the southern slopes now, and Hayes felt the blood that had frozen while trickling from his nose starting to melt again. He wiped it off, a long smear on the back of his hand.

         “Let’s go,” the driver barked in Pashto, and the slanted muzzle brake of the rifle jabbed into Hayes’s ribs just beside his spine. The cold burned his face as they marched him through a rolling door set in the hillside. They entered through a thick concrete portal into an underground garage. He climbed the steps, feeling the blood flush in his legs, the muscles regain their strength, the relatively rich air revive him.

         A steel door opened at the far end of the garage, and they walked into an open courtyard. He had expected a mud-walled hut, or even a cave complex, but not this: an interior courtyard paved in marble with Moorish arches.

         A man strode toward him, his hair gleaming. At first Hayes assumed the shine was due to the pomades popular among the officers in this country—he was wearing his regimental dress—but then Hayes realized that it was simply wet.

         “I hope I didn’t keep you,” the man said as he stretched his right shoulder. “I was finishing a game.”

         Squash. It was a fetish among Pakistani military commanders. Imran Kashani was formerly ISI, the Pakistani intelligence service, an uneasy ally of the United States that still kept close ties with the Taliban and militant groups. But Kashani had gone to work for himself and become a power broker—a warlord, essentially—in the ungoverned lands along the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. He commanded a militia the size of a small army.

         “Come in,” he said.

         This man had killed dozens of Americans. Hayes was here to make a deal with him.

         They stepped through a long parlor into an office lined with books. Huge mirrors dominated one wall, windows with closed red drapes the other.

         “English is okay?” Kashani said.

         “That’s fine.”

         “Excellent. I spent a year in college in the States. Arizona State University.”

         He sat back down at a desk at the front of the room, and Hayes stood between two guards on the carpet before him.

         “Are you hungry? Tea?”

         “No,” Hayes said. He wasn’t going to waste time on ceremony in this guano-reeking mansion. Kashani shrugged, and a moment later a third guard placed a glass cup of tea on the desk next to him. Kashani took a sip and examined Hayes.

         “All business. Very American. I’ll get to the point. What do you know about Cold Harvest?”

         Hayes knew it well. It was a small group, culled from the U.S. military’s classified special operations units and the CIA’s paramilitary forces. They were kill teams, in essence, run as independent contractors with no official relationship to their home government. They pursued the gravest threats to national security in countries, most of them American allies, where the U.S. would never be allowed to perform lethal missions. They were a last resort.

         Hayes had once been a leader, a legend in those elite tiers of American special operations, but he had spent years in exile, hunted by his old teammates.

         “What do you want to know?” he asked Kashani.

         “I want to know their names. I want to know where they live.”

         “Their outposts? Safe houses? Covers?”

         “No. I want their addresses inside the United States. Their homes. We have some, but not enough.”

         Hayes considered it, ran the back of his hand along his chin, felt the stubble scratch.

         “I can get you that information.”

         “For how many?”

         “All of them, give or take a few of the most recent additions.”

         Kashani let out a short, startled laugh, like he’d just won something. The two men had no idea that from a hilltop a kilometer and a half away, they were being watched.

         
              

         

         At the top of a glacial cirque overlooking Kashani’s compound, Connor Burke slammed his gloved hand against his thigh, trying to warm up his fingers. After a minute he could feel pain buried somewhere in all the cold numb flesh. He huddled against his partner, Bryan Sanders. They were both former SEALs, senior chiefs in Team Six, but now they worked as contractors for the CIA. That allowed them to operate in the borderlands of a country like Pakistan, a nation with which the U.S. wasn’t technically at war.

         Sanders held the laser microphone steady and aimed it at the window of the formal office so he could pick up the conversations in the compound while Burke kept watch. They each had an earbud in and could hear everything Hayes and the other man said.

         “I can get you that information.”

         “For how many?”

         “All of them.”

         Sanders looked to Burke, eyes wide. Burke recognized the voice. He brushed the accumulating snow from his earpiece and raised the volume. Like most seasoned operators, they were half deaf from the tens of thousands of rounds they expended every year. But it was unmistakable. It was John Hayes. Burke had fought with him in Fallujah. It was Burke’s second deployment, and Hayes had led the team through a baptism by fire in urban operations. Burke had since heard the rumors: Hayes had gone over to the enemy.

         But Burke couldn’t believe what he was hearing now. The flurries built into a steady fall, cutting through the laser’s path and interfering with the microphone’s operation. The audio broke up into static.

         “Is Hayes going to sell them the names of our operators?” Sanders asked.

         “More than that. The homes. The families. Jesus Christ. It’s a kill list.”

         “It can’t be. He was a good man.”

         “Was,” Burke said.

         Sanders looked over the compound, well defended and built into the side of the slope.

         “I don’t like it. Do we have the authority to kill an American if it comes to that?”

         The batteries in the radios were dead. The cold drained them at twice the normal speed. They had been in the field for three days. There was no way to get authorization from above.

         “You do the math. One life for how many? We’ve got to stop him.”

         Sanders nodded.

         Burke slammed his hands together and flexed open his fingers. He lifted his rifle and started down the ridge.

         
              

         

         In the office, Hayes waited for Kashani to absorb the full measure of what he was offering: a trove of intelligence that would allow him to destroy, root and branch, America’s most effective defense against asymmetric threats.

         Kashani’s cool pose disappeared. He started blinking quickly and leaned forward.

         “All of them? That information wouldn’t be trusted to one man, or even put on one list.”

         “It’s my business to know. They have been trying to kill me for a long time.”

         “Where is it?”

         Hayes gestured to his temple.

         “Memorized? All the names? Addresses?”

         “Yes.”

         Kashani laughed again, regaining some confidence. “I guess you think that means I can’t kill you?”

         He said something in a dialect Hayes didn’t understand, then waved a finger to the guard to Hayes’s right, who approached Hayes from the side. Hayes’s hand shot out, seized his wrist, and twisted it, wrenching the shoulder. A piece of black-and-tan-patterned fabric fell from the man’s hand and landed on the floor. It was a shemagh, an Afghan scarf often worn by fighters over the head and neck.

         The other two raised their rifles, but Kashani called them off.

         “What is this?” Hayes demanded.

         “Have you read Kipling?”

         “It’s been a while.”

         “It seems appropriate, given the circumstances. A test of your memory, to see if you can offer what you claim. Kim’s Game,” Kashani said. “Our instructors at the Farm used to use it.”

         Kashani had been trained in intelligence work by the CIA at its facility in Virginia, thirty years ago in this never-ending war. He had shaken hands with the vice president of the United States.

         Hayes reached for the scarf. Kim’s Game was a standard training exercise for spies and special operators. They would be flashed images of objects and told to recall them, or they’d simply be blindfolded for a quiz at random moments. They practiced until their senses were hyperaware and they could retain photographic memories of their surroundings at any time, recording every threat and exploitable piece of intelligence. It came from an old spy novel by Kipling called Kim, set not too far from these mountain passes.

         If Hayes failed, they would most likely kill him. He folded the fabric into a long strip and tied it over his eyes.

         “Arches in the courtyard?” Kashani asked.

         “Thirty.”

         “Weapons on the guard to your right.”

         “AK-74M rifle. Beretta pistol on his hip. SOG dagger on his chest.”

         “Fruit on the table?”

         “Four apples.”

         “Which direction are you facing?”

         “Southwest.”

         “The red book on the shelf behind me. Is it to my left or my right?”

         “There is no red book.”

         “Very good. And where are you?”

         Nine hours driving in the dark, and Hayes had spent the entire time fixed on navigation: land speed, altitude, and the twisting azimuths of the stars that served as an endless unerring compass over his head.

         When he stepped out of the truck he saw the Spin Ghar Mountains silhouetted against the sky: Sikaram, Barkirdar Sar, Tarakai. They might as well have been street signs as he lined them up and fixed his location.

         He knew where he was down to a few kilometers. Enough for an air strike. And he suspected Kashani knew he knew it too. The test was not only to evaluate his memory but to see how observant he was, to determine if he could identify this compound. If this deal fell through, there was no way he was going to make it out of here alive.

         “You understand, I want the names of everyone in Cold Harvest.”

         “I’m not going to give them to you.”

         Kashani’s jaw tightened.

         “I’m only going to deal with whoever you’re working for.”

         “There is no one above me.”

         “You’re a go-between. This is too big for you to handle on your own.”

         Kashani rolled his cup between his hands. “John Hayes,” he said, shaking his head. “I have to say, you live up to the stories. Follow me.”

         The guards led Hayes back through the hallway, underground, and down a long concrete corridor. Then they left him in a room with a simple table and chair lit by a dim desk lamp.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         HE SAT THERE for forty-five minutes, wondering what the odds were that this gamble would work, that he might be about to meet the real power behind Kashani.

         Finally, the door opened, and the bright light from the corridor blinded him for a moment. Kashani stepped in. “This way,” he told Hayes. “There’s someone you should see.”

         Hayes followed Kashani and two guards toward the underground garage. He wondered if they were moving him again or if the leader was there, in a safe room. A guard pushed open a heavy steel door.

         Hayes peered inside. There was no chief here, only two soldiers sitting against the wall bound hand and foot. They wore pakols—round-topped wool caps—and loose-fitting robes in the local style, but their gear was clearly American special operations’.

         Under the glaring fluorescent light overhead, Hayes could see blood trailing from the ear of one of the men, and judging from the cuts on his cheek, Hayes guessed he’d been injured by a grenade frag at just outside of the lethal range.

         “Who are they?” Hayes asked.

         “Some of your American killers. We found them closing in on the house. Good tactics. We wouldn’t have seen them coming, but they triggered a slide of snow below the peak.”

         “They came to kill you?”

         “We think they came to kill you.”

         Kashani took a handgun from a guard and entered the room. He kicked one man, knocking him over, then stepped on his neck, driving his face into the floor, and aimed the pistol at the back of his head.

         Hayes followed him in, and the guards posted up in the corners.

         “If you are what you say you are, surely you won’t mind,” Kashani said.

         Hayes said nothing. He had expected a test of faith.

         He recognized the American that Kashani was threatening with the gun, a man with a reddish-brown beard and a few minor cuts on his face. His name was Burke. Hayes had fought with him in Fallujah, back when Burke was a SEAL, a kid on his second deployment; he had trained him in house-to-house fighting, and Burke had gone on to Green—the special operations shorthand for the unit commonly known as SEAL Team Six.

         “Hayes?” Burke said. “Jesus. It’s true. You son of a bitch.” Hayes knew that if he tried to stop Kashani, the Pakistani would kill them all.

         Kashani put his finger on the trigger.

         “Wait,” Hayes said. He stepped toward Kashani, who was smiling like a man who had called someone’s bluff. The guards lifted their rifles.

         Hayes gestured for the pistol. “How does the saying go? It’s better that I kill my brother than a rival take him.” It was a tapa, a two-line Pashtun poem often sung by soldiers or grieving wives.

         “I’ve heard it,” Kashani said. “Keep it in the family, you would say.”

         Hayes nodded. “Let me take care of this.”

         Kashani smiled and stepped back, then offered the pistol to Hayes. The guards kept their rifles at low ready, and Hayes traced the tendons standing tense along the backs of their hands.

         Hayes stood over his former student. Burke arched back to look him in the eye as Hayes lined up the shot.

         “I never believed what they said about you. Until now. Go ahead. You’ll burn for this.”

         Once, things had been simple for Hayes. There were commanders and rules of engagement, opposing forces and friendlies. But now he was on his own, and he understood the terrible weight of choice, of his own calculations of the greater evil, of trading lives like coins.

         “You don’t know me. What they put me through.” He cracked Burke in the mouth with the slide of the pistol and put his foot on his back.

         He wrapped his finger around the trigger and brought the gun before him, facing away from Kashani.

         He raised it, and pulled the trigger.

         The light blew out with a pop and a rain of glass. The room went black. But in his mind, Hayes could still see where each man stood. Kim’s Game. He ducked to the left and aimed the pistol at the first guard.

         Burke felt the hot glass scratch his neck as the lightbulb exploded, and he rolled onto his feet. The images came like strobes in the orange flash of Hayes’s firing pistol: one guard flinching back, struck by gunfire, then the other. Hayes sidestepped left to right, and six shots flared in the dark. Kashani spun with a pistol and shot. The muzzle flame reached out toward empty space and lit up Hayes behind him, his knife out.

         The dark returned. A body hit the ground. A flashlight cut through the room, then came the cinching and popping of the cords as someone cut Burke’s hands free, drawing the knife a half inch from the skin on his wrist.

         Hayes pulled the injured soldier’s arm over his shoulder and helped him up. He was dazed.

         “Burke,” Hayes said. “Sorry about the jaw. I had to sell it. Are you good to walk?”

         Burke fought back against the shock. “I think so,” he said.

         “I’m here undercover. I was trying to find out who he was working for, who wants those names.”

         Hayes aimed a flashlight that he’d pulled from one of the guards at the ceiling. “We’ve got to roll before they get backup.”

         
              

         

         Hayes grabbed Sanders’s sniper rifle and rucksack, and Burke took his carbine. They exited into the garage. There were two Pinzgauer 6x6s parked along the back wall. A Swiss-built mountain truck, the Pinz was an ugly green box on six wheels that could climb a 100 percent slope. Hayes and Burke took the cockpit seats, and Sanders, conscious but still unsteady, got in the back.

         Hayes gunned it up the ramp leading out of the underground garage. The vehicle rose high on its springs and was nearly airborne when it came off the ramp onto the long driveway.

         Burke pointed to the passes to the east.

         “We make it through there, and we’re out of the badlands.”

         Hayes watched the mirrors while Burke cycled through the radio he’d pulled from the room.

         “We could have killed you back there,” Burke said.

         “You couldn’t have known. No one in the command knew I was here.”

         Burke looked at the house. He didn’t see anyone coming.

         “You have a QRF?” Hayes asked. A quick-reaction force: a team of soldiers ready to come in to back up the smaller special operations units.

         “No. We have to get through the pass on our own,” Burke said. “There’s an extraction point ten kilometers out. But if we get there after twenty-one-hundred hours, we’re done. They won’t be back until tomorrow.”

         That was in an hour, and they wouldn’t survive if they were stuck here overnight. The notch in the mountains loomed closer and closer as Hayes fought the wheel. He looked through his side window. To call it a jeep track was generous; it was more like a goat path. It was so narrow, he couldn’t see road, just his side panel hanging over a ravine that dropped away two hundred feet.

         The snow grew thicker as they rose toward the pass, and the Pinz smeared through the turns, kicking debris off the cliffs.

         “Almost there, Sanders,” Burke said.

         The pass opened high to their right as the path curved toward it. The black of the peak gave way to a blanket of stars to the north, but weather was moving in fast from the other direction. Sheets of white snow blew across Hayes’s sight lines like static.

         Over the grind of the Pinz’s diesel, a deep rumble echoed through the pass. It loosed a curtain of snow high above them, and chunks of ice slammed into the side of the vehicle. Hayes forced the wheel toward the steep bank.

         “Get out!” Hayes said.

         “What?”

         “Out! Now! Incoming!”

         Only Hayes had identified the source of the noise, but it became clear a second later. A helicopter, banking hard, crossed the pass and disappeared behind the far peak.

         “They’re circling back.”

         It was a Bell Cobra, an older American-designed and -built attack helicopter with a 20-millimeter Gatling gun and a weapon pod on either side.

         “We need to disperse and draw them in. Drop down the ridge ten or twenty feet. It’s our only shot.”

         He grabbed the sniper rifle, opened his door. “Take the M4,” Hayes told Burke. The carbine had a 40-millimeter grenade-launcher attachment under the barrel. “Hit the tail rotor or the pilots through the side glass. Wait for it to come over us. If they use the Gatling guns only, we might survive.”

         He left a blue light stick glowing in the cabin of the Pinz and climbed out. Burke and Sanders flailed down the snow on one side of the ridge. Hayes dropped six feet down the steep hill on the other and then cut wide across for cover. He dug in, the snow up to his waist, with a boulder between himself and the helo, then raised the rifle, snugged it hard against his cheek and shoulder, and took aim.

         The chugging blades grew louder and louder. He watched the white snow blown by the rotor wash come at him like a band of storm clouds.

         Hold…hold…hold.

         The helicopter swept overhead, the rip of the Gatlings tearing the night in two as they shot up the Pinz. Hayes heard a low pock as Burke launched a grenade. The helo banked and flared to avoid it, and as it slowed, Hayes put one round, two, three, into the tail rotor. Fluid blew out in a spume, and from the other side of the ridge, Burke sent a hail of bullets through the Plexiglas into the cockpit.

         It spun as it came over, out of control, losing precious altitude in that thin air. Hayes dove for cover. The ground shook, and he knew the helo was down.

         He put his leg forward and postholed it in the deep snow. Another blast shook the hillside, and before he could even register relief at having taken the helicopter, the snow beneath his feet fell away. He dropped with it, clawed against it, but the whole hillside was liquid now, pouring into his mouth and down his shirt, tilting him over. The mountain peaks spun in his vision as he rag-dolled down, helpless.

         High up, near the pass, a red light filled the night. A boom echoed along the range, but it was lost to him as blows came to his head and his body kept falling. He didn’t know how long he tumbled, but it seemed like forever. And then he hit, and he was buried in a bank of snow.

         His hands shot to his face and he clawed away the powder. Snow can melt and refreeze around the face, asphyxiating the avalanche victim in what’s known as the mask of death. After he cleared the snow from around his head and shoulders, he started to dig himself out.

         He hauled himself out of the bank, and after the dizziness passed, he was shocked to feel okay. His pack was six feet above him on the steep slope. The snow was too deep to walk in normally, so he crawled up, gaining only inches as he dragged the snow on top of him. He took time to pack down the powder and then tried to stand. His leg crumpled, and he fell to the side. He tested that leg again, putting weight on it, and it collapsed under him once more. Between the cold and the adrenaline, he felt no pain, only the queasy sense of his limb bending the wrong way. He’d torn something.

         The driving snow scoured the exposed skin of his neck and cheek, becoming heavier and heavier until it was a whiteout. The flakes flew past him, down and to the left, a shimmering curtain so total that vertigo set in, and he couldn’t fight the feeling that he was flying up and away, as if the snow were still and his body was in motion.

         He shut his eyes, and the wind closed around him; snow drifted to his chin, spilled down his collar, filled his ear.

         His first movements only dug him in deeper, but then he climbed deliberately, raising himself with his good leg and driving his bad knee into the steep snow to brace himself for another step. Remaining calm was the only way to survive. When he reached the pack, he pulled off part of the frame and two nylon straps and splinted his knee as best as he could.

         Hayes had spent a lot of time in the mountains, and every fifteen minutes or so the blood flushed his face and hands—the hunter’s response, an acquired physiological reflex to keep frostbite at bay.

         He continued up the slope but knew he wasn’t going fast enough to warm himself. And as the minutes turned to hours, the cold moved from outside in. The shivering began, crescendoed into a violent tremble, rattling his teeth in his skull. His muscles numbed and tightened, refused to obey. And even his brain slowed down, the thoughts of survival running in frantic, confused loops.

         He didn’t know how far he had traveled. The world was a white sphere. All he wanted was sleep. There was no ridge, no extraction point, no helicopter, only the fog of his breath turning into ice on his skin.

         It didn’t make any sense to work so hard when he could just sit down. He stopped and stared into the blizzard. He hadn’t thought about how beautiful it was. He let his mind drift into the white.

         And he was home in Virginia, in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The night was a chorus of insects, and the room was drafty, but the comforter was white and thick with down. He pulled his wife, Lauren, to him in bed and held her tight. The stupor closed in. He welcomed it. The pain disappeared. His body disappeared, bit by bit. He felt warm…so warm…and he let the peace take him.

         
              

         

         On the opposite side of the ridge from where Hayes had fallen, a U.S. Air Force pararescue jumper and a combat controller—members of the two elite specialties of that branch—had found Burke and Sanders.

         They immobilized Burke’s head and neck, strapped him to the backboard, and hauled him through the door of the helicopter. He had fallen far enough down the valley that they had been able to see his signal panel—a square of fabric that shines like a beacon when viewed through infrared optics—from the extraction point.

         “Turn on the lights,” Burke said, staring at the interior of the helicopter. Pain stabbed through his skull. He had slammed his face on a boulder as he and Sanders slipped down the ridge after Kashani’s helicopter exploded.

         “Don’t worry about the lights, Burke. We’ve got you.”

         “And Sanders?”

         “We have him. He’s alive. Was there anyone else?”

         “Hayes—he went the other way. Might have fallen into the other valley. He could have made it.”

         Burke heard the radio chatter fill the helicopter. The voices, like the pain, seemed to be coming from a room at the end of a long hallway. They had given him something, probably morphine. He brought his hand near his face. His eyes were open. He just couldn’t see anything.

         I’m blind, he thought, then he heard the combat controller’s voice: “This man is going to lose his sight, probably die if we don’t pull out now.”

         “We have to go back,” Burke said.

         “The command wants us out of here. If we’re caught in this country, it’ll cause an international crisis. We don’t have stealth. And the visibility’s going to zero. We’ll all die if we don’t pull up.”

         “Hayes is out there,” Burke said. “We have to get him.”

         But no one answered. The engines revved up and drowned out every other noise.

         
              

         

         Hayes drove his good leg down into the snow on the far side of the ridge, his brain barely functioning. One thought had broken him out of his trance: They want the names. The enemy was coming for Hayes’s people at home, where they slept, where their families slept. He thought of his daughter, pictured her standing backlit at the end of the hall, needing him to do a last check under the bed. He had to go on, to warn them.

         The world reduced to left foot, right foot. How many times had it come down to this, him exhausted past all reckoning and relying on simple will not to stop? In the end, he was a good soldier not because of any heroics, but because he refused to die and never stopped trudging toward his goal. And there was no pain anymore, even as he watched his knee twist strangely in the splint, the snow dragging him back a foot for every two he climbed.

         He checked his watch. One minute until the extraction. The exposed skin on his wrist was red and waxy white with frostbite.

         Left, right, left, right. He moved like a windup toy, like this was all he had done for his whole life, like it was all he would do forever.

         Rotors echoed below him. He stepped toward the edge of the snowfield and realized he was at the lip of a cornice, hanging over a hundred-foot fall at the top of the ridge. He could see the helo moving through the blizzard below like a shadow.

         He pulled an infrared panel he had taken from the pack, then dropped it. He put his hand down on it, but he couldn’t close his fingers. The extremity was like a block of wood, and the wind hauled the panel down the cliff, turning it over like a falling leaf as Hayes shouted at the rising aircraft.

         The helicopter spun and nosed down to the south, leaving Hayes in the snow and the dark. He was a black dot on a ridge, just a shadow against countless more mountain silhouettes extending back toward Afghanistan. And over the wind and diesel grind, of course no one could hear his voice.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         SAMUEL COX SAT behind a desk in a cramped West Wing basement office, signing a letter. Though a brigadier general, Cox almost never wore a uniform. He was Hayes’s handler and a special adviser to the secretary of defense. He had no formal portfolio, and his real job wasn’t on any org chart: he made problems go away. It was in that capacity that he had come to serve as the link between Hayes and the command.

         He had borrowed this office, down the hall from the Situation Room, to help coordinate the rescue of Hayes and the other men. He had been working nonstop for twenty-four hours and was waiting for a callback from the CIA station chief in Islamabad.

         He looked at the personnel photo of a smiling Army Ranger, twenty-four years old, who had died in North Africa the week before on a classified mission against human traffickers that Cox had helped run through the Joint Special Operations Command. He put the photo to the side, then took off his glasses and placed the signed letter in his outbox. It was addressed to the man’s wife, the next of kin. Cox always wrote them himself. He could offer no details, only his grief, and he knew that wasn’t worth much.

         As he shut the file folder, a man with close-cropped silver hair stuck his head in the doorway. Cox stood.

         “Any word on our guys, Sam?”

         “We got the recon team out of Pakistan, sir. It’s all deniable. Sanders is still in surgery. Burke will live. Probably never see again. Hayes is still missing.”

         Cox checked his watch. Hayes had been out there for nearly twenty-six hours. Most men would be dead from exposure after one night in those mountains.

         “Have you called the family?”

         “I know the wife. We gave her word that he’ll be out longer than we expected. But she doesn’t know anything about the mission. There’s no sense in worrying her any further until we know if he’s alive or dead.”

         “Whatever you decide. I’m going to the residence. Let me know if anything changes.”

         “I will, sir. Is Elizabeth back from school?”

         “Yes. She’s upstairs. Cramming for finals.”

         “Give her my best.”

         “Do you want to come up for dinner?”

         Cox looked at the phone. He had work to do here.

         “Of course.” The visitor turned and started up the steps to the main hallway through the West Wing.

         Cox could hear the Marine guard at the top of the stairs. “Good evening, Mr. President,” echoed down the marble hall as Cox seated his glasses back on his nose and dialed up the regional Joint Special Operations commander for Afghanistan and Pakistan.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         LAUREN HAYES, JOHN Hayes’s wife, raised the hammer and gave the nail a tap, then swung it back and drove the nail in its full length. Tap-crack, tap-crack, tap-crack. She finished laying in the trim on the second floor, letting the task fill her mind so she wouldn’t look at her phone every five seconds. She had worked a twelve-hour shift at the hospital and would pick up Maggie from her aunt’s house in the morning. But even after a day that long, she couldn’t sleep, not until she heard her husband was safe. Something was wrong. She could tell, could read between the lines of the bullshit call they had made to her.

         She and Hayes had started building this house together.

         “I always come back,” Hayes had said before he left.

         He was two weeks late. This was going to be the first time he would be home for his daughter’s birthday. It was in five days. And this wasn’t like the other operations, when he was part of a special mission unit. There were no other wives holding vigil, stacking food high on counters and in the freezer. There was no chaplain on watch.

         Hayes was working alone now. When he was here, the phone would ring, showing all zeros, and he would go meet with some shadows in suits who had come down from Washington.

         Tap-crack. Tap-crack.

         The phone rang and it shook her like a close blast. She missed the nail and split a long piece of molding.

         She walked to the phone. The caller ID showed all zeros.

         “Hello.” The hammer hung down by her side.

         “Lauren? This is Samuel Cox.”

         “Is he alive?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         HAYES WOKE, AND the past two days felt like a dream. He had been in and out of consciousness, and all he could remember was a doctor standing over him in scrubs and a few of the words he had spoken: “Warm and dead.”

         He tried to sit up, but he was strapped down. The skin of his hands and his toes and his face felt like it was on fire. He was in a hospital room. He looked to his left and saw two lines running out from the veins in his arm.

         “Take it easy,” a voice said, and Hayes turned his head to the right. A man in a wrinkled navy suit sat in a chair under the window. It was Samuel Cox.

         “How are you feeling?” he asked.

         “It’s so hot. Is that the frostbite?”

         “Probably. But it’s also just hot. We’re on Masirah.”

         Masirah was an island off the coast of Oman in the Arabian Sea that classified units often staged out of. It had been the base from which they’d launched the doomed Iranian hostage-rescue mission in 1980. That disaster ultimately led to the creation of the Joint Special Operations Command—a secretive headquarters known as JSOC (pronounced “jay-sock”) that controlled Team Six, Delta, and a host of other black units. It had been Hayes’s employer for more than a decade.

         “How are the other guys?”

         “Sanders just came out of surgery. He and Burke are both stable. They told me about what you did to get them out of there, the shots you took on that tail rotor. I guess you’re the right guy to bring a helicopter down.”

         Hayes was notorious for having crashed in every type of helicopter used by special operations. He thought that meant he was lucky, since he’d survived. But those who knew about it usually took the opposite view and a seat on a different helo than Hayes if they could.

         “What the hell were you doing in Pakistan?” Cox went on. “You were just supposed to be gathering intelligence.”

         Years before, Hayes had been falsely accused of turning against his own soldiers while running a special operations team. He went into self-imposed exile overseas. He had survived two years on the run as an enemy of the United States and ultimately stopped the men who had framed him from launching an attack on Washington, DC.

         After Hayes had cleared his name, the command didn’t publicize his innocence or his return to special operations. That allowed him to go undercover using his old contacts from his time on the run, shielded by people’s belief that he was still being hunted by the United States. He had started the operation that led to Kashani strictly to find out more information on the people who had sponsored the DC attack.

         “That’s all I had planned. But people were asking me questions. They wanted information on our spec ops teams, and not just the usual intelligence about where they were deployed and what informants they were using. The enemy was gathering names and photos. It sounded like they were putting together a kill list. I had to see who was behind it, so I dangled the information and set up a meeting.”

         “You didn’t think to tell us?”

         “The surveillance was too thick. There was no way without breaking cover. They’re trying to find out about everyone who’s in Cold Harvest. Not just where they are working overseas. Where they live in the United States. Their homes.”

         Cox shut his eyes for a moment. It was everyone’s worst fear.

         “Kashani?”

         “I had to kill him before we could find anything else out, but he wasn’t the main guy. You know he’s only interested in his own region. He was a cutout. There’s someone above him. They’re using our tricks against us, profiling the special operations community the way we would an enemy terror network.” Hayes swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry as paper. Cox handed him the plastic tumbler of water and he drank.

         “We have to get ahead of them,” Hayes said. “They’re after Cold Harvest. Double-down on the security of every name; protect our people. The covers. They can’t find them.”

         “I’m on it. You need to rest.”

         Cox’s eyes went to a machine beside his bed; it was the size of a hotel luggage cart and had multiple monitors above a collection of tubes and transparent pumps.

         “What is that?” Hayes asked.

         “It warmed up your blood.”

         He looked at his bandaged hands. “Did I lose any fingers?”

         “They think you can keep them all. You’re lucky you froze.”

         Hayes touched his nose and winced. “This is lucky?”

         “You can last a while longer when your core temp goes down. The docs say you’re not officially dead until you’re warm and dead.”

         “Does Lauren know I’m okay?”

         “Yeah. You’ll be back home in three days.”

         “Thanks, Cox. They want the names.” Just a few minutes of talking had left Hayes exhausted. His eyes closed, and he leaned his head back. “Look out for our people.”

         “I will. You rest. I’m going to check on the others.”

         
              

         

         Cox walked down the hallway and looked in on another room. Burke lay in bed, his head and eyes covered in bandages. The head trauma had damaged the optic nerve.

         He moved with a start.

         “Who’s there?”

         “Samuel Cox. I’m from the Office of the Secretary of Defense.”

         “Oh, Jesus. Look, I didn’t know that he was undercover. I didn’t mean to crash his op.”

         “That’s our fault. You’re not in trouble. Do you know the man who saved you?”

         “John Hayes. He was attached to our team at First Fallujah.”

         “I need you to forget it. You never saw him. You’re going to take the credit for this, for rescuing Sanders.”

         “No way. It was Hayes.”

         “Hayes was never there.”

         “Is it true? Was Hayes undercover? Did he stop the DC attack?”

         Cox knew the rumors that circulated about Hayes. The noncommissioned officers’ networks spread information faster than CNN. Some people even believed he had been responsible for the attack in Washington, DC, the one that he had, in fact, stopped. The darker legends about Hayes contributed to his strength, his ability to slip in and move among the enemy.

         “What I’m telling you, you can’t tell anyone. Understood?”

         “Understood.”

         “It’s true.”

         “Then let the poor bastard go. Why don’t you tell everyone the truth and clear his name?”

         “It’s more valuable dirty.”

         “The guy’s a hero. He’s done his time.”

         “I agree,” Cox said as his phone buzzed in his pocket. “But it’s more complicated than that.”
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