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Every neighboring state is an enemy and the enemy’s enemy is a friend.
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CHAPTER 1

GALWAN VALLEY, WESTERN HIMALAYAS

The battle had been barbaric. Forbidden from using firearms in the disputed border region, the Chinese soldiers had crept across the “Line of Actual Control” in the middle of the night armed with spike-studded bats and iron rods wrapped with concertina wire. The brutal, medieval-style hand-to-hand combat had lasted more than six hours.

In the early light of dawn, a bitterly cold wind—like the breath of death itself—blew down the steep valley from the glaciers above. Bodies lay everywhere. The jagged stones along the banks of the chalky blue Galwan River were covered in blood.

Despite China’s gruesome surprise attack, the Ladakh Scouts had courageously charged into the fight. Known as the “Snow Warriors,” they were one of the Indian Army’s toughest, most fearsome, and most decorated regiments. They had only one primary objective—to guard against the Chinese invading India via this section of the Himalayas.

The Snow Warriors had succeeded in their mission, but their success had come at a devastating cost. Twenty Indian soldiers had been killed and almost twice as many Chinese. Amid escalating tension between the two nations, it had been one of their deadliest altercations yet. And once more, China had been the aggressor. The reason for the aggression, at least to those paying attention, was obvious.

Dramatically unpopular among its people and facing a myriad of social and economic problems, the Chinese Communist Party was weaker than it had ever been.

The CCP’s grip on power was increasingly tenuous. The panic of its members was palpable. Many in the party believed they were only one Tiananmen Square away from full-blown revolution. It was why they had crushed the prodemocracy movement in Hong Kong and why they continued to flex their military muscle over Taiwan. One more crack in their hull, one more leak in their sagging, waterlogged boat, and the CCP would slip beneath the surface of the waves and be dragged violently down to its death.

To prop up the party and prevent such a demise, Beijing needed to fog the minds of its people—to convince them that they were locked in an existential struggle, that the world was out to destroy China.

The course of action they decided to adopt was a form of virulent nationalism—the likes of which hadn’t been seen since the Italian Fascism and German National Socialism of the 1930s.

For their plan to take root and grow, Beijing needed bogeymen—both big and small, near and far. The United States and its Western allies were a natural fit. Another exceptional contender, however, lay right at China’s doorstep. India.

As the world’s largest democracy, not only were India’s ideas a threat, but so too were its growing economy, increasing military, and deepening ties with the United States. The CCP feared India’s burgeoning power and was willing to do whatever necessary to diminish it.

Coercive statecraft to drive wedges between India and its neighbors, bloody cross-border raids to capture and hold disputed territory—China was feeling weak, and that weakness made them dangerous. Anything and everything was on the table—including the most contemptible and horrific acts of aggression.

The Snow Warriors’ commander, Major Shaukat Banu, was a tall, sinewy man with a thick mustache. As he surveyed the carnage, his skin was still inflamed and sensitive to the touch. The weapon the Chinese had unleashed was unlike anything he had ever experienced.

At the end of the battle, when it had become obvious that they were going to lose, the Chinese had called their soldiers into retreat, and had activated some sort of directed-energy device.

The weapon had heated up the water molecules beneath the Indian soldiers’ skin, causing them to vomit and experience excruciating pain. The Ladakh Scouts had been left with no choice but to abandon any pursuit of the Chinese and to pull back out of the range of the weapon.

With their retreat secure, the Chinese had fled, leaving their comrades to the mercy of the Indian Army. Banu directed two of his medical officers to attend to any of the enemy in need of care. Despite the brutality shown by the Chinese, it was the honorable thing to do and, at his core, Major Shaukat Banu was first and foremost an honorable man.

Both in his training from the Indian Army and as a guest of the United States military, he had been schooled in battlefield tactics and ethics.

The Snow Warriors had cross-trained with some of the United States’ best high-altitude, cold-weather experts, including the U.S. Army’s Tenth Mountain Division, the Marine Corps Mountain Warfare Training Center, and the Naval Special Warfare Cold Weather Detachment.

Those men, like Banu, who had proven themselves exceptionally distinguished had been invited to further participate in special hand-to-hand training normally available only to America’s most elite operators. The major credited the edged-weapons portion of the program not only for the reason he was still standing, but also for why he had been able to slay so many Chinese.

On the left side of the belt encircling his bloodstained uniform hung an American-made tomahawk popular with the U.S. Navy SEALs. On the right hung a custom, hand-forged knife carried by many of America’s Delta Force operatives. Banu had been taught how to wield both, simultaneously—how to cut, and thrust, and strike his way through the enemy, which was exactly what he had done.

Eleven of the Chinese casualties had been at his hands. But as proficient as his skills had proven to be, they hadn’t been enough to prevent the slaughter and injury of so many of his own men. Never had he so heavily felt the burden of command.

But beneath his sense of loss lay something else—a deep sense of foreboding. China had raised the stakes dramatically. It was probing; testing what worked and just how much India would absorb. Once the Chinese had their answer, they would strike again.

And like the cold wind that blew through the valley, the next attack would be more chilling, more deadly, than anything that had come before.

Major Shaukat Banu’s only question was whether India would be able to stop it.






CHAPTER 2

TUESDAY

RAJASTHAN, INDIA

FOUR MONTHS LATER

A pistol, much less one with a suppressor, was not a common sight on the streets of Jaipur—especially not during Diwali, the Hindu festival of light.

As the largest celebration in India, Diwali represented the triumph of good over evil, knowledge over ignorance, and hope over despair. Tonight, however, victory was about to be handed to evil, ignorance, and despair all wrapped up in one.

American Eli Ritter had been encouraged to accept a security detail. Nothing too obvious, just something light, a buffer in case anything bad happened. He had declined.

Understanding his reluctance, the president’s national security advisor had suggested pairing him with an Athena Team operative from the U.S. Army’s all-female Delta Force unit. Once again, Ritter had declined. And with good reason.

Per his orders, he was supposed to be operating not just “under” the radar, but altogether off of it. No one was to have any idea what he was up to. That was why he was in Jaipur and not in New Delhi, and why he had been in Adelaide and Osaka rather than Canberra and Tokyo. Popping up in the capitals of India, Australia, and Japan—drawing attention to himself with bodyguards—could have jeopardized everything.

The president and his team, however, didn’t like their shadow diplomat operating without protection. Reluctantly, after much debate, they had acquiesced. Ritter, after all, was a man who knew how to handle himself.

After leaving the United States Marine Corps, he had gotten a master’s degree in economics and had joined the State Department. Over the years, he had been posted at various diplomatic missions around the world as an “economic development officer.”

Officially, his job had been to help hammer out trade agreements and secure favorable environments for American corporations looking to operate abroad.

Unofficially, he had functioned as a highly regarded intelligence officer, skilled at recruiting foreign spies and building outstanding human networks.

Ritter had been so successful that his identity had been kept secret from all but a very select few in the U.S. government. Even after he had retired and moved into the private sector as an international business consultant, his identity had been protected.

While no one in the diplomatic arena was ever completely beyond suspicion of espionage, Ritter had come pretty damn close. None of his assets had ever been compromised and none of his colleagues had ever screwed up and revealed his true occupation. By all appearances, he had led a rather unremarkable career at the State Department, which was fine by him—just the way a true and professional spy would have wanted himself to be seen.

After opening his consulting business, Ritter had kept his nose clean. Any time someone from his past had come around with an intelligence contract, he had politely refused. The espionage chapter of his life was closed. Or so he had thought.

Everything had changed when he showed up for a “new client” meeting and had found himself face-to-face with the president of the United States.

When the president explained the nature of the mission and what hung in the balance, Ritter had agreed to come out of retirement.

Other than his Marine Corps commitment to a lifetime of fitness, there was nothing about Ritter that said “military.” He was in his early sixties and stood about six foot two. With medium-length gray hair swept behind his ears, trademark stubble on his face, casual yet well-tailored designer clothes, a TUDOR Black Bay Chrono, and a pair of Ray-Ban Aviators, he had looked like any other well-heeled tourist or stylish entrepreneur exploring India’s tenth-largest metropolis.

In an effort to cement his relaxed-visitor image, as well as to pick up any potential surveillance, he had spent two days “sightseeing” and purchasing small gifts for his family back home.

The exquisite Pink City—so named for the pink blush of so many of its buildings—had much to offer.

He took in the big sights, like the stunning City Palace, the Jal Mahal, and the Hawa Mahal, as well as the impressive Amber Fort, the Nahargarh Fort, and the Galta Ji. At random, he wove in and out of countless lush gardens, in addition to bustling, colorful marketplaces selling everything from spices, textiles, and shoes to perfume, jewelry, and crafts.

He used taxis, buses, and the colorful, open-air autorickshaws to get around. The air was scented with incense mixed with the winds that blew from the Thar Desert. He drank chai from sidewalk tea shops and ate food from street vendors—always keeping his eyes and ears open. Never once did he notice, or sense, anyone following him. When it came time for his meeting, he felt confident that he was in the clear.

Even so, he continued to maintain his situational awareness. Leaving his hotel, he ran a series of surveillance detection routes through Jaipur’s affluent Vaishali Nagar neighborhood.

The Diwali festival was in full swing and even more spectacular at night. From courtyards and rooftops, fireworks were being launched high into the night sky. Beautifully decorated homes were framed by the illumination from tiny, flickering clay oil lamps called diyas.

People walked down the street waving sparklers, dressed in their most elegant clothing. Bursts of firecrackers could be heard coming from all directions. There were musicians on every corner. The traffic was thick and noisy. Everything in Jaipur was electric… thrumming… alive.

Ritter was meeting his contact in a part of Vaishali Nagar popular for its food scene. The Tansukh fine dining restaurant, with its gleaming white floors and polished wooden ceilings, specialized in authentic Rajasthani cuisine. It was one of his contact’s favorites. Though they had serious business to discuss, the man had assured him that he was in for a meal he would never forget.

His contact had been right. From the Mohan Maas—meat stuffed with dried fruit and cooked slowly in milk, cardamom, and cinnamon—to the Bajra Roti flatbread, a never-ending parade of chutneys, and ice-cold bottles of Kingfisher beer from Bangalore, it had been an outstanding dinner.

Even better than the food was his counterpart’s agreement on almost everything he had come to discuss.

It wasn’t a total fait accompli, however. Ritter would have to convince the man’s boss. And it would not be easy.

What’s more, setting up the meeting was going to be extremely difficult and would require an unparalleled level of secrecy. India was on edge.

China had become much more belligerent. Pakistan, despite its massive internal problems, was also stirring up trouble. And the Kashmir region, after an unusually protracted calm, was beginning to overheat.

Those elements alone had the makings of a perfect storm. Throw in an upcoming election, and the danger level only skyrocketed. Politicians seldom liked taking risks. They liked risk-taking even less when their political careers were sure to hang in the balance.

Complicating matters even further was the fact that India’s democracy was backsliding. Illiberal forces were amassing power at an alarming rate. The incumbent party was doing all it could to hang on to office. There were fears that a state of emergency might be declared, the constitution suspended, and all elections postponed.

It was against this difficult backdrop that Eli Ritter had been sent to work his quiet magic. And based on the success of his dinner, he appeared—so far—to be off to a solid start.

So that they would not be seen leaving together, his contact stayed behind and ordered a digestif.

Stepping outside, Ritter smiled. Jaipur’s citizens were still out in force celebrating. He also felt like doing a little celebrating.

Removing one of the Cohibas he had purchased earlier in the day, he snipped the end and fired it up.

The communists may have fucked up everything else in Cuba, he mused, but they’ve been wise enough to keep their hands off Cuba’s exceptional cigar industry.

Filling his mouth with a heady draw of peppery smoke, he struck off toward his hotel.

Two blocks later, a string of firecrackers exploded close by, taking him by surprise.

Out of instinct, he turned toward the noise. That was when the assassin stepped up from the opposite direction, placed the suppressed pistol behind Ritter’s left ear, and pressed the trigger.






CHAPTER 3

KABUL, AFGHANISTAN

Ducking back behind cover, Scot Harvath slammed a fresh magazine into his weapon. Out on the street, Taliban gunmen—about twelve in total and most of them armed with American M4s—continued to fire on his position.

The amount of U.S. military equipment that had been abandoned to the bad guys after Afghanistan’s collapse made him sick to his stomach. The fact that it was now being used against his team made it even worse. Two of his people were already dead.

They lay in pools of their own blood no more than twenty feet away. There had been nothing he could do for them. Things had escalated that quickly.

The pair had been fierce, anti-Taliban resistance fighters, recruited specifically for this operation. Dressed in plain clothes and supplied with envelopes full of cash, their job had been to negotiate roadblocks and to smuggle their American colleagues into the city.

While the key phase of the mission took place, they were to stand guard. Then, once the objective was complete, they were to smuggle everyone back out again. Ideally, no one would ever know the team had been there. But when a roving Taliban security patrol had passed through, everything had gone south.

What had started as a shakedown, with the Taliban angling for bribes, had rapidly turned into a bloodbath.

The men were initially accused of being out too late. Next, questions were raised about their vehicle, then their driving permits and other documents.

It didn’t matter that everything was in full compliance. That wasn’t how things worked in a failed state. The law didn’t matter. The rights of the individual didn’t matter. The only things that mattered were brute force and one group’s ability to successfully impose its will upon the rest of a society.

It was the antithesis of everything the United States had hoped to help the Afghans achieve. Sadly, and at tremendous cost, America had learned the painful lesson that democracy couldn’t simply be handed to a people on a silver platter. The people themselves had to want it so badly that they would do anything for it. They had to be willing to fight and die. And not just some of them. All of them. Anything less than a complete commitment to their own freedom was a recipe for defeat and subjugation.

That only added to the sickness Harvath felt. He knew and had worked with courageous Afghans. Men and women willing to go the distance and do whatever needed to be done. Unfortunately, the nation’s tribalism and rampant corruption had doomed even the most noble of freedom fighters to a near-impossible battle against the Taliban and other terrorist organizations that had taken root once again like weeds throughout the country.

It wasn’t his problem, however. Especially not now. He and his team had been sent on a specific mission—the extraction of a high-value Afghan intelligence asset.

Unlike many Afghans who had dragged their feet and had postponed getting out, this Afghan, code-named “Topaz,” had selected to stay behind.

At great personal risk to himself and his family, he had continued to willingly serve as a well-placed, loyal set of eyes and ears for the American government. The man had gone above and beyond what anyone could have asked of him. Now, with murder, rape, starvation, and so many other evils falling like a poisoned, unstoppable deluge, all he wanted was out.

While the United States was sorry to have to pull him, the man had more than earned it. And so, Harvath was called in.

The former SEAL Team Six member turned covert intelligence operative was no stranger to extracting individuals from hostile, war-torn places, including Afghanistan. If there was one thing he had learned, it was that if something could go wrong, it would. That fact had just gruesomely played out right before his eyes.

In an effort to deescalate the situation with the Taliban, one of the resistance fighters had pulled out an envelope filled with currency and had offered a contribution to the cause. Normally, after a little haggling, such an overture—referred to as baksheesh, a Persian word for bribe—would be enough to settle everything and see the thugs move on in search of their next victim. This time, unfortunately, things had taken a deadly turn.

The security patrol’s commander was seasoned and possessed of above-average intelligence. Where there was one envelope of cash, he had reasoned, there were likely more. He initiated a search of the men and their vehicles.

Not only did the Taliban uncover the rest of the money, but they also found weapons and equipment hidden in the resistance fighters’ truck that clearly suggested they were up to something. Discovering what that something was had been the patrol commander’s next goal.

He gave the first fighter an opportunity to explain. When the man didn’t answer to his satisfaction, the commander removed his pistol and shot him point-blank in the head.

Harvath’s sniper, Jack Gage, had been poised on a rooftop halfway down the block. Gage had been ready to let loose, but Harvath had held him back, wanting to give the resistance fighters a chance to do what they had been hired to do—smooth things over and convince the Taliban to move on. As it turned out, Harvath had held out hope a fraction of a moment too long.

The moment the commander fired, Harvath cleared Gage to shoot and joined the fight himself. It was too little, too late.

Gage managed to drop the commander with a head shot of his own, as well as another Taliban standing nearby.

Harvath laid down cover fire, but before the remaining resistance fighter could get to safety, another gunman from the security patrol had popped up and shot him dead.

The fight was on and it was vicious. Whatever concerns the Taliban might have had, running out of ammo wasn’t one of them. The onslaught was intense.

It was only a matter of time before more Taliban showed up and pinned them down. It wouldn’t have shocked Harvath if more men were already headed in their direction.

Three hours on the ground, tops, was all that they had budgeted for the operation. If the extraction took any longer, they would miss their window and would have to move to Plan B.

Nobody—not a single member of the team—wanted to activate Plan B. Fighting their way north, in hopes of escaping through high mountain passes on horses and donkeys, via dangerous opium routes, with smugglers as their guides, limited supplies, and no backup, would be like poking death in the eye with a sharp stick. It was not how Harvath wanted this to end.

He needed Plan A to work. But for that to happen now, he was going to have to take an even greater risk. The team had to move—get off the X, as it was known in their business—because even more troubling than the potential of reinforcements arriving was the fact that the Taliban were big fans of rocket-propelled grenades.

He had no idea if the men out on the street had any RPGs, but if they did, it would take only one, fired directly into the small house, for it to be game over.

As delegation was one of the most important components of leadership, he’d made that Gage’s problem. From his vantage point, with the powerful optics on his rifle, he had the best odds of not only seeing someone with an RPG, but of taking the person out before he could mount and launch the weapon.

That said, the clock was running for Gage as well. He wasn’t safe on that rooftop. The security patrol would have called in the presence of a sniper and would have given his approximate location. Harvath needed to evacuate his whole team, along with Topaz and his family, and get them all to the extraction point. To do that, he was going to have to offer himself up as bait.

Radioing his plan to his team, he leaned back out from behind cover and let loose with another volley of shots. He drilled two Taliban, who dropped like sacks of wet cement. Whether they were dead made no difference. They weren’t moving, which meant they were out of the fight.

When he retreated back to cover, his teammate Mike Haney shouted from his position, “Nobody else wants to say it, but your new plan sucks.”

“It’s a good thing nobody else gets a vote,” Harvath replied. “Make sure the family’s ready. I want everyone prepared to exit in sixty seconds.”






CHAPTER 4

Everything now was about speed, surprise, and overwhelming violence of action. Slinging his suppressed, short-barreled Heckler & Koch 416 A5, Harvath grabbed two fragmentation grenades from his chest rig. The moment the team signaled that they were ready to go, he pulled the pins and threw the devices into the street, yelling, “Frag out!”

They exploded with a deafening roar, showering the Taliban with red-hot shrapnel.

From his rooftop perch, Gage recommenced firing, and Harvath rushed forward, finding concealment behind a parked car. Removing a pair of smoke grenades, he yanked their pins, rolled them across the road, and transitioned back to his rifle.

As soon as the visibility was sufficiently impaired, he gave the order for his team to move out.

He used the engine block of the car he was hiding behind for partial cover and, popping over the hood, began firing on the Taliban position.

Two of their vehicles had been badly damaged. They were both on fire and from what he could tell, were definitely out of commission. That was the good news.

The bad news was that only a couple of blocks away, headlights could be seen racing in their direction. Reinforcements were arriving. He wouldn’t be able to hold all of them off. In fact, it would be a miracle if he could hold off the gunmen he was already engaged with.

Over his earpiece, he heard teammate Tyler Staelin radio that they had successfully made it to the truck. That was Gage’s cue to get off the roof and get down to the street up ahead so he could be picked up.

As the truck fired up and peeled out, Harvath—per his own orders—was left alone.

What he hadn’t told Haney was that he didn’t much like this plan, either. It was suicide. It was also the only way.

He needed to keep the Taliban at bay long enough for Topaz, his family, and the rest of the team to escape. It was the only thing that mattered. Ducking back behind the car, he prepared himself.

Once he was ready, he grabbed his next-to-last frag, pulled the pin, and sent it hurtling through the air toward his attackers. The moment it detonated, Harvath charged.

He used the smoke, as well as the shock of getting fragged again, to his advantage, allowing them to veil his movements.

Sprinting to the other side of the street, he slid soundlessly along the parked cars until he reached his objective. It was a flanking position from which he was going to launch his final attack, but the Taliban had a surprise waiting for him.

A skinny, sickly-looking kid, no more than sixteen, had been positioned between the last two parked cars to protect their left flank. He had his weapon ready, and the moment Harvath came into view, he pressed the trigger. There was just one problem. The teen hadn’t properly seated a round in the chamber.

The sound of the rifle’s metallic click caused a wave of panic to crash over his features. Before the boy could cry out to his comrades, Harvath butt-stroked him with his weapon, knocking him out cold.

He took no joy in doing it, but it beat the alternative. The kid was a combatant. He could have shot him. That, however, wasn’t something he wanted on his conscience.

Dragging the teen behind one of the parked cars, Harvath laid him down, disabled his weapon, and helped himself to the young Taliban’s spare magazines.

With his impromptu resupply complete and the approaching reinforcements only seconds away, he then made ready for his final push.

Ripping the pin from his last fragmentation grenade, he tossed it through the air, dropping it right at the feet of the remaining members of the security patrol. As soon as it detonated, he sprung.

Harvath moved quickly through the smoke, double-tapping each of the Taliban gunmen. It didn’t matter whether they were moving. It was the only way to be absolutely certain that they were dead.

Once he was done, he changed magazines and ran toward the only thing with four wheels that wasn’t on fire.

The beat-up, former Afghan National Police pickup had massive steel bumpers, an M60 machine gun mounted to a roll bar behind the cab, and keys that one of the Taliban had left in the ignition. With a phalanx of likely enemy vehicles barreling down on him, Harvath wasted no time. Placing his suppressed rifle on the seat next to him, he took off as fast as he could.

At the end of the block, he jerked the wheel hard to the left and headed north. He had no idea where he was going; he just knew that he had to get out of the area as quickly as possible.

“Moonracer. This is Norseman. Do you copy?” he said over his radio as he sped through the dusty streets of Kabul.

“Roger that, Norseman. Lima Charlie,” a voice replied from an operations center thousands of miles away in Northern Virginia.

It was military slang for loud and clear. And while the little man, known only as “Nicholas” to his friends, had never served, he had made it his goal to be proficient in the language his colleagues spoke—especially when they were engaged in life-or-death tactical operations.

“What’s the status on Beach Ball?” Harvath asked, wanting an update on his team as they made their way toward Kabul International Airport.

“En route. Seven klicks out. Zero contact,” Nicholas replied.

So far, so good, Harvath thought to himself. Now all he had to do was get himself to the airport. Glancing at his watch, he felt pretty good about his chances.

Good, that was, until he flicked his gaze up to his rearview mirror and noticed several sets of headlights closing in on him from behind. His only chance was to move fast enough that he could outrun them.

Approaching the next intersection, he gripped the wheel with both hands and turned to the right with such force that the pickup rose up onto two wheels. He almost thought that he had gone too far, that he was going to flip it over, when he adjusted and gravity helped bring the wayward tires crashing back down onto the road. The moment they did, he pressed down on the gas even harder.

Storefronts whipped past, their façades forever altered in the post-Kabul-collapse era. Beauty salons had painted over pictures of women wearing makeup and sporting the latest hairstyles. The same thing had happened at boutiques for women’s clothing; images of fashionable models erased out of fear of incurring the wrath of the Taliban.

It wasn’t just a “step” backward. It was as if the entire culture had been loaded into a catapult and launched decades into the past. The Taliban were like a cancer, destroying everything they touched. And for what? All of it simply in service to their abhorrent, radical religious beliefs.

In Harvath’s experience, the Afghans were good people. His heart ached for them. Not only for what they were suffering, but also because they had lacked the collective will to stave off and ultimately fight back against the monstrous regime that now ruled over them. They could have had a different future. They should have had a different future. It had been within their grasp.

He wasn’t very optimistic about their future. If there was one thing he knew, it was that once freedom had been lost, it was almost impossible to get back. That was one of the biggest reasons he had chosen the career that he had. As a previous U.S. president had stated, “Freedom is never more than one generation away from extinction. We don’t pass it on to our children in the bloodstream. It must be fought for, protected, and handed on for them to do the same. And if we don’t do this, we will spend our sunset years telling our children, and our children’s children, what it once was like in America to be free.”

That responsibility, Harvath had learned, required vigilance at home and abroad. There was no American Dream without those willing to protect it. Every citizen had a role to play. It required commitment, truth-telling, and a belief not only in what America was, but what it could be—a belief that its best days were always in front of it.

It also involved danger. For as long as America stood apart as a beacon of liberty, a place where the dignity and rights of the individual were prized above all else, it would attract the scorn and enmity of tyrannical governments and malevolent actors the world over.

To combat those threats, the United States needed citizens like Harvath, men and women willing to take on additional risk; who would put their lives on the line and fight America’s enemies, no matter where that fight might take them.

It was what had brought him to Kabul. He wasn’t thrilled to be back, but he had a job to do, a mission to complete, and he was going to do it. Failure wasn’t an option.

It wasn’t enough for his team to escape with Topaz and the man’s family. Harvath had to get out of the country as well.

If he couldn’t get out, he would die trying. He wouldn’t allow any lives to be risked coming back for him. He understood what he had signed up for, and he was going to see this mission through to its very end—one way or the other.

His focus now was on losing the vehicles on his tail. Once that was done, he could plot a new course and bolt for the airport. Whether he’d be able to get in the gate, much less whether the plane would even still be there, was anybody’s guess. He’d have to jump off that bridge when he came to it.

Up ahead, he could see a traffic circle. The roundabouts in the city were famous for congestion. But due to the late hour, there was only a smattering of cars. Nevertheless, it was going to be his best, and possibly only, option for ditching his pursuers. They were closing the gap and almost on top of him.

He hit the traffic circle hard, easing up on the gas only enough so that he didn’t roll the pickup. As he disengaged the clutch and then put it right back into action, his rear tires smoked as he oversteered and drifted the truck through the turn.

It was a difficult maneuver, especially with such a high center of gravity, but he had nailed it.

The only thing that would have made it better was if he had noticed the SUV flying down the next feeder road into the roundabout.

But by the time he saw it, it was too late.






CHAPTER 5

The vehicle hit the side of Harvath’s truck with such force that it felt like he had driven over an IED. The windows exploded in a hail of glass and his helmet struck one of the pillars so hard, it caused him to see stars.

The SUV pushed his pickup all the way across the road, slamming it into a concrete barrier and pinning it in place.

Harvath scrambled for his rifle, but he couldn’t find it. It had been ejected at some point in the crash. Reaching for his belt, he drew his SIG Sauer pistol and pointed it at the bearded occupants of the SUV. All were wearing black Taliban turbans. As soon as he saw one of them raise a weapon, he pressed his trigger.

He fired in controlled pairs, again and again, not stopping until all four men were dead.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t any time for a breather. The vehicles that had been chasing him had just entered the traffic circle.

Quickly sliding out of the cab, he holstered his pistol and leapt up into the bed of the pickup.

The machine gun mounted on top of the truck’s roll bar was an old M60. It was all scratched up and looked totally beat to shit, but that was par for the course in a country where everything aged rapidly and locals still cleaned their AK-47s by running knotted shoelaces through their barrels.

There was no telling how many ammo cans had originally been in the bed of the pickup. Right now there was only one, which, mercifully, had been strapped down.

Opening it up, he snatched the two-hundred-round belt of 7.62 ammunition, loaded the weapon, and made ready.

“Moonracer, this is Norseman,” Harvath said over the radio. “My vehicle has been disabled. I’m at a roundabout approximately three klicks north of the initial objective. Multiple hostiles inbound. I’m going to need some help getting out of here.”

“Roger that,” said Nicholas, who had been monitoring the team’s GPS trackers via a National Security Agency satellite overhead. “Can you activate your IR beacon so I can get a positive ID on your position?”

Prior to the Taliban “inheriting” shipping containers full of American night-vision goggles from the Afghan Army, Harvath would have had no problem activating the infrared strobe attached to the back of his helmet. Now, however, it could end up being the equivalent of bathing in gasoline and lighting himself on fire.

Once he turned on the beacon, if any of his pursuers were using the goggles, he’d be as eye-catching as a disco ball hanging over the altar at a midnight mass. But as he needed Nicholas to find him a way out of there, he didn’t have a choice.

What’s more, the belt of ammunition was studded with tracers. Every fifth round included a pyrotechnic that caused the round to glow. From the shooter’s perspective, it allowed a visual means to trace the flight path of the rounds as they streaked through the sky in order to see where they were landing.

From the enemy’s perspective, it allowed them to see, rather precisely, where their attacker was shooting from.

In other words, it wasn’t going to matter if the Taliban were wearing night-vision goggles. The moment he started firing, they’d be able to zero right in on him.

He had agreed to bring a beacon only in case of emergency, and if this didn’t qualify as an emergency, he’d be hard-pressed to know what did. Reaching atop his head, he turned it on.

He was just about to instruct Nicholas to start looking for it, when he heard Haney’s voice over his earpiece. “We’re almost at the extraction point, Norseman. Once we hand off our package, we’re coming back for you.”

“Negative,” Harvath ordered. “None of you are coming back for me.”

“We exfil together,” said Staelin, adding his voice to the proposed change of plans, “or we don’t exfil.”

“I appreciate the sentiment but stop screwing around. You have your orders. Now clear the net.”

As Haney and Staelin obeyed and fell silent, Nicholas said, “I’ve got a visual on you. Nice and bright.”

Leaning his shoulder into the M60, he took aim at the approaching Taliban vehicles and began applying pressure to the trigger. “It’s about to get much brighter. If you have any rabbits in your hat, now’s the time to start pulling them out.”

“Roger that,” Nicholas replied. “On it.”

The little man suffered from primordial dwarfism and stood just under three feet tall. What he lacked in physical prowess, however, he more than made up for in mental capacity. He was, quite simply, one of the most brilliant people Harvath had ever met. If anyone could find him a way out of this, it was Nicholas.

But regardless of how smart and how talented the man was, none of it would make a difference if Harvath didn’t neutralize the threat that was heading straight toward him. It was time for business.

Reaching up to his helmet, he turned off the beacon. There was no sense in giving the bad guys any more of an advantage than they already had.

The most important thing now was his timing. The attack had to be perfectly launched. The words of William Prescott, cautioning his soldiers at the Battle of Bunker Hill not to fire until they saw the whites of the British soldiers’ eyes, played in Harvath’s mind.

As the first vehicle entered the roundabout, he could feel his pulse quickening. Every fiber of his body tightened. It took everything he had not to put a single extra ounce of pressure on the trigger.

Instead, he took a deep breath and then slowly let it out of his lungs.

When the second of the two vehicles came into range, he was officially in “whites of their eyes” territory. Unleashing the M60, he rained hell down on them.

Swinging the machine gun back and forth on its mount, he lit up the night, shattering their windows and windscreens, sending rounds ripping through their doors, and sawing the Taliban trucks—as well as everybody inside—to pieces.

It was a frightening display of firepower, made even more so by the use of the tracer rounds.

One of the vehicles was on fire, and the other was smoking so heavily that it looked like it was actively trying to combust.

The bed of his pickup was filled with hot shell casings and the spent links that had held the ammo together.

His work was done. It was time to get moving. Hopping down from the truck, he took a moment to make sure no more vehicles were immediately inbound and hailed Nicholas. “Talk to me, Moonracer. What are we doing?”

“You picked the right neighborhood,” the little man replied. “Head north and take the road that branches off at two o’clock.”

“What am I looking for?”

“Three blocks down, there’ll be a side street. I’ll call it out to you when you get there.”

“And then?” Harvath asked.

“There’s an old CIA safe house. The Agency mothballed it on its way out of Kabul.”

“Do we know what’s inside it?”

“Negative,” Nicholas responded. “It might be a dry hole, but it’ll get you out of sight until we can figure out our next move.”

Harvath didn’t like the idea of rushing toward a building he knew next to nothing about, but the sooner he was off the street the better. His gunfight, along with the burning vehicles, was going to act like a brand-new bug light and draw even more Taliban into the neighborhood.

He just hoped the safe house wasn’t a mistake, that it hadn’t been taken over by a group of armed squatters or wasn’t across the street from some militant recruiting station.

Someone up above seemed to be listening, because no sooner had he started heading in that direction than he was given what appeared to be a very positive sign.

Fifteen yards from his truck, he looked down and saw his rifle. Picking it up, he gave it a quick once-over. It was dirty, but that was all. Nothing was bent. Nothing was broken. The optic was working and still appeared to be zeroed.

After making sure the magazine was firmly seated and a round was chambered, he picked up his pace. He knew better than to be lulled into thinking that one piece of good luck meant that more were on the way. That wasn’t the way things worked.

In fact, it was usually quite the opposite. The more difficult and dangerous the mission, the more likely Murphy’s Law would come into play. He had seen it too many times to count. He had also learned from it.

The trick was not letting Murphy capture the momentum. No matter what happened, you had to keep pushing. You had to keep fighting. “If you fall,” as his mentor used to say, paraphrasing Wild Bill Donovan, founder of the CIA’s precursor, the OSS, “fall forward in service of the mission.”

It was good advice, even noble, but Harvath preferred not falling. That was why he had worked so hard to develop a very deep set of skills. It was why he trained like hell and wasn’t above taking performance-enhancing substances. Considering the operations he was called on to carry out and the kinds of people he had to go up against, he needed every advantage he could lay his hands on. He wasn’t expected to fight fair. He was expected to win. And getting Topaz and his family out wouldn’t be seen as a bona fide “win” if he ended up getting his ticket punched on some darkened side street in Kabul.

He had been in worse scenarios before and had always found a way out. There was no reason to expect this time would be any different.

But as Nicholas directed him to make a left at the next corner, a bad feeling began to build in the pit of his stomach.

As he drew even with the former CIA safe house, he took everything in, and what he saw caused him to stop dead in his tracks.






CHAPTER 6

The building looked like a bomb had been dropped on it. Part of the façade of the second story had been completely shorn away. The ground-floor doors and windows, from what he could see through the gate, were covered with metal security shutters, all of which had been scorched by fire. The walls of the compound were pockmarked from bullets. This not-so-OK-Corral had seen much better days.

Unfortunately, it was “any port in a storm” time, which meant beggars couldn’t be choosers. Having tried the gate and having found it locked, he raised Nicholas over the radio. “Any chance the Agency left a hide-a-key?”

“In the wall, immediately to the right of the gate,” the little man replied, reading from a file he had accessed, “there should be a green tile with a white teardrop in the center.”

Harvath searched until he found it. “Got it.”

“Behind it there’s a keypad.”

He pushed on the tile, releasing a lock and allowing it to swing open on an internal hinge. Nicholas read the combination to him.

Harvath punched in the numbers, but nothing happened. In the distance, he could hear the sound of more trucks. They were headed his way. He tried the combination again. Nothing.

“It’s not working,” he said. “Are you sure we’ve got the right combo?”

Nicholas repeated the digits and then added, “Does the pad have power? The keys will be backlit. They should glow when you touch them.”

“Negative,” Harvath responded. “They’re definitely not lighting up.”

“You’re going to have to open it up.”

Harvath glanced in the direction the vehicles were coming from. “I don’t have a lot of time here. Likely hostiles inbound.”

“I can see them on my screen,” Nicholas stated. “It looks like an SUV and two pickups. Don’t worry. Just focus on the keypad.”

That was easy for him to say. “What am I supposed to be doing?”

“There are four screws on the faceplate. Take them out and then you can pop it off.”

Harvath slid a Leatherman multitool from its sheath, found the Phillips head bit, and began to remove the screws.

He was on the last one when its head stripped. “Damn it,” he cursed under his breath.

Switching to the multitool’s blade, he tried to pry the steel faceplate the rest of the way off, but could get it to move only so much.

He tried not to think about the approaching vehicles. They sounded like they were almost on top of him.

Flipping open the needlenose pliers, he grabbed the corner of the plate and began wrenching it away from its base. Finally, he heard a snap, the faceplate came free, and he could see inside the unit.

“Faceplate’s off,” he said over the radio.

“Based on the spec sheet,” offered Nicholas, “that lock runs on four double-A batteries. The first thing you should do is power-cycle the lock and—”

Harvath had already tuned him out. Reaching in, he stripped all four batteries and tossed them aside.

Everything from his night vision to his optics ran on double-As, and he always carried spares. Pulling four of them out of a waterproof holder, he slid them into the unit and tried the combination again. Bingo.

Closing the tile that hid the keypad, he pushed his way through the gate and entered the rubble-strewn courtyard. “I’m in,” he said.

“Good copy,” Nicholas replied. “Stay dark. Those vehicles are almost to you.”

“Roger that,” said Harvath. Flipping his night-vision goggles down, he headed for the door of the main structure.

The keypad was easy to find and, unlike the one at the gate, had power. As soon as he entered the combination, the lock released; he swung back the thick metal door and slipped inside.

His first priority was to clear the structure and make sure it was secure. As he moved from room to room, his weapon up and at the ready, he could see that the CIA guys had left in a hurry. Some clothing still hung in the closets, there were toothbrushes in the bathroom, and a stack of dishes sat in the kitchen sink.

The stench wafting from the garbage can was like something out of a crime scene. There could have been a million dollars hiding in there and Harvath wouldn’t have dared lift the lid—not without some level 4 hot-zone respirator on.

While it would have been the perfect place to hide something valuable, nothing inside the safe house suggested anyone was doing that kind of thinking. Up on the roof, two charred-out burn barrels and a pair of empty jerry cans served only to put an exclamation point on how fast the previous occupants had bugged out.

Risking a glance over the parapet, he looked down onto the street. Several buildings over, he could see the SUV, as well as the two pickups, both of which appeared to be mounted with a .50-caliber machine gun.

And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the vehicles’ heavily armed occupants had dismounted and were going house to house. He doubted they were door-knocking to register voters for the next Taliban election. They were looking for someone, and that someone was him. He was sure of it.

Having a fortified position and holding the high ground were two items very much in his favor. The walls of the compound were high enough that he wasn’t worried about them being scaled—not without a ladder or getting one of the vehicles close enough that his opponents could scramble up and over. The weak point of his position, however, was the gate.

If they had chains and could get a man close enough to attach them, they could tear it out. Or they could simply use the truck-mounted .50-cals as can openers and hammer the gate until it dropped.

This was starting to look a little like the Alamo. With his limited ammo, he was going to be able to keep them at bay only so long. He needed to come up with a plan. Quickly.

Retreating inside the building, he returned to the first floor and started tearing through everything.

While the Agency team had left a lot of personal items behind, the one thing they hadn’t left was anything professional—specifically weapons. He would have given a year’s salary at this moment for a single RPG, or some more frag grenades.

Near the front door, he noticed something that had briefly caught his eye on the way in. It had looked like a small fuse box of some sort, but seeing it again, he realized that it was actually a key box.

Opening it up, he saw there were six pegs. Two had keys. One of them had a handwritten label hanging from a piece of wire that read “shed.” The other key had a black plastic head and was instantly recognizable. He grabbed them both and headed outside.

The shed was a small, concrete utility building on the other side of the courtyard. Keeping one eye on the gate, he unlocked the padlock on the shed door and opened it up.

It was filled with junk—buckets, hoses, mops, brooms—nothing useful. Except, over in the corner, something had been hidden under a plastic tarp. He moved to it and pulled it back. Underneath was a dirt bike—a red-and-white Honda XR.

He checked the wheels, the tires, and then the chassis—all of which seemed to be in decent shape.

There was no fuel gauge, so, straddling the motorcycle, he rocked it from side to side and listened. It didn’t sound good.

Opening the gas cap, he turned his flashlight on low and peered inside. The tank wasn’t very large to begin with, probably less than three gallons, but even half a tank of fuel would have made him feel better. By the looks of it, there was less than a quarter.

Placing the cap back on, he did a quick scan around the shed for any extra gas. He didn’t find any and guessed that whatever reserve stock they’d had had been used for the burn barrels and destroying sensitive documents up on the roof.

He hailed Nicholas as he wheeled the bike out of the shed. They had an insider at one of the entrances to Kabul Airport—a man who helped facilitate the ingress and egress of aid organizations.

Crippled by a shortage of food, fuel, and medical supplies, Afghanistan was staying alive only thanks to international assistance. As the SEALs had used aid flights as a ruse in the past, it had been Harvath’s idea to employ the same tactic for this operation.

They based out of Tajikistan and chartered an old Antonov An-26 from Tajik Air. The flight crew were highly experienced and had run multiple operations into Afghanistan for the CIA.

Because of instability under the Taliban, it wasn’t unusual for aid organizations to have to stage outside the country and bring in supplies via smaller, regional aircraft.

For their part, the Afghan government didn’t care where the flights were coming from as long as the critical aid kept flowing.

The facilitator at the airport was named Hamza. He had quite the side hustle going. While aid organizations enjoyed a special, somewhat “protected” status, the treatment aid workers saw could be dialed up or dialed down. This was still Afghanistan, it was still corrupt, and baksheesh still ruled the day. Hamza had been prepaid a healthy amount of it.

He was responsible for getting the rest of Harvath’s team into the airport and out to their plane unmolested. At that point, he would receive an additional envelope filled with cash.

Hamza, however, wouldn’t be at the airport all night. When his shift ended, he would be gone. What’s more, the Tajik flight crew had already filed a flight plan and were expected to return home. That’s why a hard time frame had been placed on the mission.

The dreaded Plan B of having to make it all the way up north, linking up with the smugglers, and traveling through the dangerous mountain passes into Tajikistan was beyond unappealing. Harvath was praying he could catch the plane.

Nicholas wasn’t so sure. “Dalton,” as Hamza had been code-named—after the bouncer in the movie Road House—“has already delivered the team. I don’t know how much longer he’ll be on-site.”

Before Harvath could reply, Haney’s voice came over the radio. “Just get here,” he said. “We’ll take care of everything else.”

“Not if it means jeopardizing the exfil,” Harvath replied.

“You’re breaking up, Norseman,” the man responded. “Say again.”

Harvath didn’t believe for a second that Haney was having issues with his radio. “You have your orders,” he said to the man. “Follow them.”

“Roger that,” Haney replied, before handing communications back to Nicholas.

Out of time, Harvath explained what he was about to do and what he needed from Nicholas.

When the little man confirmed, Harvath prepped the bike, propped open the front gate, and counted down.

Three. Two. One.






CHAPTER 7

There had been nothing in the main house, or in the shed, that Harvath could have used to cobble together some sort of a distraction device. He had only one thing going for him, and that was the element of surprise.

The moment he fired up the dirt bike, however, his element of surprise would be gone. At that point, his only chance for escape would be to outrun his pursuers. It was a serious gamble considering how low on fuel he was. Nevertheless, it was a gamble he was going to have to take.

With the gate propped open, he was about to start the motorcycle when he heard voices approaching and, simultaneously, Nicholas radioed him a warning.

“Two tangos, just south of your location, fifteen yards and closing,” the little man said.

There was no time to close the gate. There was no time to hide the bike. The only thing he could do was to hide himself.

Flipping down the kickstand, he got off the bike. He moved as quietly as he could to the shed, crouched down, and readied his rifle.

It wasn’t optimal. Unlike in the movies, suppressed weapons weren’t totally silent. They still emitted a crack when a round was fired; it was just at a partially reduced decibel level.

But maybe the courtyard’s high walls would help dampen the sound. Maybe the rest of the Taliban down the street wouldn’t hear anything. With the gate wide open, however, it wasn’t a wager Harvath would have been willing to put a lot of money on.

He would have much preferred using his knife. Cutting throats was a lot quieter. The only problem was that it wasn’t scalable. You couldn’t slice two throats at once. That meant he was going to have to use his rifle.

Thankfully, the EOTech holographic sight mounted atop it was compatible with his night-vision goggles. That would allow him the advantage of hanging back in the darkness and attacking from there. It took only moments for the men to arrive.

He watched as the pair entered the courtyard and did a terrible job of “slicing the pie.” They seemed more interested in the abandoned motorcycle than clearing all the angles a threat might be coming from.

Applying pressure to his trigger, he fired at both Taliban in rapid succession. One shot apiece, each in the face.

The first man received his round right between the eyes and it tumbled out the back of his skull. The second took his just underneath the nose and it exited out the top of his head.

A spray of red mist hung in the air as their lifeless bodies collapsed to the ground with bits of bone and bloody brain tissue splattered across the wall behind them.
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