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            Epigraph

         
         
            The “gray zone” describes a set of activities that occur between peace (or cooperation) and war (or armed conflict). A multitude
               of activities fall into this murky in-between—from nefarious economic activities, influence operations, and cyberattacks to
               mercenary operations, assassinations, and disinformation campaigns. While the United States has spent more than two decades
               focused on its conventional power, Russia and China have occupied the gray zone where they can pressure, coerce, destabilize,
               and attack the United States and its allies without risking conventional escalation.
            

            —Clementine G. Starling, deputy director of the Forward Defense practice and a resident fellow in the Transatlantic Security
               Initiative
            

             

            One can argue that activities in the gray zone have always been a feature of great-power competition. Proxy wars, destabilizing
               insurgencies, legal warfare (lawfare), and information warfare—by adversaries and allies alike—have been a feature of conflict
               for millennia. But the cost of conventional conflict in the nuclear era has grown too steep, and the risk of escalation too
               profound. As a result, nations seek to promote their national objectives through aggression conducted covertly, or with obfuscated
               attribution or justification, in order to achieve their goals.
            

            —Robert J. Giesler, nonresident senior fellow in Forward Defense who served in a number of senior roles within the Office
               of the Secretary of Defense
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            Chapter 1

         
         A full moon created a kaleidoscope of reflections on the Arabian Sea, but Kamal could smell the rain coming. It was the tail-end
            of the monsoon season, and they would get wet tonight, he was sure. In more ways than one.
         

         
         He watched a rubber Zodiac skiff lowered over the side of the larger boat, waited until it was stable, then scampered down
            a cargo net into it. He turned, took a duffel bag from the man above him, set it on the deck, then began helping the others.
            The last of the four slipped coming down, bouncing off the rubber side and falling backwards toward the hull of the mother
            ship. He let out a scream, the sound cut short when his body went beneath the water.
         

         
         Kamal scrambled to the stern, holding the skiff away from the larger boat to prevent his man from being smashed between the
            two in the light chop of waves.
         

         
         He shouted, “Agam! Randeep! Grab him.” The two others in the boat leaned over and snatched the man by his arm and clothes,
            hoisting him over the gunwale. The man sat up and Kamal saw it was Manjit, his second-in-command and the one who was to guide
            the skiff to their target.
         

         
         With a sheepish smile, Manjit shook his head, throwing water like a dog coming out of a lake. He said, “That’s not a good beginning.” 

         
         Kamal looked up at the larger boat and saw the man they only knew as Mr. Chin staring back at him. Mr. Chin raised his fist
            with a thumbs-up, the gesture a question. Kamal said, “Manjit, start the outboard.”
         

         
         Manjit scrambled to the back, pulled a cord, and the little motor sputtered to life. Satisfied, Kamal returned the thumbs-up.
            Mr. Chin shouted, “See you in an hour. Remember, he either comes out alive, or you kill him yourself. Leave no one to talk
            if the mission fails.”
         

         
         Kamal nodded, a little disgusted. He didn’t fully understand who Mr. Chin represented, but he knew the reason behind the order:
            China could not be implicated in interfering in India’s affairs.
         

         
         Kamal turned to Manjit and said, “Let’s go.”

         
         Within seconds they were bouncing across the soft waves, the lights of the shore growing larger, the mother ship lost in the
            darkness. He felt the wind tussling his hair and realized it was the first time he’d had that sensation since he was a little
            boy.
         

         
         Like the men in the boat with him, Kamal was a Sikh, and as such, was required by his religious duty to wear a dastaar covering
            his head whenever he was outdoors, only unwrapping the cloth when inside his home. Like him, none of his men wore one on this
            night, and neither did the man they hoped to rescue. In fact, the very reason they were conducting this nighttime operation
            was precisely to prevent the authorities from learning the man they held was not a potential Muslim terrorist but a Sikh.
         

         
         Kamal Singh and his men were all from a small village in the Punjab state of India, and all of them had spent time in jail as agitators for a separate Sikh state—regardless of whether that was true or not. Called Khalistan, the aspirational goals of a Sikh state within the borders of India were something the Indian government was incredibly sensitive about. 

         
         In today’s world, it’s usually Muslim terrorists that make the news. Al Qaida, the Islamic state, and, for India, Pakistani
            groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba. But in the not-so-distant past, it was members of the Khalistan Commando Force—Sikh separatists
            looking for a state they could call their own.
         

         
         In the 1980s, the KCF caused most of the Indian national terrorist deaths, to include aircraft bombings in Canada and murderous
            attacks all over the Indian state, so much so that Indira Gandhi, then the prime minister of India, decided to stop it once
            and for all. In 1984 she ordered the storming of the holiest of Sikh religious sites looking for the leaders of the movement,
            ultimately killing upwards of four hundred innocent Sikhs in the process.
         

         
         The action directly led to her own demise, as she was assassinated shortly thereafter in retribution—by her own Sikh bodyguards.
            That killing ultimately led to the destruction of the Khalistan Commando Force, as the Indian population erupted, slaughtering
            Sikhs in an orgy of violence while the state itself made a concerted effort to snuff out the irredentist tendencies.
         

         
         To a great extent, they succeeded, at least on the surface, but the fear of the Khalistan myth within the Indian government
            persisted like an abused housewife fearing the return of the husband, with Sikhs who professed any discontent being arrested
            and charged with wholesale offenses against the state. Which is how Kamal had been arrested.
         

         
         He’d never been particularly in tune with the underbelly of Sikh separatism and had little knowledge of Khalistan aspirations. His father had been infatuated with the cause, but his mother less so. Kamal was only ten when his father had died in a car accident. After that, his mother steered clear of anything resembling Sikh independence, forcing him to try to blend his Sikh faith into a multicultural world. Which is to say, he’d heard about Khalistan, but it wasn’t something he put any thought into. He’d gone to school, learning computer network operations, and had a solid job working remotely for a U.S. company, doing customer support for computer systems. That all changed once he was incarcerated. 

         
         Arrested for some inflammatory social media posts and connections to friends who were being tracked as separatists—something
            that everyone in his Sikh-majority town fell prey to—his life had been upended. Prison had caused his anger to fester, and
            also introduced him to others who’d been unjustly arrested. They began to talk, fantasizing about revenge, long-lost memories
            of his father talking about the cause resurfacing. Ultimately, grand visions of Sikh independence had taken a back seat to
            survival, although it had lingered in the back of Kamal’s brain. What Kamal had actually learned in prison was how to be a
            criminal.
         

         
         Released from prison but now tainted by his arrest, he’d been unable to find a job using his computer networking skills, with
            every one of his former corporate contacts afraid of being associated with him. The fester in the back of his brain slowly
            started moving to the forefront, and he began to explore the cause his mother had jettisoned but his father had embraced.
            Just to survive, he’d worked in the seedy underbelly of Indian society, utilizing the black market for everything from crypto
            scams to call centers fleecing Americans.
         

         
         And that was how he’d met Mr. Chin.

         
         Manjit slowed the motor of the rubber skiff, bringing Kamal out of his thoughts. He turned, seeing him looking at a GPS. Manjit
            said, “The dock should be right in front of us.”
         

         
         Kamal said, “And? Keep going.”

         
         “We need to work this slowly, in case Mr. Chin’s information is wrong.”

         
         “If his information is wrong, it won’t matter. The RAW will be behind us right now, waiting to scoop us up. But he hasn’t been wrong yet.” 

         
         Manjit kept the engine low, saying, “Then why is Sidak in jail? There weren’t supposed to be any RAW personnel at the target
            site.”
         

         
         The RAW was the vaunted Research and Analysis Wing of the government of India—the Indian version of the CIA or MI6, but unlike
            those organizations, the RAW answered only to the prime minister. Different from intelligence services in other democracies,
            the RAW was a force unto its own, with little oversight. It was the RAW that had arrested Kamal originally, and had also detained
            Sidak.
         

         
         Kamal couldn’t argue with Manjit’s logic. The RAW had been there and rolled up Sidak, when Mr. Chin said it would be safe.
         

         
         Kamal considered, then said, “Continue at this pace.” He hissed to the front, saying, “Agam, get out the night scope. Scan
            the dock.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Exasperated, I threw the handful of receipts on the desk and said, “You told me this would take ten minutes! It’s been two
            hours. I’ll never find all the paper you want from that long ago.”
         

         
         Jennifer gave me her disapproving teacher look and said, “It would have taken only ten minutes if you had some sort of filing
            system. How come all my receipts are filed neatly, but when I ask you for your receipts, you’re digging through duffel bags and rucksacks?”
         

         
         Wearing a ballcap with a blond ponytail coming out the back, she looked like she was about to go surfing instead of analyzing
            our accounts. Seated behind a computer with a spreadsheet displayed, she was trying to match up our claimed deductible expenditures
            with the proof they were actually true.
         

         
         It was time for our quarterly update to our accountant for corporate taxes, and I hated this paperwork bullshit. Which is
            why Jennifer did it all. She was now asking for rental car receipts, clothing purchases, ferry tickets, and other items to
            match up to the spreadsheet. Receipts that I’d supposedly saved but now had no idea where I’d stored them. It was ridiculous.
            Why wouldn’t the U.S. government just assume I was telling the truth?
         

         
         I said, “Look, this is all I have. This is it. If we’re missing a taxi receipt, then we’re just missing a taxi receipt. Nobody’s going to check.” 

         
         She said, “Until they do. We can’t risk that.”

         
         Which, as much as I hated to admit it, was absolutely true. Our company was called Grolier Recover Services, and as far as
            the overt U.S. government knew, it was an above-board business that specialized in facilitating archeological work around
            the world. Unfortunately, that wasn’t exactly accurate.
         

         
         I waved my arm at a rifle case holding a custom AR 10 chambered in 6.5 Creedmoor, saying, “If I don’t get on the road, I’ll
            lose the shooting lane to some prima donna with an eight-thousand-dollar bolt gun trying to figure out if the brass casing
            he’s using affects the flight of the bullet. Let me go. Please.”
         

         
         She said, “Speaking of that, I’m not sure we should claim the range membership as a deduction. I mean, that’s going to cause
            questions.”
         

         
         “Questions? For what? That’s literally how we make money. You do the egghead stuff, and I do the Neanderthal stuff. People
            hire us because we keep them alive, and shooting this gun is what does that.”
         

         
         Our company was a little unique in that we didn’t do the digging for the artifacts, we basically sold the shovels. In the
            world of archeological relics, it turns out that the majority of the digs around the earth were in areas that were less than
            hospitable, with most being in regions wracked by strife. So if you wanted to go dig up some bones somewhere, you needed someone
            to facilitate it, which is where we came in.
         

         
         Jennifer used her degree in anthropology to convince them we understood what they wanted to do, and I used my degree in killing
            bad guys to keep them safe. We facilitated such things as government permits in the country in question, logistics for the
            dig, and then provided security on site. Which is where my guns came into play.
         

         
         Jennifer said, “Yeah, I get that, and you get that, but I’m not sure the IRS will understand. If they start to question, we’re in trouble.” 

         
         She had a point. The truth of the matter was our business was all a sham. We actually did real archeological facilitation,
            to a certain extent, but only to give us cover for what we really did—putting some national security threat’s head on a spike.
         

         
         Since much of the unrecovered archeological stuff around the world was in what could charitably be called ungoverned space,
            meaning that it held a lot of bad guys, we leveraged my company to eliminate national security threats. Grolier allowed us
            to penetrate as eggheads instead of commandos wearing camo swooping in on helicopters, giving the United States plausible
            deniability for any fallout.
         

         
         All of my “employees” were apex predators, drawn from the most elite units of the Department of Defense and the CIA, and most
            of our real work was directed by the National Command Authority of the United States. Which is to say, most of my business
            was paid by good ol’ Uncle Sam, under the rubric of something called Project Prometheus.
         

         
         Our unit was so classified we never even utter the assigned code name, instead simply calling the umbrella organization the
            Taskforce, but being that deep in the black had its own problems—namely, paying our taxes like a real company, which is what
            Jennifer was trying to do. It sounds insane, but if some guy in the IRS started digging, he might find something we didn’t
            want him to. You’d think we could just tell him to back off and swagger back to the bar, but that wasn’t how it worked. We
            needed to be legit—even to our own government—and I’d given that task to Jennifer.
         

         
         Jennifer said, “Yeah, I can plausibly claim the range time, but I can’t claim the guns. You buy them like candy. How am I
            going to sell that? The IRS is going to ask why you need so many—especially since we never take them with us. We always use
            Taskforce stuff.”
         

         
         “They don’t know that. I mean, we need guns to do the job. That’s why I buy them.”

         
         She squinted at me and said, “We might have more guns than the Taskforce itself. If I didn’t know better, I’d believe you
            thought they wore out after a single use. I mean, what’s up with the gun you’re going to shoot today? We have three long-range
            precision rifles, and you bought a fourth? How am I going to sell that?”
         

         
         A little miffed, I said, “Technology marches forward. This is a precise tool. I need to see if it stands up to what they say
            it does. I’m not driving a Model T today either.”
         

         
         “Right. You need to see if it works. Which is why you paid a bunch of money to some guy from your old unit to build it.”

         
         “Hey, if he builds them better, and it works, he’ll be building the ones we use on operations. The Taskforce will buy them.
            I can’t help it if he knows what he’s doing.”
         

         
         She scoffed and said, “I’ll claim the range fees, but I’m not claiming that new gun.”

         
         Honestly, I didn’t care. We were making a pretty good living, as we had to do at least three honest trips for every one we
            did for the government, and I wasn’t looking to own a Porsche. I was happy where we were, the satisfaction of the job meaning
            more than the money. Well, that and I’d rather have a new precision rifle than a Porsche.
         

         
         I said, “Okay, keep it off, but if you do, we’re leaving money on the table.”

         
         Exasperated, Jennifer waved her hand and said, “Go shooting. It’ll be easier for me without you here.”

         
         I smiled, hearing exactly what I wanted to. All I had to do was be obstinate for a little bit, and then she’d let me go. I
            leaned in and kissed her on the lips, saying, “You’re doing God’s work.”
         

         
         She smacked me on the top of the head and said, “Yeah, yeah, right. Don’t think I don’t understand what just happened. If the IRS cracks us open, you’ll be the one asking Wolffe for help. Not me.” 

         
         George Wolffe was the commander of the Taskforce, and a good man. A paramilitary officer in the CIA, he’d been running and
            gunning his entire life, and he was one of the men who’d designed Project Prometheus when it was formed. Now he was in charge
            of the entire shooting match. If I needed to call in a chit because of some IRS audit, I’d do so, and he’d help, but I didn’t
            think that was going to happen.
         

         
         I grabbed my rifle case, wanting to get out of our office as quickly as possible before Jennifer changed her mind. I was six
            feet from the door when the computer dinged, sending a tone out that meant only one thing: the Taskforce was calling on our
            encrypted VPN.
         

         
         Jennifer glanced at me, then clicked the protocols for encryption, saying, “What’s this about?”

         
         I set the rifle on the floor and went behind her in the chair, saying, “I have no idea. Nothing was on the horizon at the
            last update.”
         

         
         The screen went through its protocols and then cleared, George Wolffe’s head staring back at me. I said, “Hey, sir, what’s
            up with the call?”
         

         
         He smiled and said, “Where’s Amena right now?”

         
         Amena was our adopted daughter, and the question told me he was going to hand us a mission. I said, “She’s in Europe on a
            school trip. Italy. Why?”
         

         
         “Because I need your little company right now. As in yesterday.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Kamal waited while Agam put the night-vision scope into use, the small rubber boat rising up and down in the gentle swell.
            Kamal didn’t think Mr. Chin was setting them up to fail, but he’d been drastically wrong once before, and Kamal wasn’t going
            to use his word alone.
         

         
         He trusted Mr. Chin, as far as it went, but he had been an enigma from the moment Kamal had met him. Originally contracted
            for various small-time cell phone scams, he was now sure the earlier taskings had been nothing but vetting.
         

         
         Eventually, Mr. Chin had paid him for more audacious actions, involving hacking Indian corporations for information, focusing
            on those that dealt with mining operations. The taskings had narrowed to one mining conglomerate in particular, with Kamal
            simply passing the information requested to Mr. Chin. Then had come the big ask: Would he be willing to follow an Indian billionaire?
            Set him up for a kidnapping? For money?
         

         
         At that point, Kamal had balked, the invitation clearly ludicrous. He wanted to know who Mr. Chin really was.

         
         What Mr. Chin told him didn’t clear things up. He claimed to work for a Chinese conglomerate that wanted to stop the billionaire from creating a mine in India, and that was all. It was nothing more than corporate competition at its roughest edge, and according to Mr. Chin, that’s how the game was played at his level. 

         
         But why use Kamal? Yeah, he had skills in computers, but nothing that transferred to a kidnapping. Surely, if this was how
            the “game was played,” Mr. Chin had others who could do the job. People he’d used before. People more qualified. Why recruit
            Kamal? And then Kamal learned why: two of his childhood friends were now on the personal security detail of the billionaire—and
            they were already on Mr. Chin’s payroll.
         

         
         Mr. Chin had provided the contact numbers for his friends to prove his sincerity, and he’d called them, trying to find out
            who Mr. Chin really worked for. He’d learned nothing more than he already knew about his identity, but also that he paid very
            well. His friends had served close to a decade in the Army before going to private security, and now they were telling him
            that the Chinese man meant what he said.
         

         
         Kamal had agreed, on the surface, but he also had an ulterior motive. Something Mr. Chin would learn the hard way. The mining
            billionaire they were targeting worked hand in glove with the state of India, and if Mr. Chin wanted to take it to the assholes
            who’d destroyed Kamal’s life, he had no compunction about helping. They deserved everything they got, but it would be more
            than Mr. Chin envisioned.
         

         
         Agam said, “The dock looks clear. It’s all dark. I see maybe one or two lights on in the prison.”

         
         Kamal said, “The gate wall? What about the front gate?”

         
         “It’s well lit, and I can see some guards, but they’re sleeping in their chairs.”

         
         Kamal said, “Good.” And thought, Shouldn’t have picked a tourist site to hide your detention.

         
         Mr. Chin had given them the original target set, an expansive Grand Hyatt property in the state of Goa, right on the water. The beach area of India, Goa was known for both its expensive resorts as well as its hippy bare-bones enclaves. 

         
         The billionaire was apparently going to stay there in a few weeks, and Sidak had been sent in to apply for a job, acting as
            a Muslim resident. His entire reason for employment was to conduct pre-assault reconnaissance of the grounds, but for some
            reason, he was detained within a week of reporting for work.
         

         
         He was nothing more than a groundskeeper and should have been below any suspicion, as he was literally doing nothing suspicious.
            Just using his job to report back weaknesses in the hotel security. Six days in, he was approached by his boss, then taken
            to a room with two strange men. Then he’d disappeared.
         

         
         The last contact Sidak had made was a frantic call saying he was under detention and being taken away, then nothing. Mr. Chin
            had come back with his location, one that was surprising, which had started this entire operation. Kamal had questions about
            how Mr. Chin knew where Sidak was being held, down to the room, but he kept them to himself. At this stage, the key thing
            was getting Sidak out.
         

         
         Kamal said, “Bring the boat to the dock. Keep your eyes out. Someone might be hiding.”

         
         The little rubber craft edged into the spit of concrete snaking out into the harbor, the rock walls dim in the darkness.

         
         Agam said, “Careful, careful. We need no noise, no light. Make no mistake, someone is filming right now.”

         
         He pointed up the coast to a mansion hanging over the cliff, one with a raucous party, the tinkling of laughter and music
            filtering down to their location. Agam was right: someone would be taking videos and pictures from their cell phones. They
            had no idea what they would catch in the recording, but later, after the assault, the RAW would be looking.
         

         
         Kamal pulled a scarf around his neck, covering his face, even as he knew the resolution of whatever device the house held wouldn’t be good enough to identify anyone on the boat. He felt the hull hit the concrete and said, “Hold it here.” 

         
         Agam grabbed a bit of rock, stabilizing the rubber boat. Kamal opened the duffel bag and began pulling out pistols. Old Makarov
            service weapons, known as the PB in KGB/Soviet parlance, they were 9mm semi-automatics with an integral suppressor. Provided
            by Mr. Chin, they were another question of his true organization, as the pistols had never been sold to anyone outside of
            the old Soviet system. Used solely for assassinations back in the Cold War, it was an open question as to how Chin had procured
            them.
         

         
         They each took a pistol, Kamal saying, “Remember the training. Because of the cold bore, the first round will be louder. Don’t
            let that scare you. Once the suppressor gets hot, the rest will be quieter. Fire two at first contact.”
         

         
         His men nodded, and he said, “This is it. We’re attacking the very prison with our name. Freedom Fighter prison.”

         
         The dock was servicing a place called the Fort Aguada Jail Museum, a prison established when the Portuguese ruled Goa. It
            was an infamous location where thousands of Indians were incarcerated and tortured in their fight to overthrow Portuguese
            rule. Liberated in 1961, it was now a tourist attraction highlighting the quest for independence from the Portuguese.
         

         
         They began clambering out of the hull of the small rubber craft, climbing up the rock wall, and Kamal turned to Manjit, saying,
            “Be prepared to move on a moment’s notice. We’ll probably be coming back on the run.”
         

         
         Manjit nodded, saying, “Good luck.”

         
         His other men were already waiting on the dock, crouched down and facing out, toward the prison. He took a knee, saying, “Let’s hope Mr. Chin’s intelligence on Sidak’s location is better than the intel was before his arrest.” 

         
         The prison sprawled along the rocky coastline behind a seawall festooned with old cannons from the days of Portuguese rule,
            with only one section open to the public. The other sections had yet to renovated for display, and this was where Mr. Chin
            said Sidak was being held.
         

         
         Kamal stood up, the tallest of the men, his broad shoulders giving him an air of authority. He went to Agam, a wispy man wearing
            eyeglasses that had fogged over in the humid air. He tapped Agam on the shoulder, saying, “Let’s go.”
         

         
         Agam stood in a crouch, Randeep to his left, and they began shuffling down the concrete dock, reaching a single chain that
            was designed to prevent entrance. They crossed it and Kamal took a knee, saying, “He’s to the left. Down the pathway past
            the group cells. He’s on the second floor, in a funnel room.”
         

         
         Mr. Chin had told them that Sadik was being held in one of the infamous torture rooms, with hooks in the ceiling and a sloping
            hole in the floor to wash away the bodily fluids of someone unlucky enough to be incarcerated.
         

         
         Kamal pointed to the building to their front, the façade illuminated in the dim glow of a single incandescent bulb, saying,
            “One at a time. Get into the shadows.”
         

         
         Agam sprinted across the courtyard, highlighted by the light for a split second before he was lost from view. Randeep followed.
            Kamal glanced at the main gate to the prison, seeing no reaction, and scuttled across himself. He reached his men and said,
            “Stay in the shadows.”
         

         
         No sooner were the words out of his mouth than a guard came around the corner, ambling along without paying attention. He stumbled into Kamal’s group and sprang back, grabbing at a pistol in the holster on his hip. Kamal leapt up and hammered him in the head with his Makarov, knocking him to the ground. He stood over the body and the man shouted, the sound cut short by a double tap from Kamal’s pistol. 

         
         Time stood still, the man’s scream louder than the bullets that ended it. Kamal looked at his team, the smoke wafting from
            the end of his barrel, their eyes wide at the destruction he’d caused, the reality of the mission settling in for the first
            time.
         

         
         Kamal snapped, “We need to move, now. This guy was on a circuit. If they didn’t hear him shout there will be an alert when
            he doesn’t show up where he’s supposed to. The clock is ticking.”
         

         
         Agam said, “What about the body? Should we hide it?”

         
         “No time. He’s a hired security guard, not RAW. We need to exploit the gap in time right now. Follow me.”

         
         He began to sidle down the wall, keeping to the shadows. They crossed an open area, then began crawling again, backs pressed
            against the stone, until they reached a winding staircase. Kamal halted, took a moment to get his bearings, then said, “Sidak’s
            up there.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         It didn’t take us long to get to DC, mainly because we had our own jet to fly us there. Wolffe had sent down what I called
            the Rock Star bird. A Gulfstream 650 that was just like the one rock stars used to fly around, only this bird was a little
            different.
         

         
         It was leased to my company through a myriad of commercial cutouts and was really nothing more than a high-speed infiltration
            platform. Instead of a king-sized bed with rubber sheets, it held all manner of weapons and surveillance gear within its walls,
            with the compartments hidden from a casual look-through by nosy customs officials. In this case, though, it was just a ride
            to Washington.
         

         
         We taxied to the private FBO area at Reagan National and were met by Bartholomew Creedwater, our resident computer network
            engineer—which is a polite way of saying he was a hacker.
         

         
         We bundled into an SUV, and I said, “You’re turning into the Taskforce Uber driver.”

         
         The last time my team was unceremoniously called to DC we’d been picked up by Creed. Hopefully this trip wouldn’t be as big
            a mess as that one.
         

         
         He laughed and said, “It is getting to be a habit. Wolffe didn’t want to wait for you to get an Uber. Apparently, this is pretty time sensitive.”
         

         
         “What’s this all about? Give me some skinny before I walk into the lion’s den.”

         
         Creed glanced at me in the passenger seat and said, “I don’t know. I was pulling an all-night shift and got tasked to pick
            you up. I’m out of here and going to bed. All I know is it has something to do with India.”
         

         
         India? That was the last thing I expected. I said, “So why couldn’t we do this over a VPN? Why did we have to fly up here?”
         

         
         “Pike, I honestly don’t know. I’m just the taxi driver.”

         
         I went silent, thinking about the implications. We drove down the George Washington Parkway to Clarendon, passing Arlington
            Cemetery along the way. Jennifer saw me looking at the gravestones and clasped my hand, giving it a squeeze. I knew more people
            underneath that ground than anyone had a right to, but no words were necessary. I squeezed back.
         

         
         We left the GW and wound around the Iwo Jima memorial, eventually pulling into a parking garage for a building owned by Blaisdell
            Consulting. It was four stories tall and looked like every other lobbyist building in DC, but this was the headquarters for
            the Taskforce. Like Grolier Recovery Services, Blaisdell Consulting was a cover.
         

         
         Creed pulled up to the entrance door inside the garage and said, “Here you go. Wolffe’s inside the conference room waiting
            on you.”
         

         
         I sighed and said, “What about the team? Knuckles, Brett, and Veep? Are they called in as well?”

         
         My “employees” at GRS lived all over the United States, but I wasn’t going to do anything without them. Creed said, “Yeah,
            Knuckles and Brett are here. Veep is still on the way.”
         

         
         Which made some sense, because Knuckles and Brett lived in DC. Veep was a vagabond who couldn’t decide where he wanted to
            end up. He used to live in Charleston, like me, but then moved to Montana for some reason.
         

         
         I muttered under my breath, then said to Creed, “Well, get us in, then.”

         
         Technically, GRS had nothing to do with Blaisdell Consulting, so we didn’t have the proper credentials to walk right in. With
            its DC connections, the last thing we needed was something like an overzealous congressman or journalist digging into who
            was allowed access and why, as the Taskforce itself was most definitely operating outside the bounds of the U.S. Constitution.
         

         
         Creed, on the other hand, was a card-carrying employee of Blaisdell and reported here daily, so he had the badge and RFID
            pass to get us through the security protocols.
         

         
         Creed said, “I told you: I’m headed home. Wolffe is waiting for you in the SCIF, and you know the non-badge procedures.”

         
         Jennifer and I exited the vehicle and watched it drive away. I said, “This is a lot of work that could have been done over
            an encrypted Zoom call.”
         

         
         She said, “Yeah, makes you wonder why they told us to pack for four days.”

         
         I said, “At least it has nothing to do with Russia. You know this month’s code, right?”

         
         We had a method to protect both the cover of Blaisdell Consulting as well as the members inside. Each month two different
            phrases were promulgated to all the various cover organizations, which was your bona fides to get through the door. One phrase
            just proved that you belonged, were fine, and needed to come in. The other phrase would relay that you were under duress and
            trying to enter against your will.
         

         
         Jennifer said, “Uhhh . . . no, I don’t.”

         
         As Creed’s vehicle exited into the sunlight I snapped back to her and said, “You don’t know the code? You always know the code.”
         

         
         As for me, I thought the whole thing was a little overboard and never paid attention to the pass phrases. The camera would show us both standing alone, and we were a known quantity. I mean, if I really wanted to enter, I’d kidnap Creed and force him to use his physical badge. That would negate the whole stupid dance, but
            nobody listened to me.
         

         
         Jennifer said, “Don’t blame this on me. You don’t know it either.”

         
         Which was true. I said, “Marge will never open the inner door without it.”

         
         While the outside of the door to the building looked like any other, in fact, it was a trap to keep any nefarious actors from
            conducting a strike. Comprised of bulletproof glass, it had two doors—an outer one where you’d talk into a camera, and an
            inner one, which let you into the building proper. Once inside, you were trapped if you couldn’t prove why you were there,
            the outer one locking you into a glass cage.
         

         
         Jennifer said, “Call Wolffe or Knuckles. Tell them to come down.”

         
         “Creed said he was in the SCIF, and if he is, he won’t have his phone on him. Neither will Knuckles.”

         
         SCIF stood for Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility and was basically a room designed to prevent any eavesdropping
            from malicious actors. As such, nobody using it was allowed to bring in a cell phone.
         

         
         Jennifer said, “Use the old code. Marge will open it when she sees me behind you.”

         
         Marge was Blaisdell Consulting’s office receptionist, and she took her job seriously. She’d worked here since the Taskforce
            had been created, and I wasn’t so sure she hadn’t developed dementia. Sometimes it was hard to tell whether she was crazy
            or just cranky.
         

         
         I said, “If we don’t know the code, she might believe we’re here under duress and lock us in.”

         
         “The old one and the camera should work. I mailed her cookies last Christmas. She’ll let us in.”

         
         I shook my head, opened the door, and said, “So the magic entrance to this top-secret clandestine counterterrorism force is a bunch of chocolate crinkles?” 

         
         She entered behind me and said, “If it works, it works.”

         
         She let the door close. I heard it click and turned to the camera, saying, “If not, this is going to be embarrassing.”

         
         I pressed the button and stared into the camera. I heard, “Yes? May I help you?”

         
         I said, “Hey, Marge, It’s Pike Logan, here to see George Wolffe.”

         
         “I’m sorry. There’s nobody here by that name. I’m going to unlock the outer door. Please be on your way.”

         
         Just great. I threw out the only phrase I still remembered, from months ago, “Hey, we’re here about your team-building services. We were
            told about it from Xavier Barclay.”
         

         
         We heard nothing for a moment, Marge’s cranky brain knowing the old phrase meant we knew something, but it wasn’t the correct
            something. Finally, she said, “Xavier no longer works here. Do you have another name?”
         

         
         Exasperated, I said, “Marge, Wolffe called us up here. Come on. Just call him on the phone.”

         
         “Sir, there is nobody here by that name. If you wish, I’ll call security and have you escorted out.”

         
         Jennifer bumped me out of the way, leaned into the camera, and said, “Marge, it’s Jennifer here. Sorry our data is old. Before
            we go, did you get my cookies?”
         

         
         There was silence for a moment, then, “Why yes, I did. They were delicious.” Another pause, then, “Okay, I really shouldn’t
            be doing this, but hang on. I’ll see if I can get George on the line.”
         

         
         I muttered under my breath, “So the security protocols can be breached by Christmas cookies? I’ll let ISIS know.”

         
         Jennifer elbowed me and said, “Thanks, Marge.”

         
         I heard the inner door click open and snatched it before Marge could change her mind. She said, “Third-floor conference room.
            He’s expecting you.”
         

         
         We went to the elevator and exited on the third floor, walking down to the conference room—the SCIF—and entered without preamble,
            seeing the Taskforce version of the White House Situation Room.
         

         
         The space was dominated by a long wooden table, the grain polished to a luster, plugs and ports in front of each seat. The
            walls were adorned with various trophies from different operations—flags, weapons, and the like—with the far wall holding
            nothing but a giant flat-screen monitor.
         

         
         Two high-backed leather chairs swung around at our entrance and I saw a tall Caucasian guy, hippy looking with shaggy black
            hair, and a black man built like a fireplug, short and nothing but muscle. Knuckles and Brett, both grinning at me.
         

         
         Brett said, “So you had some issues getting past Marge?”

         
         Damn tattletale. I fist bumped both of them and said, “Not really. I’m here, aren’t I? I’ve penetrated security tougher than Marge before.”
         

         
         They stood for a hug from Jennifer, who said, “My cookies got us in.”

         
         Damn tattletale. I changed the subject, saying, “Where’s Veep?”
         

         
         Knuckles said, “Still on the way. We’ll get this briefing without him.”

         
         I’d rather have everyone here for the brief, as everyone on my team was an Operator and they knew to ask any questions I would
            miss. With this call-up, I figured George Wolffe would have waited for the whole package.
         

         
         My team was a little eclectic—as the makeup could attest—and the longest-serving commercial cover organization within the Taskforce. Most of the Operators in the Taskforce fell into a cover for an operation but didn’t really live it. They just used it for that specific mission, then fell into another one for the next mission, usually burning the first to the ground. The covers were all plug-and-play, run by bureaucrats and bean counters with just enough of a veneer of respectability to allow the Operators to penetrate a hostile area. 

         
         GRS was different in that we lived it daily. It was a legitimate company, with legitimate business contracts. As such, we
            were the only cover organization that was run by Operators, and my team makeup showed it.
         

         
         Knuckles was a Navy SEAL, and my second-in-command. Brett was a former Force Recon Marine who now worked within the paramilitary
            branch of the CIA. Veep—aka Nicholas Seacrest—was an Air Force combat controller, who also happened to be the son of the current
            president of the United States. I’d given him the callsign when his father was still the vice president.
         

         
         I said, “So what’s the rush? What’s this all about? Where’s Wolffe?”

         
         The door to the SCIF opened, and Wolffe said, “I’m right here, and sorry for pulling you up to DC, but you need to get on
            the road.”
         

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Goa, India.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Kamal poked his head around the stone wall, taking a quick glance. At the top of the stairwell sat a single man in a chair
            dressed in civilian clothes, the lightbulb above his head creating shadows around his body. Kamal whispered, “That man is
            RAW. He won’t be like the security guard. We need to take him out immediately.”
         

         
         Agam said, “I’ll handle him. Be prepared to follow me up the stairs on the run.”

         
         Kamal nodded and Agam said, “Wait here.” Kamal watched him retrace his previous steps, going back to the body of the guard
            they’d killed. When he returned, he was wearing the top blouse of the guard, the patches on the shoulders making him look
            official.
         

         
         Kamal smiled and said, “Good thinking.”

         
         Agam said, “It’s still risky. Don’t leave me in the wind. We don’t know how many are beyond the door.”

         
         Without waiting for an answer, he stepped out into the light and began walking up the stairs. The man in the chair leapt to
            his feet, saying something Kamal couldn’t hear. Agam said something back, then jogged the rest of the way up the stairs. He
            reached the top, and without another word, Agam raised his pistol, stuck it in the man’s face, and pulled the trigger.
         

         
         The sound of the weapon was barely louder than a cough, but the damage was catastrophic. The man’s face split open, and he toppled sideways as if all the control of his muscles quit at once, sliding four feet down the stairwell. 

         
         Kamal leapt up, hissing, “Let’s go!” He and Randeep broke from the darkness, sprinting up the stairs into the light, reaching
            Agam, who was frantically working the old door. He heard them arriving and said, “It’s locked!”
         

         
         Kamal said, “Move back.”

         
         Agam did, and Kamal raised his pistol, aiming for the ancient bolt going into the wall. He fired once, twice, three times,
            and the bolt finally gave, bending inward. Kamal leaned back and slammed the door with the ball of his foot, splintering the
            lock, the door swinging in.
         

         
         They were immediately met with a fusillade of fire, the unsuppressed weapon inside splitting the night with explosive noise.
            Kamal dove to the left, Agam and Randeep to the right, the gun inside still firing blindly out of the open doorway. Kamal
            saw the location of the muzzle flash, rolled up to the edge, and returned fire, silencing the weapon. He sprang to his feet,
            running into the room in time to see another man fleeing to a hallway deeper in. He sprinted to catch up, the man racing to
            a cell midway down, with a guard in a chair looking bewildered.
         

         
         Kamal started firing, chipping the wall around them both, the ricochets louder than the sound coming out of his pistol. One
            dove into the cell, the other against the opposite wall, firing his pistol blindly back at him. Kamal ducked instinctively
            and kept pulling the trigger, his magazine locking the chamber open, empty.
         

         
         The guard stood up from the ground, smiled, and took aim. Kamal charged him, throwing the pistol at his head. The man flinched, shocked that Kamal wasn’t retreating; the weapon hurled at his head caused him to fire into the ceiling, and Kamal dove into his chest, slamming him to the floor. 

         
         He grabbed the hair of the man’s head and began bashing his skull into the stone, hearing Agam and Randeep rush past him into
            the cell. He heard shots from inside the cell, felt the crunch of his target’s skull, snatched the guard’s pistol, and turned
            into the cell doorway. He saw a shadow hanging and raced inside, the weapon at the ready.
         

         
         He swung the pistol around, saw two dead guards slumped on the floor, then Agam and Randeep standing still, arms at their
            sides, staring into the corner of the room. Naked but for his underwear, hanging on a hook from the shackles on his wrists,
            was Sidak. Kamal said, “Cut him down . . . ” and then paused, seeing the destruction to Sidak’s head. Someone had put a barrel
            to his skull and pulled the trigger. Sidak was gone.
         

         
         Agam said, “When we came in, a man was working on him, another was shooting at us. We killed the one shooting, and the man
            next to Sidak shot him in the head.”
         

         
         He shuffled, then said, “We killed him too.”

         
         Randeep said, “What now?”

         
         The seriousness of their situation slammed into him. They had failed to save Sidak, but that didn’t alter their fate. The
            gunfire would have alerted anyone who was on station at the prison. He stuffed the death of his friend into the dark recesses
            of his mind, something to deal with at another time, and said, “We need to move, right now, back to the boat.”
         

         
         Agam said, “What about Sidak? His body?”

         
         Kamal took one more look at his friend and said, “It stays.”

         
         Randeep said, “No. No way. He comes with us.”

         
         Kamal snatched Randeep’s shirt, bored into his eyes, letting the anger of the loss of his friend permeate the room, and said,
            “If you want to succeed in what we have planned, he stays. Let it go.”
         

         
         Randeep nodded, and Kamal released him, saying, “They’ll be coming, and we can’t fight them all. We need to find another way out. Deeper in.” 

         
         They returned to the hallway, hearing men shouting about the man they’d killed guarding the stairwell door. Kamal turned away
            from the entrance they’d used and began running, Agam and Randeep right behind him. They reached the end just as men began
            bursting in. Kamal snatched open a door and they were through, Kamal shutting it slowly, then listening.
         

         
         The men on the other side were shouting orders and screaming obscenities, but nobody was following down the hallway, apparently
            all focused on the cell. He nodded, holding a finger to his lips, and they began shuffling in the darkened room, looking for
            an exit. Kamal found one, and they entered a circular staircase, a single bulb illuminating the ground floor below. Kamal
            peeked over the edge, saw nothing, and began descending the stairs two at a time, his men behind him. They reached the bottom,
            moved to a door, and Kamal cracked it open, seeing the rain had finally arrived.
         

         
         The outside promenade was streaked with the torrent of falling water, the wind blowing it sideways, Kamal barely able to see
            the old cannons along the seawall across from the door. He slid out from the door, feeling the rain strike his face, and glanced
            up the promenade to the entrance of the fort. He saw a milieu of men at the base of the stairwell they’d used to reach Sidak’s
            cell, dancing in and out of the shadows of the bare illumination, waving their arms and shouting. Beyond them, he could make
            out the entrance to the dock.
         

         
         He said, “We can’t get back to the boat the way we came. They’re in between us and the dock.”

         
         Behind him, becoming agitated, Randeep said, “What are we going to do? We can’t hide here. They’ll find us eventually.”

         
         Agam said, “The seawall. We go over the seawall and swim to the boat.”

         
         Kamal considered it a moment, thinking that the jetty with the boat jutted out into the water for at least seventy-five meters.
            That might work. He said, “Yes. That’s the best bet.”
         

         
         Randeep said, “We’ll get crushed on the rocks. We can’t do that in the dark, especially in this weather.”

         
         Agam said, “I’d rather get crushed on the rocks than be killed by these assholes.”

         
         With that, he sprinted through the rain to the far wall abutting the sea. Kamal hesitated a moment, then turned to Randeep
            and said, “Come on. It’s the only way.”
         

         
         They ran across, the rain slapping against their faces like pebbles. They reached the rock wall next to an ancient Portuguese
            cannon overlooking the ocean. Kamal looked down and could make out the swirling foam in the darkness, the waves crashing into
            the rocks in a rhythm. Seeing the maelstrom, he had second thoughts.
         

         
         He looked at Agam and said, “Maybe Randeep is right.”

         
         Agam said nothing, his actions showing his answer. He leapt over the wall, holding on to the barrel of the cannon, his feet
            now perpendicular to the stone. He looked at Kamal, then at the surf below him, timing his fall. He waited until the moment
            the waves crashed and then let go, falling the thirty feet to the water.
         

         
         Shocked, Kamal leaned over the stone wall, seeing Agam in the surf, swimming away from the danger of the waves. He looked
            at Randeep and said, “He goes, we all go.”
         

         
         Randeep said nothing, simply staring into the blackness of the ocean. Kamal slapped the back of his head and said, “Get over.
            Go.”
         

         
         Snapped out of his fear, Randeep repeated Agam’s maneuver, dropping to the water below. Kamal followed him, holding on to the barrel of the cannon and taking great gulps of air, feeling the sting of the rain on his face. He watched below, saw the waves strike the rock wall, and willed himself to let go. 

         
         He windmilled his arms, the fall much longer than he anticipated, the drop through the rain seeming to take forever. He hit
            the water sideways, the impact punching the air out of his lungs. He sank for a moment, then began to fight to the surface,
            knowing he had to get away from the wall before the next crash of waves. He broke the surface, took a gasp of air, and saw
            the waves coming. He ducked underneath the water, just like he’d done as a child, and began swimming away from the rocks.
            When he ran out of air, he surfaced, finding himself twenty feet away from the wall.
         

         
         He glanced around but didn’t find either Agam or Randeep. He saw the tip of the jetty in the dim light and continued swimming,
            the powerful need for survival driving him forward.
         

         
         Seven minutes later, he reached the end of the dock, clinging to the rocks like a barnacle. He used them to work his way to
            the northern side of the jetty, seeing the rubber Zodiac. Climbing over the gunwale was Agam, Randeep’s head bobbing in the
            water next to him.
         

         
         He smiled and scuttled to the boat. In minutes, they were all aboard, Manjit powering the outboard into the sea, the rain
            still pelting them. Kamal took one last look back and saw nothing to indicate they’d been seen escaping.
         

         
         Nobody talked. Not even Manjit. He knew what it meant when they’d arrived. No words were necessary. Sidak was dead, and no
            amount of discussion was going to bring him back.
         

         
         Kamal knew Sidak’s death was his responsibility, and that knowledge weighed heavily on him. The others had agreed to the mission
            because they felt the pull of their Sikh heritage, and had agreed solely because the money offered would help them further
            the cause of Sikh nationalism.
         

         
         Sidak had been different. Barely out of his teens, Kamal had hired him to work with Mr. Chin on the computer side of things, using his technical skill. He had wanted no part of hunting the billionaire and, unlike Kamal and the others, held no burning desire for Sikh independence. A skinny kid with an analytical mind, Sidak wouldn’t draw any attention, and having never been incarcerated, Kamal knew he would be perfect for the reconnaissance mission. Kamal had played on their friendship, telling him it would be nothing more than a two-week stint at a hotel. Sidak had trusted Kamal, and he’d finally agreed. And now he was dead just as surely as if Kamal had pulled the trigger. 

         
         They reached the mother ship, the rain now a light mist. Mr. Chin helped them anchor the small boat to the side of the hull
            and they clambered up the netting to the larger boat, collapsing on the deck.
         

         
         Mr. Chin said, “Where’s Sidak?”

         
         Kamal said, “He’s dead. They killed him. He was hanging like a slab of meat in the cell, posing no threat, and they killed
            him when we came. Shot him in the head.”
         

         
         The speed of his speech increased the more he spoke, the words tumbling out as if he were trying to absolve himself of the
            blame, his mind now grasping what had happened to his friend. He finished, feeling the tears roll down his cheeks and hoping
            they were camouflaged by the rain.
         

         
         Mr. Chin said, “Did he talk?”

         
         Kamal couldn’t believe the callousness of the question. He said, “How the fuck would I know? He was hanging from a hook. They
            put a bullet in his head.”
         

         
         “They? Did you kill them?”

         
         His eyes now slits, Kamal said, “Yes, we killed them.”

         
         Mr. Chin went to the console of the boat and turned on the twin outboards, saying, “Good. So we’re still a go for the billionaire.”

         
         Kamal stood up at the words, saying, “You killed my friend. You did it. You said he’d be fine going into that resort, and he wasn’t.”
         

         
         Mr. Chin turned from the wheel of the boat and said, “Sometimes my intelligence isn’t perfect, but he was paid well. He knew
            the risks, as do you now.”
         

         
         Kamal was sickened by the discussion, the thought of Sidak dying for nothing more than a paycheck disgusting him. He decided
            that Sidak’s death would be about more than money. His sacrifice would mean something to the Sikh brethren.
         

         
         And Mr. Chin was going to help him do that.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Wolffe walked to the head of the table and took a seat. I pulled out the nearest chair, saying, “Goa? What’s in India? Nuclear
            weapons on the loose? A sighting of Big Foot?”
         

         
         Wolffe said, “Nothing that sexy. You won’t be doing any kinetic operations. It’s a simple favor for Kerry Bostwick. Just a
            site survey.”
         

         
         He saw my expression and knew I was less than enthused. I said, “Site survey for the CIA? Seriously? If I wanted to be a clown
            I would have joined the circus. Tell them to do it themselves.”
         

         
         Kerry Bostwick was the director of the CIA and a friend of the Taskforce, but that didn’t mean I wanted to start working for
            him. I had a job, and it was a hell of a lot more important than hauling his spit buckets around the gym while he was in the
            ring. In fact, by the Taskforce charter, I wasn’t allowed to do it.
         

         
         Created as a scalpel, we specifically attacked problem sets that other parts of the government couldn’t, or wouldn’t handle.
            Because of that, we were specifically designed not to duplicate other agencies. They had their roles and we had ours.
         

         
         We didn’t do traditional intelligence collection—that was CIA. If there was a target that could be handled by one of the DOD’s special mission units, then they did so. We only dealt with national security threats that stymied other overt agencies because of bureaucracy, geopolitics, misbegotten United States code, or simply logistics. We were unlike anything else in the United States arsenal, and I was being asked to basically be the CIA’s JV team for something they could handle on their own. 

         
         Wolffe held up his hands and said, “Hang on, hang on. It’s a little more important than that. Bostwick himself is meeting
            the head of the Research and Analysis Wing, but he’s doing it clandestinely. Nobody outside of RAW knows he’s coming, and
            he can’t use anyone stationed there because they’re known to the host nation.”
         

         
         “So bring in some pipe-hitters from DC. Bostwick’s got them. Why are we being tasked?”

         
         Wolffe clicked on the giant TV and said, “Let him tell you. Just don’t cuss him out.”

         
         Which was dirty pool. Wolffe knew how I felt, and he also knew I couldn’t very well tear into the D/CIA without looking like
            a loose cannon. The screen cleared and I saw Kerry Bostwick larger than life, staring back at us. He said, “Can you hear me?”
         

         
         Wolffe said, “We got you Kerry. I’ve got most of the team here, and they’re raring to go.”

         
         Bostwick laughed and said, “I’ll bet. First off, I appreciate this. I know it’s unorthodox, but Wolffe said you guys were
            available, and your cover is perfect.”
         

         
         I scowled at Wolffe, then went back to the screen, saying, “Whoa there, I haven’t agreed to anything yet. Just tell me what’s
            going on and why my team is needed when you own the entire CIA.”
         

         
         Taken aback, Bostwick said, “Oh, sorry. I was under the impression you’d packed and were ready to fly. Rock Star bird and
            all that.”
         

         
         “We are packed, but I still don’t know why.”
         

         
         “Okay, look, here it is: I’m meeting secretly with the head of RAW and an Indian billionaire. All I need is four days of security while I’m on-site. The location is the Grand Hyatt resort near the capital, Panaji.” 

         
         “You didn’t answer the question: Why don’t you use CIA assets? Why us?”

         
         Bostwick sighed and said, “Believe me, if I could use my own assets, I would, but I don’t have them and I’m out of time. You
            were the last resort.”
         

         
         That sounded worse than what I’d originally thought. Now we weren’t good enough to be the first team?
         

         
         He saw my face and said, “I don’t mean in skill, I mean because of the Taskforce charter. Look, all of my personnel at the
            India station are either declared at worst or suspected of being agency at best. The RAW chief has forbidden me from using
            them, as he wants to keep this meeting completely off the books from his folks.”
         

         
         I said, “So bring in someone from here. Paramilitary guys from Ground Branch.”

         
         “I would, but I’m not dictating the timeline. The meeting is going to happen within the next few days and I simply don’t have
            anyone to pull. Every single asset I have with the skill set I need is currently either stacked against the mess in the Middle
            East or over in Ukraine. It’s vacuumed up every available asset. Tel Aviv is bursting at the seams with my guys, Beirut is
            on fire, Iraq is about to implode, and Iran is trying to play puppet master throughout. All of that has left the National
            Command Authority demanding answers, wanting me to predict the future. Houthis, Hamas, Hezbollah, and every other crack-pot
            group that starts with an ‘H’ has sucked me dry, and that’s not even mentioning Russia and their nuclear threats. Every paramilitary
            officer I have is in the fight right now.”
         

         
         I couldn’t argue with that. Ever since those assholes in Hamas had slaughtered Israelis, the world had been on fire. Well, actually since Putin had invaded Ukraine before that. I didn’t envy Bostwick’s job and felt a little bit selfish at my earlier reticence. After all, it was supposed to be one team, one fight. Still, I asked, “Won’t the RAW have security on-site? I mean, how dangerous could this meeting be if it’s at a resort?” 

         
         “Yes, they will have security on-site, and in fact I was willing to forgo any of my own security because of that, but two
            days ago they detained a worker at the resort. Turns out he has ties to Lashkar-e-Taiba. He’d just started working there a
            week before.”
         

         
         Lashkar-e-Taiba was an Islamic terrorist organization from Pakistan. Their stated goal was to “reunite” the Kashmir area of
            India with Pakistan, and their most famous action was the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attack, where they hit various iconic hotels,
            restaurants, and stores in a downtown Mumbai shopping district, slaughtering close to two hundred civilians over a four-day
            rampage.
         

         
         I said, “Well, sounds like the RAW is on their game. Stopped a threat before it could execute.”

         
         “Yeah, but there are indicators that the man had contact with the ISI, which means this was planned at a much higher level
            than just some lone wolf from a substate terrorist affiliate. It’s why I’m caught short for security and asking for you at
            the last minute. I was going to trust RAW, but now, with this information, I don’t want to put my faith in RAW being ‘on their
            game’ during the meeting time.”
         

         
         The ISI was Pakistan’s Interservice Intelligence Agency—their version of the CIA. They’d played a double game with us in Afghanistan
            for years, taking our money with one hand while helping the Taliban with the other. I had no doubt they were instrumental
            in hiding Osama bin Laden in their country when we found him. How else would he have a mansion a couple of miles away from
            the Pakistani version of West Point?
         

         
         I nodded and said, “Okay, sir, you’ve got me. What’s this meeting about?”

         
         “Well, the Middle East and Russia aren’t the only things I have to worry about. China is still an eight-hundred-pound gorilla. This meeting is about them.” 

         
         He paused, then said, “You guys know anything about rare earth elements?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         I glanced around at my team, and Jennifer said, “Yeah, you mean like the metals used in magnets and batteries for cell phones?”

         
         “Exactly. Rare earth elements aren’t really rare, like diamonds. They’re found everywhere, but not in great enough quantities
            to be worth mining. Getting them out of the ground is painstaking and creates a huge environmental mess—which basically means
            the tree-huggers here in the United States have shut down most of our mines.
         

         
         “Today, China has a monopoly on the mining, accounting for about eighty percent of the world’s production. Thirty years ago
            it wouldn’t have mattered. Now everything we use relies on rare earth elements, from cell phones to electric cars to home
            computers to just about anything that requires a microprocessor or a screen.”
         

         
         I saw where this was going, saying, “Including all of our defense systems.”

         
         Bostwick nodded. “Exactly. There would be no night-vision goggles or F-35 fighters without them. Any time you hear someone saying ‘next generation,’ what they’re really saying is ‘rare earth elements,’ and China’s monopoly on them is an enormous vulnerability. If they decided to stop exporting them to us, we’d be in trouble—and they’ve shown a willingness to use that leverage. In 2010, China had a spat with Japan over some islands that both claimed. China’s response was to stop exporting to Japanese industry, which was an eye-opener for us.” 

         
         I nodded, having never given a lot of thought to the brass tacks of what our technology required. Knuckles said, “Let me get
            this straight—we’re always talking about how China invading Taiwan would cause a major tech disruption because of Taiwan’s
            monopoly on semiconductor production, but what you’re really saying is that’s small potatoes. China could stop that production
            without firing a shot?”
         

         
         “Correct. China could stop our tech sector without firing a shot as well, which is where this meeting comes in. India has found a large deposit of rare
            earth elements in the north of their country. Enough to give China a run for its money, and we’d much rather deal with India—a
            democracy—than China. The problem is—like I said before—extracting the elements is labor-intensive and messy. It almost requires
            a state to support it because it’s very hard for a private entity to make a profit—which is precisely why we don’t mine our
            own. Our mining industry decided the profit margin wasn’t worth the hassle. We have an Indian billionaire who’s willing to
            give it a go, but he wants support from the Indian state. We also want the Indian state to support it.”
         

         
         “What’s the quid pro quo here? Why is CIA and not the State Department doing this?”

         
         “Well, honestly, because it’s going to be done below the waterline. If China thinks we have an overt hand in helping India
            break their rare earth monopoly, there will be repercussions for both India and us. China might pull what it did with Japan
            right off the bat. We’d prefer this look like an amateur effort solely directed by India, with no fanfare from the State Department
            or the administration.”
         

         
         I laughed and said, “So the CIA is getting into the mining business, is that it? You’re going to do this covertly?”

         
         “Yes, but make no mistake, this is much bigger than a mine. It’s also a lever to keep India out of China’s sway and on our side. Don’t worry, a presidential finding has already been presented to the Gang of Eight.” 

         
         By U.S. Code, any covert action done by representatives of the United States government has to have a presidential finding
            detailing the scope of the operation and the intended outcome, which was then given to Congress. The Gang of Eight was a nickname
            for a small group of congressional members read on to highly compartmented intelligence matters, comprised of the leaders
            of both parties in the House and Senate and the ranking and minority leaders of both the House and Senate intelligence committees.
            Already having a finding presented to Congress told me that this thing had been brewing for months, if not years.
         

         
         Presidential findings and briefings for covert actions didn’t happen in a week, which meant the administration considered
            this high priority, but it did beg the question about using the Taskforce. We were an extralegal force that didn’t operate under any U.S. law in existence.
         

         
         I said, “That’s great and all, but you know the Taskforce doesn’t fall under any finding. What about the Oversight Council?
            What are you telling them? Have they approved the mission set?”
         

         
         Bostwick said, “George, you want to handle that?”

         
         Wolffe said, “Sure.” He turned to us and said, “The principals of the Council have concurred that the operation is in the
            best interests for our national security.”
         

         
         Which, of course they did. While the Taskforce didn’t fall under congressional oversight like the CIA or DOD, we did have oversight in the form of a thirteen-person panel that vetted and approved all operations. The “principals” were the most important members—sort of like a “gang of eight” for Taskforce operations—comprised of the president, the secretary of state, the secretary of defense, the director of the CIA, and the national security advisor. Out of the five, two—the president and the D/CIA—were already on board, so approval was a no-brainer. 

         
         I started to say something else but Wolffe beat me to the punch, saying, “I know what you’re going to argue here. No, we aren’t
            turning into the CIA. No, we aren’t going to become a bureaucracy that’s subject to congressional oversight. No, this isn’t
            mission creep. You aren’t going to do anything overt here. It’s a simple Alpha mission. It will never get to Omega.”
         

         
         We called each
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entic, action-packed, and utterly relentless.”
-MARK GREANEY





