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For Tom Davin

October 4, 1957–September 1, 2025

Recon Marine, executive, husband, father, mentor, and friend and

For all the local, state, and federal law enforcement officers who hold the line each and every day






Now Roman is to Roman

More hateful than a foe,

And the Tribunes beard the high,

And the Fathers grind the low.

As we wax hot in faction,

In battle we wax cold:

Wherefore men fight not as they fought

In the brave days of old.

—Thomas Babington Macaulay, “Horatius”









PREFACE

I HAVE LONG wanted to set a novel in New Orleans. The history, music, architecture, cuisine, festivals, cemeteries, superstitions, and fusion of French, Spanish, African, and Caribbean cultures make it an appealing backdrop for the action and suspense of a thriller.

I first visited New Orleans while in SEAL Qualification Training. I remember doing our last static line jump of the week in Southern California and then zipping to the airport to meet friends for Jazz Fest in the Big Easy. I went back with my first SEAL platoon while we were training a few hours away at the Joint Readiness Training Center at Fort Polk. New Orleans is a city that stays with you.

The Fourth Option is a blend of the crime, political, and military thriller genres, with an underlying foundation that comes from experiences in places like Iraq and Afghanistan. The idea for this novel has been simmering for years. It was one of the concepts I wanted to explore when I first spread all my executive summaries out on a table in 2014, studying them to decide which would become my first novel as I was getting ready to leave the SEAL Teams. I decided on The Terminal List, but The Fourth Option would not leave me. Then, in the summer of 2021, in our final days of filming The Terminal List for Prime Video in Los Angeles, I took some time to write out a few ideas for possible books, television shows, and movies outside the James Reece Terminal List universe, and I revisited The Fourth Option, now more thoroughly fleshed out on the page. That fall, I turned that robust executive summary into a forty-page PowerPoint presentation with actors attached to characters, location photos, and stills from films and television shows to capture the mood of the project. I started the treatment with these words: “When law enforcement, the courts, and the prison system fail… there is a fourth and final option.”

I thought of The Fourth Option as a modern tribute to the 1950s–1960s television show Have Gun—Will Travel and the classic “stranger comes to town” narrative that so resonated with me as a kid watching westerns with my dad. I bought the full Have Gun—Will Travel DVD box set at the PX in Baghdad in 2004. They remain in my collection today. Richard Boone stars as Paladin, a Civil War veteran and gun for hire. The white knight chess piece was his symbol and featured heavily in the opening credits. It was on his holster, business card, and one of his rifles. It made such an impression that I had the knight chess piece incorporated into business cards I made up for my platoon in the wake of September 11, 2001. They were emblazoned with Steve McQueen’s line in The Magnificent Seven—We deal in lead, friend—SEAL Team Five Delta Platoon Scout-Snipers—an idea inspired by Stephen Hunter’s masterpiece, Point of Impact. I thought we might use them the way Bob Lee Swagger does in that book. We never did. I still have one of the cards.

Though The Fourth Option is firmly seated in the mythology of Paladin and the Old West, it is also an homage to some of the other books, television shows, and movies that were so impactful on me during the formative years of my youth, even helping set the course my life would follow, a testament to the influence of popular culture. The astute reader will note elements of Shane, The Magnificent Seven, High Plains Drifter, and Pale Rider along with themes explored in books by Louis L’ Amour and Zane Grey. Fellow Gen Xers will recognize whispers of Magnum, P.I.; The Equalizer; and Airwolf with a dash of The A-Team for good measure. Comic book fans will identify a nod to Batman. Some may see contemporary links to The Shield, Dexter, and True Detective. In the pages ahead, you will find a couple of direct references to Lethal Weapon—yes, of course it’s a Christmas movie, but it’s also a film that threw gasoline on the fire of the 1980s cop buddy movie subgenre while exploring justice through the eyes of two Vietnam veterans turned Los Angeles police officers.

As I pushed forward with the Terminal List series—with the growing demands of books and television shows in that universe—I began to realize that I might never get to The Fourth Option. That prospect weighed heavily on me as it remained important that I tell this story. As a reader of Tom Clancy and admirer of his contributions to the worlds of literature and entertainment, I was acutely aware that after his seventh novel he branched out into nonfiction and after his eighth he created the Op-Center series outside the Jack Ryan universe. With that example in mind, in April 2023, I decided to pitch The Fourth Option to my publisher and editor Emily Bestler as a cowritten thriller. I got the green light immediately. That left finding a coauthor who shared my vision and wanted to collaborate. As soon as I read The Handler by former Naval Intelligence officer M.P. Woodward, I knew I had found the right person. I reached out to him in late 2024, and he didn’t hesitate—he was in.

I sent him the forty-page PowerPoint treatment for The Fourth Option, and we got to work on the outline via texts, emails, and Zooms. Once the outline was complete, M.P. dove into the rough draft of the manuscript and delivered it in August 2025. I then worked on it from August through December and sent it to Simon & Schuster at the end of 2025. Edits continued into early 2026, at which point I switched gears to the new James Reece Terminal List series novel—yes, James Reece will be back!

This story explores disillusionment, abandonment, idealism, corruption, vigilantism, purpose, and despair. It examines the role of violence in the pursuit of peace and justice. As I wrote in my initial summary of The Fourth Option all those years ago, “Disillusioned by the government and institutions he dedicated his life to serving, former Navy SEAL and CIA Ground Branch operative Chris Walker is about to end his life, when he receives a call that saves it.” The book asks the question, Do you burn the system down that has enabled unthinkable evils, or do you work to expose corruption and ultimately fix it? Is fixing it even possible? This narrative incorporates those questions plaguing discourse in the American social and political zeitgeists through the medium of popular fiction.

The foundation of this story was laid when I was in the single digits enthralled with Have Gun—Will Travel. It was further envisioned during my final years of service and then more solidly developed in the summer of 2021 as I watched the disastrous withdrawal from Afghanistan, an event that plays heavily into The Fourth Option. The novel in your hands finally came to fruition over the past year, but it has been a lifetime in the making.

Turn the page and strap into a vintage VW camper van with Chris Walker and his Belgian Malinois, Paladin, as they make their way to New Orleans to repay an old favor. Walker is a modern-day gunslinger and philosopher, a man whose soul belongs to a previous generation, a generation that believed sometimes the only way to uphold justice was by breaking the law.

Get ready. That justice is coming.

Jack Carr

Park City, Utah

January 2026









PROLOGUE

Quinault Indian Nation, Washington State, Pacific Coast

Present Day

THE PISTOL IN Chris Walker’s hand felt heavier than he remembered.

The 1911 was as familiar to him as the tendons that moved his fingers, an extension of training and instinct. But this evening, the steel felt colder. The grip, rougher.

Combat altered the senses. Elevated them. It sharpened sight, amplified sound, magnified scent; ancient survival mechanisms etched into the human genome. But that was the kinetic kind. In that type of fight, muscles moved before the mind caught up.

This was a different battle, one that required thought. And with that thought came the weight.

Sitting on the rear built-in sofa of his customized ’84 Volkswagen Westfalia Vanagon, parked on a bluff in the rain overlooking the rough waters of the Pacific, Walker pressed the cold steel of the 1911’s barrel to his temple.

This was the edge of the abyss, and Walker’s senses were in hyperdrive.

The round Navy Chelsea clock bolted above the bookshelf ticked with surgical precision. He had salvaged it during a wreck dive off Algeria with a few buddies from his first SEAL platoon and had it restored by a Swiss watchmaker who had once repaired timepieces for submariners. Now it clacked like a metronome. A steady drip from the cedar bough over the van’s roof snapped like a snare drum. Rain lashed the side windows in gusts, the hiss of cymbals in a storm-born symphony. Beneath it all, the ocean’s bass drum rolled, deep, patient, eternal.

If he weren’t about to end his life, Walker might have tapped his foot to it.

He had always felt alive when listening to the crashing waves, howling wind, and torrential rain of the Pacific Northwest, preferring it to the deserts and mountains of Iraq and Afghanistan. He shifted the pistol from the side of his head and repositioned it under his chin. If he was going to take his life, it was going to be with a 1911 and not the Austrian-made Glock he had carried across continents, through wars, and into the shadows as a paramilitary officer in the CIA’s Ground Branch.

Afghanistan was where he had failed, and now it was time to join the friend he was responsible for putting in the grave. He imagined the bullet going through the roof of his mouth and tearing through his brain, perhaps embedding itself in the thin mattress of the pop-top. Walker wanted the shot to blend into the natural symphony, one more beat in time. He could hear it all now, the waves, the rain, the staccato drip from the cedar bough.

Thunder.

It didn’t roll in. It crashed, abrupt and graceless, like a mortar round landing too close. It shattered the rhythm, tore through the fragile harmony of the forest like shrapnel.

Then it passed.

Walker exhaled. He lowered the pistol to his lap, waiting for the rhythm to return.

It was important that he die in the proper rhythm.

A flip phone sat open on the table in front of him. He reached for it with his left hand, his thumb hovering over the power button, waiting for the right moment.

The wind rocked his home on wheels, the rain pounded harder. Walker looked up at the headliner of the old Vanagon, marveling at how the pop-top camper wasn’t leaking. Having served in tropical hellholes and frozen wastelands, crossed squalling seas and spiny mountain ridges, he had never heard precipitation like this.

Enough.

His thumb stabbed the phone’s power button. He closed his eyes and pressed the phone to his ear, waiting for it to find a signal.

Then came the bark, sharp, guttural, urgent. Paladin.

Walker opened his eyes. Thunder cracked again. Paladin, his Belgian Malinois, a veteran of countless explosive door breaches and firefights, was going berserk. The dog howled, snarled, and clawed at the door, defying all his training. He had never done that before.

Damn it.

Not only was the rhythm off now, but Walker couldn’t stop thinking of Paladin. It was bad enough to leave the dog outside, even if he was protected by the awning.

Fuck.

He swiveled the Vanagon’s compact table aside and got to his feet, leaving the open phone on the cushion, powered up, and placed the pistol on the cutting board that covered the sink in the port-side galley kitchen. He would calm Paladin, say one more goodbye, then make the call and finish what he started.

His beard hid an angular jaw. It was highlighted with hints of gold that differentiated it from his greasy blond hair. An ex-girlfriend and undergraduate creative writing major at NYU had once told him that his hair was the color of wheat and that his eyes reminded her of a cloudless summer afternoon. She had gone on to write poetry.

Walker wasn’t a tall man. People called him rangy because of his wiry build and the distant look in his eyes, the gaze that most said was a function of his former vocation, Navy SEAL turned CIA operator.

Yet those who knew him well, and there weren’t many, understood the look wasn’t about the fighting or the bad memories. It was about the way he thought, the perception of his surroundings and his place within it, even more than that, mankind’s place within it. Half of Chris Walker’s soul was that of a philosopher, a soul that seemed in constant conflict with its other half, that of a warrior. That battle had run its course. Both sides were exhausted. Walker would finish the clash with a single bullet to his head.

He bent his knees and twisted the handle on the sliding side door of the Syncro four-wheel drive Vanagon. He ducked and stepped outside.

Under the crack of thunder and the strobe of lightning, Paladin lunged from the shadows, forcing Walker into a seated position on the step outside. The dog’s breath was frantic, his tongue desperate, licking at Walker’s face like he was trying to pull a man from a coma.

Walker didn’t resist. He let the dog’s panic wash over him, grounding him. Barely sheltered by a fabric awning, he stroked Paladin’s head with a trembling hand, fingers brushing the scars behind the ears.

Beyond the edge of the canopy, the rain didn’t fall so much as collapse; vertical surf pounding the earth, retreating, then crashing again. The forest swayed under it, cedar limbs writhing like the arms of monsters. No wonder Paladin was losing it. Out here, the world looked like it was coming undone.

And maybe it was.

Walker dropped to a knee on the patch of AstroTurf under the awning, the soaked green square squelching beneath his weight, and tucked a strand of shoulder-length dirty blond hair behind his ear. He leaned in close, forehead to fur, and thought of the commands taught to Paladin in his training, a combination of Dutch and German, a canine language of obedience, of control, of war.

“Nothing really covers this, Pal, does it?”

Despite all his canine combat training, Paladin wasn’t buying it. The dog’s light brown eyes flickered. His breath came in ragged spurts. Paladin had taken shrapnel to the neck during a raid in Kandahar, leaving a scarred hole in his windpipe. When he panted, it sounded like a hacksaw cutting through a pipe.

“It’s all right now,” Walker soothed, pulling the dog close.

He shifted to the camp stool near the cooler and stroked Paladin’s head. To the right of the door, firmly secured by black rigger’s tape, was an envelope in a Ziploc bag that read: “ATTN TOMMY HAWKEYE. INSTRUCTIONS AND MONEY FOR PALADIN’S CARE.” Tommy was a Vietnam vet who lived with his wife not far away on the reservation. They would give Paladin a good home.

Walker had used his vintage Navy-surplus Royal Quiet De Luxe to hammer out the instructions. The typewriter, stowed in its olive-drab case, rested between freeze-dried food packets, Tupperware containers, and barbecue tools in the camper. Everything had its place in the van.

Those instructions included the commands the dog would understand, guidance for his exercise and food, and most importantly, the phone number of a fellow former SEAL in Southern California who ran a combat dog rehabilitation and rescue camp in case Hawkeye and his wife needed it.

More thunder. Paladin whined.

“Just take it easy, boy,” Walker said, staying with English as the dog licked his hands. Paladin would be okay. He wouldn’t be alone for long. Walker stood up to head back inside.

“Blijf,” he said halfway through the door, telling the dog to stay. “Baywaken,” he added, a command to guard the site. “Attaboy.”

He slammed the door shut and tried to block out Paladin’s growls.

Back in the van, he snagged the pistol off the cutting board and resumed his seat on the cushion. It was time. Just do it, he told himself. Like yanking a Band-Aid.

A headshot would take care of the memories. Of Afghanistan. Of John Staub.

Walker checked the ship’s clock and retrieved the phone, which blinked with a flashing light that he ignored. His right hand held the .45-caliber pistol, his left the phone. He stabbed the preprogrammed number for the tribal cops with his thumb.

One shot at this, he said to himself, pausing for a second to appreciate the double meaning.

As he waited on the tribal police dispatcher to pick up, he surveyed the interior of his van, eyes passing over his books, tomes from NYU and a few others he had picked up since abandoning his postgraduate education, a collection of philosophers: Plato, Voltaire, Bacon, Spinoza, Kant, Schopenhauer. Next to these great teachers of the West, he had arranged texts on the Eastern faiths and philosophies: Hinduism, Taoism, Shintoism, Buddhism.

I guess I’m finally going to see which of you guys was right.

Above the books were other letters for the authorities, more envelopes taped to the cabinet doors, one for the wife of a long-gone friend.

His eyes lingered on his guitar, the instrument he played only for himself. He would miss it.

“Quinault Nation Tribal Police,” a female voice answered.

“Hello,” Walker said. “I’m calling from the Lower Quinault River, close to the estuary. I need to report a dead body.”

“A dead body? We’ll get someone right out. Do you have any idea as to the identity of the individual, sir?”

“Yes.”

“Who is it?”

“It’s me.”



Walker snapped the phone shut, set it down, and lifted his pistol. He pressed it to the underside of his chin, pushed down on the thumb safety, and set his finger on the trigger. The doctors had said his head was broken. They were right.

Outside, amid the swishing branches and crashing skies, Paladin howled as had his ancestors, wolves that had once hunted these very lands.

Walker closed his eyes, telling himself it was a fitting send-off. Paladin had seen a lot of death. He would understand. Time to…

Bleep-bleep.

Walker removed his finger from the trigger. What the hell was that? An irritating little sound that did not blend with the natural rhythms of the storm.

My death has to be in rhythm.

He glanced at the phone and saw a flashing light.

Fuck it. Doesn’t matter. Do it, Chris.

Bleep-bleep.

He closed his eyes tighter than before, willing the unnatural sound away, sliding his finger back into place on the trigger.

Ignore it and press.

Do it!

Bleep-bleep.

His heart was racing.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

Arrhythmic.

Bleep-bleep.

Fuck!

Walker engaged the thumb safety and lowered the gun to his lap, sucking in deep breaths, the religion and philosophy texts on his shelf coming back into focus. The sound was a text indicator and a message was on the phone’s outer LCD screen.


Hey Chris, it’s Leigh Ann Staub. Hope you’re well. I’ve been calling you but not getting an answer. Trying this—hope it works. Please call me back as soon as you can. It’s important.



Walker stared at it in disbelief.

A message from Leigh Ann just as he was about to join her husband in Valhalla?

What kind of timing was that?

He looked back to the books.

John Staub, his master chief in the SEAL Teams whom he had followed into Ground Branch, was dead because of Walker. Now his wife just spared Walker’s life?

He fought to control his breathing as Paladin’s howls took on a pain he had not noticed before.

You trying to talk me out of this, buddy?

Thunder rumbled, more distant than it had been moments earlier.

Was the storm passing?

Walker tilted his head to look out the side window and up into the dark clouds, his inner philosopher kicking into gear, questioning the workings of the universe, the unity of nature, thought, and consciousness. His mind flashed over Spinoza, who wrote that there was no good or evil, just substance and elements; even thoughts were elements.

He looked down at the pistol resting in his hand on his right leg, then up to an envelope taped just below his books. Earlier in the day he had written on it in Sharpie: “LEIGH ANN STAUB, NEW ORLEANS.”

Substance and elements. What the hell was going on?

Tired of you, inner philosopher.

The destruction, the loss, the injustice—those were his substance and elements, and they demanded atonement. Dignity. Finality.

He could not quell the question.

Leigh Ann Staub? Now?

He saw John’s lifeless body in the Afghan dirt, then alive and laughing in the CIA bar of Kabul’s Arania Hotel, a Kipling quote written on the wall behind him:


When you’re wounded and left on Afghanistan’s plains,

And the women come out to cut up what remains,

Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains

An’ go to your Gawd like a soldier.



The sound that tore from Walker wasn’t a scream, it was a rupture. A raw, guttural cry, the pain of a soul ripped from its body.

Walker raised the 1911, pushed down on the thumb safety, and pressed the trigger.








PART ONE




“The soul is dyed the color of its thoughts.”

—Marcus Aurelius, Meditations









CHAPTER ONE

Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan

2019

“HOW MUCH DOES one of these Defenders go for back in the U.S.?” John Staub asked from the front passenger seat.

Walker scanned the vehicle’s interior. The Rover was a four-door 110 version with the longer wheelbase. The back seats were of the dual, inward-facing bench style. The windows were blacked out, but it was otherwise a standard model from the mid-nineties.

Walker scratched his beard. Like Staub, he had grown out his facial hair. The more robust, the more respect it garnered from the Afghans. While Walker’s retained the golden shade of his hair, resulting in his call sign “Viking,” Staub’s beard was starting to transition from jet black to the gray that had appeared at his temples. “I don’t think you could afford one in the States,” he replied. “Plus, you barely fit in here.”

“Yeah, why don’t these seats go back farther?” asked the barrel-chested frogman.

“I think the engineer was a little guy,” Walker responded.

Staub took a closer look at the utilitarian metal dash and manual transmission. He twisted to inspect the rear seats. “Maybe we can smuggle this thing back in a shipping container? Agency will never know. We can call it a combat loss. Leigh Ann has always wanted a Range Rover.”

“This isn’t a Range Rover. It’s a Land Rover.”

“Same thing.”

“Not really.”

“Huh?”

“Believe me, Leigh Ann will know the difference.”

“Well, whatever. I like this one. I’m going to see if I can get it home when we pull stakes and leave this shithole.”

“The U.S. is never leaving this shithole,” Walker replied. He shifted to neutral, coasted, and touched the brakes. “You have your ID? They don’t know us on this side of the runway.”

Walker stopped and cranked down the manual window. He presented his blue badge ID card to a pair of soldiers stuck with gate duty. Staub handed his green CIA identification card across the center console. The difference in colors signaled their differing roles. Blue badgers were management. Green badgers were muscle.

One of the soldiers disappeared inside the guard shack. The other inspected the undercarriage of the Rover with a lighted mirror on a pole. While they waited, Staub remarked, “I can totally see Leigh Ann driving this thing.”

“I can’t.”

“Be like riding in a tank for her and Connor.”

“How old is Connor now?”

“Sixteen. Growing up too fast.”

“Sounds like you need a Volvo. Nice and safe.”

“I don’t think Leigh Ann is a Volvo person. Plus, this is one hell of a capable four-by-four.”

“It’s not like you have mountains in New Orleans. The one time I passed through Louisiana, I thought the whole state was a bridge.”

“Exactly. See the snorkel?” Staub nodded at the hood corner where a thick black tube crawled up the front door post. “Katrina wasn’t the last hurricane to blow through that town. Something like this would be an evacuation machine, you know? I should take it for that reason alone.”

“It’s right-hand drive.”

“Good point. Maybe I just need to buy one. I read they’re coming out with a new design later this year. First time they’re selling Defenders in the U.S. since ’97.”

Walker watched the soldiers at the guard shack. “You’d blow all that extra combat pay you’ve banked over here.”

“Exactly what that money’s for. Tax-free, Mr. Philosopher,” Staub said, using the nickname Walker had acquired very early on in the SEAL Teams.

Chris stared doubtfully at his older teammate. Although Staub was brilliant when it came to tactics, he was capable of the worst possible financial decisions.

“We’re different,” Staub said, correctly sensing the judgment.

“Thank God for that.”

“No, I mean, Leigh Ann and I don’t like restoring old crap. You fixed up your mom’s house and car. You rebuild engines. You haul around that surplus typewriter of yours and clack away at your homework—”

“Dissertation.”

“Whatever. My point is, I bet you’d take this beat-up old right-hand drive over a brand-new made-for-America Defender, wouldn’t you?”

“In a heartbeat.”

“Then why do you still wear that issued G-SHOCK?”

“Because it’s practical.”

“And this isn’t?” Staub said, pointing to the Tudor timepiece on his left wrist.

“It’s shiny.”

“You of all people should appreciate the history.”

“Oh, I do. That doesn’t make it any less shiny.”

“Some supply guy was taking a hammer to all the old Tudors at my first SEAL Team,” Staub said. “Have I ever told you this story?”

“About a hundred times.”

“Said he was ordered to do it to get them out of the system. Said it was illegal to take them. I reminded him of the age-old naval tradition of ‘gundecking,’ and in exchange for the last four Tudor Subs, I rewarded him with a case of beer. I saved a bit of history that day. You know, the Team guys who jumped in after the Apollo astronauts when they splashed down were wearing these.”

“Yes, I’m aware.”

“Gave one to my chief, one to my LPO, and one to my BUD/S swim buddy. One day this one will go to Connor when he graduates college.”

“What’s he interested in?”

“Journalism. Works on the school paper. Big reader. He’s not like me. He’s smart enough to make a living with a pen, not the sword.”

“Well, let’s hope so,” Walker said as a soldier arrived with a clipboard.

The sergeant handed the badges through the window.

“We’re picking up a new arrival,” Walker said. “He would have checked in last night. Name’s Lawrence.”

“Lawrence the first name or last?” the soldier asked.

“Both. He should be staying in visiting officer quarters.”

The other soldier approached with the clipboard. After a half-minute search, he tapped the clipboard. “Got him. He’s in the CHUs. A-16, third alley to your left.”

“Thanks.” Walker shifted into gear and let out the clutch.

The CHUs—container housing units—were the high-rent district on the Bagram base, boasting metal walls and Mitsubishi mini-splits for heating and cooling. Staub was working on requisitioning one of them to set up out in the swamps as a hunting cabin back in Louisiana.

“You worked much with Fisk?” Staub asked as they coasted to a stop by a container.

“We were in the same class at the Farm. But after that, he went the case officer route.”

“Not a gunslinger?”

“Too smart.” Walker smiled, killed the engine, and yanked the parking brake.

“Come on, no one’s smarter than you, genius.”

Walker rolled his eyes.

“I’ll hop out and give him the front seat,” Staub said. “And I can check out the cargo volume of my future ride.”

Walker found container A-16 at the center of a rat maze of narrow passages. In addition to the stenciled A-16 address, a laminated card had been inserted in a slot that read: “L.L. LAWRENCE, OGA.” Other Government Agency was the catch-all term for the various government groups that cycled through Bagram: CIA, FBI, DEA, DSS. But for all intents and purposes, the term had become synonymous with the CIA. The nondescript alias was another dead giveaway.

“Hey, Chris,” Leonard Fisk said in greeting. “Long time.”

Walker shook hands with the taller, skinnier man. “Welcome to Kabul, Lenny.”

“Thanks. Come on in.”

Walker climbed the steps and entered the corrugated metal wall container. “How’s the jet lag? How are things at Langley?”

“Langley’s Langley and jet lag is my standard operating condition,” Fisk answered, pushing his reading glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Give me a second to close out this email, then we’ll get going.” Fisk sat on a desk chair and typed while Walker remained standing by the door.

After half a minute, bespectacled face to the screen, Fisk asked, “What’s your contact’s name again? Just putting together a quick synopsis for the station before we head out.”

“Naji Mansour,” Walker replied.

“And how did you make contact?”

“Believe it or not, Staub bought a rug from him. Mansour hinted at having information that might be of interest to us, so I went in and bought a rug too. The hints became more than that.”

Fisk stopped typing and studied Walker through his glasses. “Really? It was that random?”

“Life’s like that sometimes.”

Fisk resumed typing. After a few more strokes on the keys, he shut the laptop and threw his glasses in a case. “Ready,” he said, standing. “Oh—and from now on, we’re to refer to this asset as Mongoose.”

“Mongoose,” Walker repeated. “Who came up with that?”

“The Agency’s cryptonym generator.”

“It was a good choice. They eat snakes.”






CHAPTER TWO

Quinault Rain Forest, Washington State, Pacific Coast

Present Day

THE RINGING IN Walker’s ears was so loud and shrill that it was almost physically painful.

That was fucking stupid, he thought, looking at the books on his shelves as if they would speak to him.

He laid the pistol to his side on the sofa bench seat and leaned forward, setting his elbows on his knees and pressing his palms to the side of his head.

Just some ringing.

The noise shifted in tone and Walker lifted his head, running his fingers through his hair.

His eyes went to the bullet hole in the headliner, thinking that the rain would soon seep into the mattress above and would eventually start to drip into the interior.

Is there anything you don’t fucking ruin?

That bullet is going to come down somewhere, you selfish son of a bitch.

The buzzing in his brain gave way to the sounds of Paladin scratching at the door.

Paladin, from the knights of Charlemagne’s court; a champion for a cause.

Was Walker that cause?

He leaned to the side and opened the sliding door. The dog leaped in, tail wagging, and bound into Walker’s lap, licking his face while whining as if the two had been separated for months instead of minutes.

“Okay, Pal, it’s okay. I’m all right.”

Paladin, not convinced, slid to Walker’s side and curled into a ball, setting his chin on his guardian’s lap, looking up with soulful brown eyes.

Walker stroked Paladin’s head. “Thanks, boy. I’m okay for now.” Then he looked to the phone.

Leigh Ann.

He took a deep breath and dialed her number.

“Chris?” Leigh Ann Staub said after two rings.

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Thank God.”

There was a brief silence as if neither party knew what to say.

Walker cleared his throat. What did you say to the widow of the man you were responsible for killing?

“Where are you, Chris?”

Leigh Ann had always been inquisitive.

“I’m uh…”

“Out of the country or something? You’re not back with the Agency, are you?”

“I’m still medically retired. Just a little remote. Pacific Northwest.”

“Sounds like there’s static on the line.”

“Rain on the roof. Ocean beyond windows. Storm’s rolling in off the Pacific.” His voice was gravelly and hollow.

“Are you alone?” The concern in her voice evident.

“I’m on an Indian reservation.”

“A reservation?”

“Yeah.”

Paladin gave a slight growl.

“Well, not quite by myself.”

“How are you, Chris?”

Walker’s eyes went to the pistol on the bench seat next to him and replied after two seconds of introspection. “I’m doing great.”

Chris knew the pause did not go unnoticed. Leigh Ann had always been in tune with other people’s mental states, far more so than her late husband. She had been the ballast in the Staub marriage.

“Yeah?” she asked gently. “How are you feeling?”

“You mean, how’s my head?”

“Well, yes. I’m a nurse, remember?”

The traumatic brain injury had been the final nail in his CIA career. “I didn’t forget. Head’s good.”

He glanced back at the gun on the seat beside him, his eyes traveling to the bullet hole in the ceiling. It had started to leak, the hole staring back at him like an accusation.

Leigh Ann’s tone shifted into nurse mode. “Blurred vision? Dizziness? What meds are you on?”

Walker had forgotten that Leigh Ann was a talker.

“Was just about to try a new one, actually,” he replied, his eyes going back to the 1911.

“Which one?”

“Nothing you’d recommend.”

“It’s good to hear your voice.”

“You too. Been a minute, hasn’t it?”

“Too long.”

“Leigh Ann, I’m so sorry, I…”

“No, we’ve been through this and that’s not why I’m calling.”

“Oh?”

“I reached out because something’s going on down here. God, it’s…”

“What?”

She coughed as if stalling for time.

“Connor… is…” A sharp breath.

“Leigh Ann?”

“I’ve got to get used to saying this.” She paused. “Connor’s dead.”

Walker’s spine stiffened. Paladin raised his head, sensing the shift.

Connor Staub. John and Leigh Ann’s son. Dead? Last Walker heard, the kid was headed to a master’s program at Columbia University Journalism School after finishing his undergrad at LSU.

As an NYU grad, Walker respected the move to the Big Apple, the ambitious swing. He had even taped an envelope to the cabinet with Leigh Ann’s name on it, meant to help with Connor’s tuition.

“He’s… how? When?”

Leigh Ann’s voice was muffled, as if speaking through gauze. “A month ago. He was chasing a story, his first real one. Wanted it to be big. An exposé. It got attention from the wrong people. He got too close.”

“He was murdered?”

Leigh Ann’s voice came through weaker now. “Yes.”

“Who did it?”

“I don’t know, I mean I do know.”

Walker could hear her sobbing.

He waited a few seconds before speaking.

“Leigh Ann, I am so sorry.”

Her sobs turned to deep breaths as she regained her composure.

“If there is anything I can do?” The words felt hollow.

A memory intruded, one of knocking on doors in his service dress blues. He pushed it away. That was a different life.

“There is, Chris.” Her voice was stronger now.

“Anything.” He saw John Staub looking up at him, knowing he would never make it home.

“I need you to find out who did it.”

“What? Leigh Ann, I’m not the police.”

“I know. That’s why I need you.” She paused, selecting her words. “John told me that if I ever needed help, you were the man to call.”

John’s blood pooled in the dust.

“Chris?”

“I’m here.”

“He said I could trust you.”

“You can.”

“Then help me.”

Walker looked back at the pistol. He could barely help himself.

“Do the police have any leads?”

“Yes.”

“Then why do you need me?”

“Because they were in on it.”

Walker closed his eyes. His jaw clenched. The ringing that had subsided surged in conjunction with a migraine, sharp and blinding. He pinched his temples.

“I need help, Chris. Connor was an only child. He was all I had after John died.”

And that was my fault, Walker thought.

He felt dizzy, but inside, the gyros began to turn.

“Tell me.”

“Connor worked on his investigation for more than a year,” Leigh Ann said.

“What kind of investigation?”

“An exposé on overdoses, the drug trade.”

“Fentanyl?”

“Maybe, but maybe worse. I don’t know. Connor thought it was something new. I’ve seen some of those kids rushed into the ER. Maybe a synthetic.”

Walker stared at the envelope, the one marked for Leigh Ann Staub, the one he had meant to be opened only after he was gone. The timing of her call spoke to him. Impossible? Absurd? Divine? Cruel?

Walker’s mind, always a battlefield for long dead philosophers, lit up with arguments.

Spinoza whispered about substance and attributes.

Schopenhauer reminded him that desire was immutable.

The Tao offered no comfort, only inevitability.

The pistol beckoned him. He could almost feel the cold metal that had nearly ended it all. And now her voice, alive, urgent, familiar.

Connor was dead. Just like his dad.

Connor Staub. The kid with ambition. Gone.

Walker couldn’t help but recall the main points of the NYU dissertation he had abandoned after Afghanistan, the debates on determinism versus free will. His thesis supported the ideas of Arthur Schopenhauer, the German nineteenth-century philosopher who believed that while man’s actions are free, his predetermined, unchangeable desires are not. A man could physically alter his actions, but not the core drivers of his soul.

As he listened, Leigh Ann’s voice cracked, steadied, and then cracked again as she painted a picture of Connor’s final months, his obsession with the story, the trail of overdoses, the coded journals, the bricks of heroin planted in his car. The cops said Connor was a dealer. The headlines agreed.

Walker closed his eyes.

Somewhere in the heavens, another thunderclap. Paladin barked and hopped off his seat. He stood in the narrow passage between the van’s sliding starboard door and port-side galley. Walker suddenly remembered the call.

The tribal cops. Shit.

“Leigh Ann, let me call you back. Give me one minute.”

He pressed END and then dialed another number.

“Quinault Nation Tribal Police.”

Time to put some of his CIA training from the Farm into use.

“I am so sorry,” he began, explaining that a drunk friend had taken his phone and called them earlier in a poor attempt at a practical joke. He assured them that his friend was now sleeping it off and that all was well. Annoyed, the dispatcher hung up. Walker called Leigh Ann back.

“Sorry about that. You were about to tell me how you know the cops had something to do with Connor’s death,” Walker said, bringing the conversation back on track.

“I have some of his notes, from the story he was working on.”

“Notes?”

“He kept journals.”

“And the journals point to police?”

Leigh Ann paused. “Not exactly. He wrote key items like places and people in a kind of code that I haven’t yet figured out. But there is something to do with bribes to people in high places. I can see that much. I think he was framed.”

“But it’s just notes? Did he ever discuss his project with you?”

“No. He kept me at arm’s length, telling me I’d get the big reveal when he was done.”

“I see.”

“Chris, I would not ask if I thought I had anywhere else to turn.”

And maybe because you know I can’t possibly say no, not after what I did to your husband. He pushed the thought from his mind.

You owe her, Chris. And you owe Connor.

Is that why you didn’t put a bullet in your brain?

“Journals,” Walker whispered.

“What? I think the connection is breaking up.”

“Nothing,” Walker said, thinking of the intercepted phone calls that had led to the deaths of terrorists on the Agency’s target list over the years. “Leigh Ann, give me your address. I’ll be there in a few days.”

After Walker had written down the address and said his goodbyes to a tearful and grateful Leigh Ann Staub, he stroked Paladin’s head, the rain still coming down in torrents.

I owe them.

“Dein platz,” he ordered, pointing to the front passenger seat.

Paladin sprang to the front of the van but positioned himself so as to keep a watchful eye on his master. The passenger seat worked on a swivel, facing aft when the vehicle was parked as it was now.

Walker removed an aluminum rod from under the table that allowed him to fold it out of the way, then he pushed himself off the bench seat that separated the cabin from the rear cargo area where a SCUBA tank was strapped against a thin vertical closet. Fins, mask, snorkel, weight belt, and wet suit were in a nylon duffel under a deflated free-diving buoy and a Riffe Marauder speargun with a breakaway system and Kinetic Grip he had customized with his friend Brendan O’Malley for a trip down to Mexico was strapped to the ceiling. He flipped the thin backrest into the cargo space and pulled the rectangular seating cushion off the bench seat to reveal a storage compartment with a push-button cipher lock. Walker had constructed it himself. He punched in a four-digit code and swung open the hatch.

A traditional Osage orangewood bow, backed with western diamondback skins, he had crafted by hand with his SEAL teammate Trevor Thompson was seated in a cutout section of foam, along with arrows made from dogwood fletched with wild turkey feathers and wrapped in elk sinew, their points chipped from Texas chert and Oregon obsidian. Stacks of cash separated by denomination sat in their own rectangular silos. He lifted the foam insert out and set it in the rear cargo area.

The second layer held a 12-gauge Winchester Model 1897 trench gun with bayonet, a pre-64 Winchester Model 94 .30-30, a Colt Single Action Army “Peacemaker” in .45 Colt, and an empty right-angle cutout for the 1911 that had been pressed to his head twenty minutes earlier.

Walker picked up the pistol he had almost used to end his life, felt its weight in his hand.

He heard Paladin growl behind him.

“Not today,” he whispered as he pressed it into the foam. He let his fingers linger on its cold steel a moment. The final layer was one he had not visited since he had hidden the items there years earlier when he returned home after he had lost John Staub. He hesitated. He had used the bow and the .30-30 many times over the years, hunting as he explored the country. The 1911 had been his carry pistol, yet he had never gone into the last layer of his vault. Much like what was hidden in his soul, he knew what was there, but he dared not expose it. The tools of his previous life opened the door to darkness.

Then why had he kept them?

Maybe because it was fate that he would need them again?

He took a breath and pulled the heavier second layer out, sliding it on top of the first one in the rear cargo area. Then he looked down at the final tier.

Embedded in the foam were the weapons of his former trade.

He set his hand on the Bravo Company Recce-16 rifle in .300 Blackout with Huxwrx suppressor topped with a Vortex Razor 1-6x24 scope and throw lever. Affixed to the top rail was an L3Harris ATPIAL infrared aiming device, and on the left side was a SureFire Mini Scout light. A Viking Tactics sling was attached. Just below and to the left of the rifle was his Ops-Core ballistic helmet with PVS-14 monocular night optical device, a NOD. He found himself wishing he had snagged a PVS-15 or 31 or, even better, a GPNVG18 panoramic four-tuber before he left the Agency, but someone may have missed that one. He had sometimes used the monocular as a staff officer at GB because as the ground force commander he found it easier to manipulate the radios in the vehicles to communicate with the Agency’s experimental manned and unmanned aircraft when on target. No helping that now. Next to the helmet and NOD was a Glock 19 with Trijicon HD Night Sights and an Al Salvitti–designed Regiment Blade with wood grips in a low rider sheath. He removed the pistol and knife and set them to the side.

Then, with the bench seat lifted, Walker grabbed the envelopes from the galley cabinets, the envelopes that contained his death letters, and raised the last layer of foam, stuffing them underneath.

“For another day.”






CHAPTER THREE

Kabul, Afghanistan

2019

THE TRUCK RATTLED over the corrugated dirt roads between Bagram and the market bazaar district. After parking among other dusty vehicles, the three CIA men exited.

This area was technically inside the perimeter of a zone where Americans and other coalition security personnel were supposed to be safe. As proof of the increased security, a hulking Army MRAP—Mine Resistant Ambush Protected—moved through traffic with a sergeant in the turret.

Afghan men in payraan overshirts with kulla caps and women in parahaan dresses shuffled to the walls lining the alley, avoiding the steel monster. Americans in Kevlar body armor, helmets, ballistic sunglasses, and black weapons stood out as foreign invaders and always reminded Walker of Star Wars stormtroopers manning checkpoints on Tatooine, which was why he, Staub, and Fisk were dressed in earth-tone civilian clothes.

They shouldered between vendors on the market street, with Staub at the six position, checking security, stopping at irregular intervals to mingle with the vendors, to better fit in with the flow of the pedestrians going about their days. They also used the stops as opportunities to observe.

It was mid-September, and the sun was still bright, but the signs of winter were emerging as occasional winds swept over the glacier peaks into mile-high Kabul. The shadows cast by the mud structures stretched longer than they had at this same time just a month prior.

“Posting up here,” Staub said at a crossroads, dropping back. “Comms check.”

“Lima Charlie,” Walker responded into the mic hidden in his collar. Lima Charlie meant loud and clear in milspeak.

“Good copy,” Staub replied. “I’ll check in with ISR.”

Walker fought off the urge to look skyward. ISR was intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance, an Agency drone somewhere high overhead. An operator in Nevada was behind the controls, but it was monitored back at Kabul Station. It was Staub’s job to keep an eye on any emerging threats and extract them from the meet if things went south.

“That’s it, there,” Walker said after twenty additional paces. He head-gestured toward a sign that read Pan Arabian Fine Rugs, a shop twenty yards ahead on the left. The sign was coated in dust, but the pride taken in the careful lettering shined through. “Let’s give John a minute to take a spin around the block.”

Walker and Fisk looked over a vendor’s cart stuffed with cheap wallets—counterfeits labeled Gucci, Chanel, and Coach with misspelled brand names—as Staub worked his way through the crowds looking for anything out of place.

“Stay put for a second,” Staub announced into Walker’s earpiece. “I got some burkas coming down the street with a mullah leaning on a doorjamb. One of the burkas is a big ol’ gal.”

“Roger.”

“And, CW, if you see a Gucci lady’s wallet that looks somewhat real, pick it up for me. Leigh Ann loves that shit.”

“I’m running low on cash.”

“The hell you are. And you owe me a favor for finding this guy in the first place. Use some of Fisk’s contingency account. Have to spend it on something.”

“Problem?” Fisk asked as he checked out a leather passport cover with a blotchy Coach stamp.

“Group of women in burkas around the corner,” Walker said quietly. “That’s how they hide bombs or disguise Taliban fighters.”

“Got it. Should we have that MRAP circle back?”

“No. That would disrupt the natural rhythm and possibly raise suspicions.”

Fisk nodded.

A minute later Staub came back over comms. “Okay, we’re good. All clear. You see a good wallet?”

“Negative on Gucci. We’re going in.”

“Good copy. Monitoring the alleys.”

A bell jingled when Walker opened the door. He stepped inside and waited for his eyes to adjust. Oriental rugs blocked the light from the windows. The cozy shop smelled of incense, camphor, and musty wool. Boshret Kheir played through decades-old speakers on either side of the cash register.

Fisk tapped his ear. “That shit drives me crazy.”

Walker listened to the music while they waited for Naji to come out from the residential part of the shop. “Good tempo,” he said. “Think of it as cover.”

Lifting a maroon rug with dark blue geometric shapes from a pile, Fisk examined the label. “Tabriz,” he said. “Iranian carpet.”

“Mongoose gets around. That’s one of the reasons you’re going to like him.”

A man emerged from the back, his smile genuine, his eyes tired but kind.

“Ah! Mr. Chris, you brought a friend!” Naji Mansour looked to be in his late thirties, his dark hair streaked with premature gray. He wore a pressed tunic and moved with quiet dignity.

“Hello, Naji. Great to see you again.” Walker turned to Fisk. “This is the man I wanted you to meet. His name is Lawrence.”

Fisk placed his hand over his heart, leaned forward in a slight bow, and shook Naji’s hand.

“Mr. Mansour, a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I have heard many wonderful things about you and your business.”

Walker retreated to a corner and keyed his transmitter while Fisk made small talk about rugs.

“How we looking?” he asked Staub.

“NSTR, brother,” Staub responded, using the acronym for nothing significant to report.

“ISR?”

“Clear. No electronic emanations from the target area.”

Staub and a Ground Branch technical specialist had swept Naji’s shop three weeks ago as part of their surveillance package. All indications since then showed that Naji was clean, a genuine asset who wanted to turn things around for his country.

Over tea and a labored negotiation, Naji had dropped certain hints—namely that he got around, which allowed him to learn things about certain Taliban leaders. He was willing to trade information for U.S. citizenship and relocation to Fremont, California, home to such a large Afghan community that it was known as Little Kabul.

After sending his report on Mansour through Agency channels, Walker was cleared to proceed with an approach. However, as a blue-badge officer in the CIA’s Special Activities Center’s Ground Branch, Walker’s primary role was tactical operations. Fisk, meanwhile, was a case officer responsible for managing confidential informants, whom the Agency referred to as assets. Consequently, this meeting was Fisk’s show.

Walker leaned into Fisk and whispered while the music bounced along. “We’re clear.”

Fisk nodded and turned to Naji. “You mind if we turn that down a little?”

“Of course,” Naji replied. He ducked behind the counter to fiddle with his stereo.

With the asset out of sight, Walker instinctively reached for the Glock beneath his light cotton jacket. The music lowered and Naji’s head popped up half a second later.

Fisk withdrew his phone from his jacket and swiped the screen. “Can you read English?” he asked Naji.

“I completed my business degree at King’s College, London, before returning to Afghanistan,” Naji replied.

Fisk shot a glance at Walker, a half smile on his face. No doubt about it, Naji could be a true unicorn: access to senior Taliban ranks, Western-educated, and with the perfect cover to travel.

Walker said to Naji, “Lawrence works closely with our headquarters people. He’s here to help you.”

“I see.”

“There are just some things I’m going to need,” Fisk added. “I have a form for you to digitally initial for—” He cut himself off at the sound of an interior door creaking.

A woman in a fawn-colored head scarf looked inquisitively at Walker. He could only see her eyes because the scarf wrapped the lower half of her face. He had met her during the second meeting with Naji.

Walker touched Fisk’s elbow. “Naji’s wife, Rina. They have two daughters. This is their home as well as their shop.”

Fisk instinctively buried his phone in his pocket.

“Mr. Lawrence, I would like you to meet my wife and daughters.”

Fisk shifted uncomfortably on his feet.

“It’s okay,” Walker said to both Naji and Fisk, his voice calm and confident.

With the price of Mansour’s intel being U.S. citizenship, Fisk needed to meet the family.

Rina stepped forward, her daughters following, their maroon dresses clean and carefully pressed. They stood beside their mother, eyes wide with curiosity. “Good afternoon, sir,” they said in practiced English, their voices barely above a whisper.

“This is Fatima and Zahra,” Walker said.

Fatima was around eight with sharp, inquisitive brown eyes, while Zahra was not yet five, her wide eyes full of wonder.

Fisk shook all three of their hands politely as Walker reached into his pocket and offered Tootsie Rolls he had picked up on base.

When they went back to the residence area, Fisk pulled his phone from his pocket.

“Now you have a sense of the future exfil package,” Walker said.

Fisk turned to Naji. “I need something before we go much further.” He reversed his phone so the screen faced Naji. “This is the form. Just click here. That’ll be your signature.”

The rug seller did as asked, and handed the phone back to the CIA case officer.

“Thank you.” Fisk swiped and turned it around again. “Do you recognize this man?”

Naji studied the device. “Yes. He’s Mullah Farj.”

“Do you know where he lives?”

Naji glanced at Walker, who nodded. “This is how we get you out of here. That’s the deal.”



Walker covered the first quarter mile through the dust and blaring horns of Kabul traffic, weaving past cars, trucks, buses, scooters, and the occasional donkey with no sign of a tail.

Fisk was in the passenger seat, his head buried in his phone while Staub scanned for threats from the rear bench seat.

“How’d it go? We have a new asset?” Staub asked.

“Looks that way,” Walker replied from behind the wheel. “What’d you think, Lenny?”

“A lot of potential here,” the case officer responded.

“So, you made the deal?” Staub asked.

“Yes,” Fisk answered. “As long as Mongoose delivers, he’ll get a special visa to come to the U.S. After a year of what amounts to probation he’ll become an American citizen, but…”

“But what?” Walker asked.

“He has to deliver.”






CHAPTER FOUR

Quinault Rain Forest, Washington State

Present Day

AS THE RAIN hammered down and the ocean thundered, Walker rolled up the awning, folded his chair, and packed up camp. Paladin had been fed and Walker had roasted three rockfish he had killed spearfishing that morning in the Queets River estuary.

Next, he collected Paladin’s fetch toys, which he had arranged around the campsite so the dog would have something to do while waiting for the authorities to arrive. His last packing task was to lower the pop-up tent atop the VW and secure his tan Bison cooler to the cargo shelf extending from the rear bumper. When he was finished, the van rumbled to life with that familiar whistle that afflicts old Volkswagens. Walker put it in gear, twisting the parking brake handle to the right and pushed it forward. He engaged the windshield wipers and slowly pulled from his campsite onto a dirt logging road.

Why am I still alive?

A shaft of light filtered through a break in the clouds as Walker pulled into Tommy Hawkeye’s driveway five miles away. A U.S. Marine Corps flag marked Tommy’s single-story rambler on the outskirts of town. Walker had met Hawkeye, a Vietnam veteran, on a hunting trip in eastern Washington State. The old man had noticed Walker’s trad bow. Hawkeye appreciated the nod to heritage and tradition. Walker had asked him about the faded USMC tattoo on his right forearm. Through a federation of Indian tribes, Hawkeye had led Walker onto the hunting lands of the Yakama Nation. Together, they had taken a bull elk using traditional bows.

“You leaving?” Tommy asked through the screen door, as a reality show about finding love blared from an older-model television. Walker could see Tommy’s wife in an easy chair, her hands busily crocheting. The couple was well into their seventies.

“It’s time,” Walker said. He was in jeans, a flannel, his Iron Ranger boots, and wearing a black hat now faded to gray with a barely visible symbol on the front, that of an eagle over a tommy gun and what appeared to be an anchor.

Hawkeye looked at him through the screen. He reminded Walker of a priest peering through a confessional.

Tommy pushed the screen door open. It creaked on its hinges.

“Did you get what you came for?” the Vietnam veteran asked, nodding past Walker at the forest.

“No luck on a blacktail, if that’s what you mean. I did some spearfishing, ate a lot of rockfish, went for a beach dive, and collected clams.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

Walker remained quiet.

“Where you off to now? Home?” Hawkeye asked, his face lined and creased with the vestiges of time.

“For a bit.”

“And then?”

Walker paused.

“Then I’ll be heading south.”



The van was not designed with speed or aerodynamics in mind.

His first two hundred miles brought him into the majestic Cascade Mountains. On the eastern side, he decided that the van’s overworked engine needed a break, so he stopped in the town of Cle Elum for fresh groceries.

After his resupply, he drove along Highway 97 toward the Teanaway River Valley, where, under a fading sky, he set up camp in a grove of mixed cottonwoods, maples, firs, and pines. The river, still swollen from melting snow, hissed and gurgled.

Natural rhythms.

The gloomy storms that battered the west side of the state were kept at bay by the mountains. Here on the eastern slope, the sky was clear, and the stars flickered in the night just as they had during bivouacs in Afghanistan’s Hindu Kush. Walker had operated with his SEAL troop and then the CIA under these same stars. He thought of moving through the Spīn Ghar Mountains in Nangarhar Province with Staub, navigating via GPS and NODs.

Walker pushed the memory aside, throwing a fresh cedar bough onto the fire. Its sap was a highly flammable accelerant and hit the flames like gasoline, sending embers skyward.

With Paladin settled near the warming rocks, Walker grilled two steaks he had bought in Cle Elum, at Owens Meats. After two weeks on the Quinault Reservation eating fish, he went for two pounds of prime rib eye, one for himself, the other for Paladin.

While the steaks sizzled, Walker found the bottle of Four Branches bourbon in the van’s galley. He didn’t drink often, but after surviving a near-death experience earlier in the day and being thoroughly tired of listening to the philosopher in his head, it felt like the right remedy as he accepted his decision to remain among the living, at least in the short term, until he got this one last thing done for his old friend. Then he would revisit the .45.

Sitting on a thick flannel sleeping bag, bundled in his blanket-lined Carhartt, Walker reclined on an elbow and stroked his dog as the fire crackled. Though a philosopher at heart, his studies led him to history and human motivations. He thought about ancient wolves, and the finely tuned weapon curled up by his side. There was a wolf pack that lived in the Teanaway. He wondered if Paladin could sense them beyond the glow of the fire.

Walker kept the .30-30 nearby. It stayed there that night as he slept, his dog nuzzled against him, briefly at peace.



Seventeen hours later, he turned the van into the driveway of the house that used to belong to his foster mother, Teri. According to the typed letter in an envelope under the gun tray, proceeds from the sale of the house were to go to the Rescue 22 Foundation, an organization providing fully trained service and support dogs to veterans dealing with the physical and emotional trauma of the battlefield.

“Sorry, guys,” Walker said, looking up at the modest home. “You’re going to have to wait a little longer.”

He exited the vehicle and punched a code into a box on the side of the garage that opened the door. After he pulled in and shut down, the van’s engine clicked, and Walker could smell a faint trace of burning oil. Worse, he could hear dripping onto the garage floor. While Paladin leaped out, Walker lowered himself to the concrete for an inspection. Sure enough, there was a growing puddle, which meant he would need to replace the van’s water pump again, or at least its seals, a recurring problem.

The house remained exactly as his mother had left it, her clothes hung in the closet, while the other two bedrooms were dedicated to her hobbies, sewing and music. It was fully paid off when she had passed away when Walker was still in his teens and she had left him just enough money to make sure he could keep it. Walker slept on the sofa. There were too many memories in his old room.

In the morning, he practiced dog-whistle drills with Paladin and then went on a long run through the high desert sage with the Belgian Malinois at his side. Later, he did his laundry and sifted through an old milk crate of cassettes to stock his vehicle with different tapes. Around three that afternoon, he drove the van onto two steel ramps and worked on the water pump.

His tools and spare parts hung on a pegboard as neatly as a NAPA auto store. It took him all of three seconds to locate the spare gaskets for the pump, even less to find the right sockets and wrenches.

Then he used a sealant to fix the .45-caliber bullet hole in the roof and checked the vehicle’s power system. Walker had mounted a six-hundred-watt solar array on the roof of the van, which was enough to keep the batteries topped off after a full day in the sun. The charge controller fed a steady twelve volts into the lithium bank that powered the fridge and interior lights.

After dinner, he prepared the van for departure. He swapped out the LP gas tank, filled the potable water jerry can, and ensured he had the correct tools to adjust the engine on his journey, stowing them in the van’s kit with the intricacy and care of a Zurich watchmaker. He ensured the fan that circulated air throughout the cabin for Paladin was in working order, as he had not checked it in a while with the cooler weather and the fact that Walker rarely, if ever, left his dog alone in the van.

Before he set off, Walker knew he had to flip a switch. He had designed the three levels of the storage vault under the back bench seat that separated the living area from the cargo area to be interchangeable. Since he left the Agency, he had prioritized his more primitive weapons on the top. That was about to change. He pulled up the seat and removed the layer that held his trad bow in place. Then he pulled up the middle one that contained his trench gun, .30-30, Colt Peacemaker, and 1911. Lastly, he detached the level with his Bravo Company AR, helmet, and NOD. While the 1911 felt at home in a Milt Sparks Summer Special 2 leather holster, the Glock 19 was secured in a Kydex Tenicor like he had used overseas on the enemy’s turf. He then replaced the layers starting with his bow, next the guns with wood furniture, and finally, on top went the instruments of his former profession.

When the van was stocked and organized, Walker pulled a bag from a shelf in the garage and removed his Velocity Systems plate carrier and low-profile chest rig. The bloodstains from the last time he had worn it were visible. He had never cleaned it off. The blood wasn’t his. It remained infused with dried dust and memories of Afghanistan.






CHAPTER FIVE

Afghanistan

2020

NESTLED AMONG THE stark hills three miles north of Hamid Karzai International Airport, the former brick factory was now a compound consisting of climate-controlled trailers, a faux training village, shooting ranges, a burn pit, and a holding facility known as the Salt Pit. Those who had been held there had another name for it: the Dark Prison.

Covered with antennas, watchtowers, and sandbags, the base spanned over two square miles. If Afghanistan was the main event of the Global War on Terror, Eagle Base was the ticket office, and it was the compound where Walker and Staub lived, worked, and trained. It was home to the Zero Units, the Afghan paramilitary teams, vetted and trained by the Americans, and it was from Eagle Base that the CIA ran the secret war.

In the narrow chute before the main gate, Walker zigzagged the Rover through a complex maze of barricades. At the final barrier, bearded contractors in ball caps and body armor, holding M4s, inspected the car with mirrors and sensors. They popped the hood and trunk and asked Staub and Walker to stand outside while they looked through the passenger compartments. It wasn’t so much that they didn’t know or trust the two CIA operators; it was that they needed to know their car hadn’t been sabotaged with an IED that could be triggered by a cell phone. A decade earlier seven CIA officers and contractors along with a Jordanian intelligence officer and Afghan driver had been killed when a triple agent detonated a suicide vest at FOB Chapman after a lapse in security protocols. The contractors at Eagle Base were not about to let that happen here. There were always eyes in the hills waiting on the Americans to let their guard down.

“Hey, Clorox,” Staub said to the supervising contractor. “Who’s on overwatch right now?”

CIA contractors usually used call signs while in country. “Clorox” had earned his nickname by claiming that his blond hair and beard were natural.

“That’s Toad in the south tower, Garbo to the east,” Clorox said.

Staub waved at the two men in helmets and black balaclavas. Toad, the man farthest from him, returned the wave with a middle-finger salute.

“What’s his problem?” Walker asked.

“I kicked his ass in yesterday’s bench press competition,” Staub explained.

“He said you cheated,” Clorox said.

“I didn’t. Chris will back me up on that.”

Clorox leaned in to look at Walker, who nodded.

“Here’s a little friendly advice, fellas,” Clorox suggested. “Always be nice to the guy who has you sighted in through his high-powered scope.”

“Good tip,” Staub replied.

Walker drove the Rover past the compound’s vast motor pool of indigenous vehicles before parking at the low two-story operations building where the case officers met. It was originally built by the Soviets in the eighties, but the Agency had expanded it with several wings.

“Welcome back,” Leonard Fisk said, greeting them at the entrance. Though Fisk spent most of his time at Bagram or Langley, direct action operations were planned at Eagle Base. “Come on, I have us set up in a SCIF upstairs.” He pronounced the acronym as skiff, a sensitive compartmented information facility.

Fisk led them inside. After swiping their IDs at a locked door, they passed through an inner room they called Cortex, where raw ISR feeds were displayed on monitors bolted to the wall. A half dozen officers, technicians, and specialists sat glued to screens much like air traffic controllers in towers guiding and directing aircraft on the ground and in the skies. After clearing Cortex, they entered a stairwell and hustled to the second-floor SCIF.

The entire operations building was hardened against incoming and outgoing radio transmissions, but the mission planning center was so sensitive that it was, effectively, a SCIF within a SCIF. Walker and Staub secured their cell phones in a honeycomb of lockboxes before following Fisk through the windowless maze, eventually arriving in a six-seat conference room filled with the detritus of CIA case officers on the hunt: binders, bulletin boards, Post-it notes, and photos of high-value targets. A sixty-inch Samsung flat-screen was affixed to the front wall.

Fisk plugged an HDMI cable into his laptop and began typing while Walker and Staub settled in.

“Movie?” Staub asked.

Fisk didn’t reply. After a few more keystrokes, the Samsung lit up with a PowerPoint presentation title screen, a blue background with the Agency seal in one corner and a single word across the center in fifty-point font: “BACKDRAFT.”

“Already seen it, Lenny,” Staub said. “Quite the cast.”

“Okay,” Fisk said. “I’m reading you both in on BACKDRAFT, a capture-kill op targeting leadership elements of HQN. Chris, you’ll have lead.”

HQN, the Haqqani Network, was a semiautonomous offshoot of the Taliban closely related to al-Qaeda.

“Which elements?” Walker asked.

Fisk punched a key on his laptop. The TV screen shifted to a series of surveillance photos of a man in his fifties. “This guy, Abdul Nasr, is on a little field trip to Lashkar Gah. He’s been HQN’s weapons supplier for the past year.”

“He’d be a big get for us,” Walker said.

“Indeed. We’ve been looking for him in Cairo, but we obtained new source reporting that he’s here, in Afghanistan. Further reporting indicates this house in Lashkar Gah, five hundred clicks southwest of us, is one of his safe houses.”

Fisk flipped the chart forward to reveal photos of a dull mud house that could be anywhere in Afghanistan. The pictures were oddly angled because they were taken covertly by an asset in Lashkar Gah, the distant, dusty capital of Afghanistan’s Helmand Province.

“How do we know this is the house?” Walker asked.

“We’ll discuss that in a minute. But it was confirmed by a second source, here.”

“And by here, do you happen to mean something coming out of the Pit?” Staub asked, referring to Eagle Base’s interrogation and detention facility.

“Need to know,” Fisk said, using the intelligence colloquial for “I can’t answer that.”

Some case officers regarded the men from the CIA’s Special Activities Center as equal colleagues. Others, like Fisk, maintained a class distinction between the paramilitary knuckle-draggers and what some considered the more cerebral work of the case officers. Walker had detected the first signs of Fisk’s attitude when they had been training together at Camp Peary, the Virginia CIA training base better known as the Farm.

“And who’s source?” Walker asked

“Mongoose.”

Walker and Staub traded a glance.

Staub smiled. “Let me guess, Abdul Nasr wanted to deck out his vacation house in lovely Lashkar Gah and for that, he needed some new rugs.”

“Correct.”

“And the confirmation may or may not have come from some poor bastard in the Salt Pit.”

Fisk remained noncommittal.

“Quite a risk for him to take these pictures,” Walker noted.

Fisk didn’t reply. He flipped to the next chart, a high-resolution satellite image. “Given the long distance to Lashkar and the crowded urban environment, the chief wants this to be a light footprint.”

“Meaning,” Walker said, “no involvement from JSOC.”

The CIA’s Special Activities Center was akin to a specialized military force unto itself, comprising three branches: Ground, Air, and Maritime. Walker and Staub were both with Ground Branch. Depending on the mission scope, direct action ops were either conducted by the CIA and their Afghan partner forces or farmed out to forces falling under Special Operations Command, SOCOM, or JSOC, the Joint Special Operations Command, comprised of tier one units that included the Army’s Delta Force and the Navy’s SEAL Team Six.

“Conventional military assets for the quick reaction force, but the main effort is Agency and Agency assets.”

Walker gazed at the images. “This everything?”

“We’re working up a threat assessment package on Taliban strength in Lashkar Gah. Right now, it’s looking like there are two or three active cells, platoon-strength, though that varies.”

“Why does it vary?” Walker asked.

Fisk paused, as though weighing whether he should share more sensitive intelligence. “We think Nasr is training them. Cells are rotating through, learning how to make bombs, using his house as a base of operations. Clearly, we’ll time the op based on a gap between intervals. I need you two to concentrate on the house and Nasr.”

“Uh-huh,” Staub said with a dose of cynicism, because he’d been in a hundred meetings like this over his career in the SEAL Teams and Ground Branch. “We’re going to need a lot more than a few pictures from the outside of the house. We need to know if the doors open right or left, who exactly is inside, back doors, window placement, disposition of the neighbors.”

“Understood,” Fisk said. “Which is why I’m sending Mongoose back out there.”

“Under what pretext?” Walker asked.

“Let us worry about that. I told him what we need. He’ll get back in the house, but this time wired for video. You’ll get the take.”

“When?”

“He’s leaving for a sales trip to that region tonight.”

“I thought he was just there. These pictures you have are new.”

“Like you guys said, they’re not enough. I’m sending him back.”



Free of the operations building, Walker and Staub made their way along a dirt sidewalk that led to their vehicle, eyes adjusting to the bright sunlight. Now that an op was taking shape, Walker wanted to head back to Bagram to coordinate a QRF—Quick Reaction Force—with the conventional Army battlespace owner.

“I heard Fisk has orders back to Langley,” Staub said.

“Not surprised,” Walker replied. “He’s punched his ticket here in the hot zone. Now he can do an administrative tour stateside and move on to Europe as deputy chief. He speaks French.”

“He speaks douchebag. Hope that French lands him in some shithole like Cameroon.”

They were nearing the parking lot when a pair of Air Force A-10 Thunderbolts rocketed overhead, ascending out of Bagram Air Base, fifteen miles north of Eagle Station. After the roaring echoes died away, Staub caught the distant look in Walker’s eyes. “Overthinking something again?”

“Maybe,” Walker replied.

There was no reason to lock the Land Rover on the fortified base, so Walker simply opened the door, turned the key in the ignition, and started the engine. He performed a three-point turn to leave the parking lot and waved as he passed through the security gate.

“I don’t like the idea of Fisk sending Naji back out there so soon after his last visit. If Taliban fighters are using this bombmaker’s house, then they’re going to figure out who Naji is and what he’s up to. A lot of Westerners visit his shop. While he’s in Lashkar, I could imagine a Tali contingent scooping up his family for leverage.”

“Isn’t he supposed to be getting out of here soon?”

“Yes. He’s over his year commitment already. The last time I saw him, he told me Fisk is dragging his feet on the special immigrant visas for his family. Now we’re sending him halfway across the country while his family is exposed. I’m starting to wish I’d never sent in that contact report.”

Staub kept his eyes focused on the distant hills as the truck neared the exit gate. “Who’s up on favors right now?”

“I am,” Walker said. “For backing you up on that bench press.”

“Time was, you would back me up on that and not count it as a favor.”

“Time was, you wouldn’t have had to cheat.”

Staub laughed. “So, let’s just say I owe you one.”

“You do.”

Staub surveyed the Afghan countryside, took a deep breath, and turned back to his partner.

“I’m not feeling good about this either. Let’s get a Zero Unit surveillance team to keep an eye on Naji’s family.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

“Great minds,” Staub replied.

“Fisk might not go for it. If they get burned, it might compromise the mission.”

“He’ll never know.”
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