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For my brother, Scot Thor.

A devoted son, husband, father, and brother.

A great American for whom Scot Harvath was proudly named.





The man who does ill, must suffer ill.

—Aeschylus







PROLOGUE

BANGKOK, THAILAND

FRIDAY

Kevin Koebler was an exceptional bombmaker. He never built the same bomb twice. His signature was that he had no signature—at least not one that could be traced back to him—which was what his client was paying for.

The bombs for tonight were works of art—big, loud, and packed with devastating shrapnel. The body count, if everything went according to plan, would be off the charts. The only thing outstripping it would be the political fallout.

His targets, or more appropriately the neighborhoods where the bombs were to be placed, had been selected for him in advance. How he got them there and where, specifically, they would be detonated was up to him. His client had only one demand—that the explosions cause maximum damage. And as luck would have it, “maximum damage” was Kevin Koebler’s forte.

From the beginning of his career as an elite United States Navy explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) technician, Koebler had been different. He was more aggressive, more fearless, and more dominant than his colleagues or any of his superiors. If he wasn’t poring over technical manuals, he could be found either in the gym or on the firing range.

Standing six feet tall, with a muscular two-hundred-pound frame, blond hair, a Van Dyke−style beard, and sleeves of tattoos, he looked more like a Navy SEAL than a Navy EOD tech.

His intensity was also more in keeping with the Navy’s elite tactical operators and it didn’t take long for the SEALs to recognize his potential. Putting a skilled EOD tech through Navy SEAL training was something the brass had been toying with for a while.

With the assorted bombs and explosives SEAL teams were encountering around the world in response to kinetic action against Islamic terrorists, it made sense to add personnel who were experienced and adept with anything that went boom, but only if those personnel could complete the highly selective BUD/S and SEAL Qualification Training. Koebler did—with distinction, setting several new records in the process.

He and the other EOD techs who made it through the process were distributed among the East and West Coast SEAL teams, with Koebler being assigned to SEAL Team Two in Little Creek, Virginia.

As a member of the EOD-to-SEAL pilot program, he did very well, racking up numerous awards and commendations for his performance. And then, on an op like so many they had conducted before—the takedown of a midlevel terrorism target in Anbar Province—the unthinkable happened. His unit was ambushed, and three of his teammates were killed.

Whether it was his sense of justice, his loyalty to his fallen comrades, or pure bloodlust, Koebler planned, equipped, and carried out his own campaign of revenge.

When it was over, six buildings had been destroyed, multiple alleged noncombatants were dead, as well as the terrorist believed to have been the mastermind of the ambush, who was found flex-cuffed with his hands behind his back and his head blown off. Initial reports suggested that the man had either had a grenade placed in his mouth or an explosive detonating cord wrapped around his neck.

Everyone in the unit knew Koebler had been behind it. Those who didn’t like him—those who resented his bullying, his corner-cutting, rule-breaking, and over-aggressiveness—turned on him. Others, who were either afraid of him or supported what he did, remained quiet. The ensuing investigation was like a ruptured appendix, which spread toxicity throughout the unit, the platoon, and SEAL Team Two overall.

In the end, there was neither enough physical evidence nor eyewitness testimony to tie Koebler to the most serious of the crimes he was alleged to have committed. There were, however, a series of lesser offenses, and the Navy stacked them one on top of the other to use against him in court. He was stripped of his SEAL Trident, drummed out of the service, and dumped back into society with a poisonous grudge against his country and only the skills he’d learned in the military.

It didn’t take him long to figure out where he was wanted and how to make a decent living for himself.

He began in a small Mexican beach town, where a cartel operative spotted him in a shitty dive bar drinking dollar beers chased by fifty-cent shots. Even at a distance, it was obvious that Koebler was a man with a past and absolutely no future. The operative watched him for the rest of the afternoon, studying him closely, before making his move.

Like a top-tier intelligence officer, which he had been in a previous life, the man struck up a conversation with Koebler, slowly building rapport with the disagreeable and largely standoffish ex-SEAL. By the end of the week, he had created enough trust to begin reeling the American in. Twenty-four hours after that, he had made Koebler an offer that would change the course of his life.

His days of cartel work now seemed like a lifetime ago. He had tired of the incessant, brute-force violence. Whether he was crafting bombs or honing the skills of the cartel’s top hitters—many of them Mexican ex−Special Forces soldiers—there was no art to it, no pride taken.

Matías, the former intelligence operative who had found him in that surfside bar, had sensed the discontent in him as well. Something had shifted. Koebler was growing bored. He craved excitement. And as good as the cartel was paying him, he was looking to get out. That was when Matías had made him a new proposition, one even more promising than the first. He would take Koebler’s skill set global.

The ex−intel officer would act as his handler, sourcing and vetting assignments, handling the payments, passports, travel, and all logistics. Koebler would function as a one-man SEAL team. All he had to do was successfully complete the jobs, which he did—over and over again, until eventually arriving in Bangkok.

He had long since grown numb to the death and misery he caused. Losing the SEAL Trident, his identity had collapsed. Violence, coupled with Matías, who validated his worldview, had restored his sense of self and purpose.

Anything that harmed the United States or one of its allies, like Thailand, was justified in his twisted mind. To not take advantage of such an opportunity was a form of moral weakness, or, more simply put, cowardice. It would be an admission that America had been right in going after him and that he had been wrong. There was no way he would ever admit that.

And he would never have to. His mind didn’t work like that. He was devoid of emotions like guilt or shame. He was also blessed with a luxury few killers were able to enjoy.

As a bombmaker, he didn’t have to look into his victims’ faces. He wasn’t made to witness the lives of the men, women, and children he tore apart. He could feast upon whatever macabre justifications he fed himself.

What wasn’t up for debate, however, was that this would be the biggest bombing of Koebler’s career. Bangkok’s most touristed neighborhoods—Banglamphu and the backpacker-clogged Khaosan Road; Rattanakosin, with the Grand Palace and the Temple of the Reclining Buddha; Thonglor, with its trendy nightclubs and restaurants; and Bangkok’s very own bustling Chinatown, were all on the target list.

For his part, Koebler had chosen a perch high above the city where he could sit, enjoy a cocktail, and watch the mayhem unfold. Sixty-four stories in the air, the luxurious Sky Bar atop the lebua Bangkok hotel was the perfect spot, and he was sparing no expense.

Dressed in a black Brunello Cucinelli suit with a matching black shirt and black Tom Ford boots, he ordered a bottle of Perrier-Jouët Champagne and a two-hundred-gram tin of beluga caviar.

Sweeping his eyes across the terrace, there was no end to the sea of attractive women—several of whom could be purchased for the evening or even just an hour. Koebler, however, was here for a different kind of fireworks.

Once his Champagne had been poured and the caviar service set up on his table, he took a moment to breathe everything in. This was the first time he would get to enjoy one of his own bombings in such luxury. Though it felt somewhat odd, he couldn’t help but feel that he had “made” it—that he was at the very pinnacle of his game.

And while no one would ever know his name, they would forever remember this night. It would be his legacy—an everlasting scar he would leave upon the world.

As he prepared another spoonful of caviar, he looked out across the sparkling city. Even at this height, he could hear the thrum of traffic below and feel the pulse and throb of all the unsuspecting people as they went about their evening. Lives were about to change. History was about to change.

Placing the caviar in his mouth, he chased it with a long swig of Champagne and removed a phone from his inside pocket. It was time to begin.

The app he wanted was buried beneath several layers of advanced 256-bit encryption. With each digital portal he passed through, there were electronic tiger traps and devious self-destruct features that would be triggered if anyone attempted to hack his system or force him to open his device against his will.

When he finally arrived at the program he wanted, he was greeted by a bright yellow laughing emoji.

Pausing, he raised his glass and silently toasted himself. Then he pushed the button.

Seconds later, five and a half klicks north of the lebua Bangkok, the first bomb exploded along the Khaosan Road.





CHAPTER 1

ITBAYAT ISLAND

BATANES PROVINCE

NORTHERNMOST PHILIPPINES

SATURDAY

There was a click somewhere up ahead, and Scot Harvath, who was on point, gave the silent command for his team to freeze.

The sound had been so faint that he couldn’t distinguish what it was. Had a twig been snapped? Had someone, somewhere out in the darkness, flipped off a weapon’s safety?

Ever since they had moved into the forest, he had wondered if they were stepping into a trap.

Half of his discomfort was because of the men they were hunting. The other half was because operating in Itbayat’s subtropical forest reminded him of jungle warfare. He hated jungle warfare. He had hated it as a SEAL and he hated it even more now. It was hot, humid, and entirely too close for comfort. There were too many bugs, particularly mosquitoes, and the dense shrubs, vines, and ferns were a colossal pain in the ass to move through.

There was something ironic about having quit his job at a private intelligence agency that specialized in taking on the CIA’s most dangerous overflow assignments, only to return and be handed a jungle-style operation on Day One. He couldn’t tell if the powers that be at the Carlton Group were happy to see him back or trying to convince him he should have stayed away.

In all fairness, no one had truly wanted to see him go. What had pissed off his colleagues was his constant one foot in, one foot out, Hokey Pokey dance wherein he refused to even consider ceding the plum assignments to any of the just-as-qualified, younger operatives. He was scraping all the cream off the top for himself. But to his credit, Harvath was very good at what he did.

And while the other operatives may have been equally “qualified,” none of them came close to having the wealth of experience that he did—not in the Special Operations community, or in the espionage world. He was a freakish mashup of both, trained by the best, and he sat atop a very deadly food chain with few who could match him.

In his mind, failure was never an option. Neither were rules. If the bad guys weren’t going to play nice, then he wouldn’t either.

From the Geneva and Hague Conventions to the Marquess of Queensberry, if the other guy’s gloves came off, he was happy to follow suit. But once Harvath’s gloves were off, there was no “de-escalation,” no slow ride up the use-of-force curve. Things would get ugly, fast. As his friends liked to say—Harvath didn’t get PTSD, he gave it.

But now, out here in this subtropical coastal forest—less than 150 klicks across the Bashi Channel from Taiwan—his Spidey-senses were tingling and his cortisol levels were starting to spike. That click had put him even further on edge. He didn’t want to move until he had a better understanding of where that noise had come from.

Via a series of hand gestures, he let the team’s designated marksman, Mike Haney—an ex−Force Recon Marine—know where he wanted him to set up with his Heckler & Koch HK241 battle rifle and where former Delta Force operative Tyler Staelin should position himself with his SIG Sauer M250 light machine gun. If Harvath and his team were headed into an ambush, he was going to make the people who had prepared it sorry they had ever done so.

The next thing he needed to do was get some sort of visual on what was in front of them. Unfortunately, the canopy was too heavy to get one of their drones in the air. They would have to do it the old-fashioned way. Someone was going to have to quietly creep forward.

Normally, Harvath wouldn’t ask anyone on the team to do anything he wouldn’t do, but crawling along the jungle floor was a younger person’s game, and so he chose the youngest member of the team, a man in his early thirties, who was also an ex−Delta Force operative, named Palmer.

Palmer lived for getting dirty. Having recently rained, there was plenty of mud to keep him happy. Turning toward him, Harvath signaled what he wanted done.

Pulling his boot out of the heavy mud, Palmer looked down and then, looking back at Harvath, gave him the finger.

The good-natured insult notwithstanding, Palmer knew his place on the totem pole. Dropping his pack, he readied his weapon, and disappeared into the understory.

Besides Haney and Staelin, everyone else on the team was carrying suppressed, 10.5-inch short-barreled rifles in 300BLK from a company called Noveske in Grants Pass, Oregon. Considering the variety of environments within which the Carlton Group was called upon to carry out its assignments—urban, maritime, and even underground—the Noveske “Shorty” SBR was hard to beat.

In addition to their encrypted, satellite-connected radios with bone-conducting microphones, they were also sporting ENVG-B night vision goggles with overlaid thermal imaging fusion. When it came to the safety and performance of its operatives, the Carlton Group spared no expense.

Despite all that money and technology, however, Harvath and his team hadn’t been able to locate four Chinese nationals who had vanished into the woods as they’d pulled up to their safe house. It was almost as if the men had known they were coming and already had an escape plan in place.

Affixed to Harvath’s chest rig was a hinged, hard-plastic case containing his cell phone. Flipping it down, he let his eyes adjust and studied the imagery from the NSA satellite passing overhead in low earth orbit. If the Chinese were in the woods, there was absolutely no sign of them. Wherever they were hiding, they were doing a damn good job of it. Too good of a job.

The fact that their trail had gone cold almost the moment they were in the forest, the fact that no trace of them could be seen via the team’s night vision devices or the satellite, told Harvath that he was hunting the right men. These guys were pros. And that confirmation only elevated his stress levels. What the hell was he walking into?

The four Chinese were believed to be military intelligence agents working for the PLA. Their job was to covertly surveil joint U.S.-Philippines military exercises, specifically how the United States and the Philippines would deny Chinese naval vessels the ability to transit the Bashi Channel—a vital maritime corridor between the Philippines and Taiwan linking the South China Sea to the broader Pacific Ocean.

U.S. Intelligence also had information that the four-man team was additionally responsible for sabotaging American ground-based anti-ship missiles on Itbayat if hostilities broke out.

Harvath’s assignment had been to capture and interrogate the men. Should that prove too difficult, he was authorized to kill them, but in such a way that it sent a strong message back to Beijing as to what would happen if it sent any more spies.

Of course, Washington didn’t want their fingerprints on the job and neither did Manila. Neither country was itching to directly antagonize the Chinese. Hence, Harvath and his team had been dispatched to handle the situation while providing plausible deniability to both America and the Philippines.

But none of that was going to matter if he couldn’t track down his target.

Activating his radio, he was about to hail Palmer when the forest erupted with the sound of automatic weapons fire and Palmer’s voice came over all his teammates’ earpieces.

“Contact left!” he exclaimed. “Contact left!”





CHAPTER 2

With the trackers they all wore, Harvath could see on his screen exactly where Palmer was located. Re-engaging with his night vision goggles, he could also clearly make out enemy muzzle flashes and instructed Haney and Staelin where to fire.

The Chinese were on the move, firing as they retreated farther into the forest. Harvath’s team took turns laying down cover fire as they moved up to Palmer’s position.

Once they got to him, they adjusted their assault and pressed their biggest advantage—they now knew where the enemy was.

Bullets cracked and sizzled through the air around them, shaving the leaves and sometimes even whole branches off trees. Harvath and his team returned fire and pressed forward.

The fact that the Chinese had pre-deployed weapons in the forest not only confirmed Harvath’s previous suspicions about their readiness, but it also brought something else to mind—the possibility that they had laid booby traps.

“Watch for tripwires!” he cautioned, as the firefight continued to rage.

He had been on assignment in a similar, wooded environment recently and had seen men sawed in half and otherwise obliterated by cleverly placed mines. It was a series of mental pictures he would never be able to shake.

As if on cue, the lone female operator on his team, ex-Army soldier Sloane Ashby—who was now running point—gave the command to stop and indicated that she had indeed found a tripwire. The Chinese were doing all they could to lure them to their deaths.

Confident that her teammates were aware of the wire and where it had been strung, she stepped over it and continued to give chase. The rest of the team followed.

The gun battle continued its fevered pitch. If Harvath and his people weren’t shooting or reloading, they were moving.

First to take out one of the enemies was Haney, hitting a man with one of his heavy 7.62 rounds and knocking him down to the forest floor, dead.

Staelin, the team’s machine gunner, was next. With a muzzle velocity of three thousand feet per second, when his 135-grain .277 Fury rounds found their mark, he tore right through the next Chinese operative—shattering the man’s hips and pelvis, while simultaneously severing his spine and ripping massive holes through his bowels. If he wasn’t dead when he hit the ground, he would be soon enough.

That left just two more.

This time it was Palmer who, exposing himself from behind cover, made an incredibly difficult shot. His bullet, fired at a complicated, upward angle against a fleeing target, found its mark, entered the base of the third Chinese man’s skull and traveled up into his brain, killing him instantly.

The fourth and final target was Harvath’s and, if possible, he wanted to take him alive. Even if the man only had limited intelligence value, it would be better than nothing.

Harvath radioed the rest of the team to start pulling their shots. If they could wing him or knock him down, great. If not, they were to keep the pressure up on him. At some point, the man was going to run out of energy or ammunition. Either way, when that moment came, he’d be theirs for the taking. What Harvath hadn’t realized was that there was a third option.

Itbayat was the largest of the Batanes Islands, but also the most remote and windswept. The Philippines’ last inhabited outpost before the Taiwan Strait, it rose steeply out of the sea, formed entirely from uplifted coral reefs and limestone cliffs—sheer walls that plunged right down into the ocean. It was on one of those cliffs where the final Chinese operative now found himself.

Scrambling the last several yards, the man turned to fire at his pursuers but only managed to get off two more shots before his weapon ran dry. He was now out of runway and out of ammunition.

Casting the rifle aside, it clattered onto the hard, stony ground. Harvath instructed his team to cease fire. As they covered him, he moved forward.

The Chinese man appeared to be somewhere around Harvath’s age, mid to late forties. He was lean and sinewy. He had dark circles around his eyes, which made his face look gaunt and hollowed out. Harvath had no idea how long the men had been on the island, but he figured they didn’t make lots of runs into town for supplies, out of fear of drawing attention to themselves. Very likely, they had been stretching whatever rations they had. No matter how bad Harvath had thought his assignment was, this guy’s had likely been much worse.

Not only that, but the price for mission failure in China wasn’t simply a bad performance review and the possibility of getting passed over for a promotion. This man was facing nothing but bad options. Harvath hoped that might make him pliable, open to a deal.

And if it didn’t, there was always the enhanced interrogation route. Either way, the man was going to share everything he knew—whether he liked it or not.

Harvath watched as the Chinese operative took a couple of steps backward, right up to the edge of the cliff, and looked tentatively over his shoulder. It had to have been over a thousand feet down, and even in the cloudy moonlight, the view must have been vertigo-inducing.

Lowering his weapon, Harvath beckoned the man forward, away from the edge. “Let’s talk,” he said, not knowing if the man spoke any English.

The Chinese operative didn’t budge.

“If I wanted you dead,” Harvath continued, “you’d be dead. We can make a deal. The two of us. No one is going to hurt you.”

Weighing his options, the man glanced once more over his shoulder.

“Eyes here,” instructed Harvath, slinging his SBR and pointing at his own eyes.

The operative seemed to understand. Turning his head, he looked at Harvath’s face.

Harvath felt himself relax.

Then, without warning, the man took one giant step backward and dropped from the cliff.





CHAPTER 3

WASHINGTON, D.C.

Connor Jameson had served two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan. As the saying went—there was no such thing as a former Marine. Once a Marine, always a Marine. Which was why, even though not fully awake, he already had his hand wrapped around the butt of his 1911. Call it his training or call it his instincts, his brain was already springing into action.

Rolling away from the door, he kicked out from under his comforter and scrambled off his bed, landing on the floor with a muffled thud.

Even though he always left his pistol hot, he retracted the slide and glanced down to confirm that a round was seated in the chamber. With the hammer already cocked, he released the safety, and was good to go.

But good to go for what?

Maybe the noise had come from one of the neighbors’ units.

It was possible, Jameson thought, but he knew better than to dwell in the realm of “possibilities.” He had either heard someone enter his apartment or he hadn’t. It was black or white. There was no gray.

If someone had broken in, his mattress and box spring were lousy concealment and even worse cover. He needed to find a better place to be.

Getting into a crouch, with his 1911 ready to fire, he elevated his position just enough to peer over the tangle of bedclothes and pillows he’d left atop his bed.

He leaned toward the door, straining his ears for even a hint of sound. There was nothing.

Could he have dreamed it?

He was no stranger to lucid and quite often disturbing dreams, but this wasn’t that. He’d heard what he had heard. And it hadn’t come from a neighbor’s unit. Someone was in his apartment.

Chastising himself for not having grabbed his compact tactical flashlight from the opposite nightstand, he kept his eyes on the door and quickly moved away from the bed.

He only had the bathroom or the closet, which while they might have provided better concealment, were not going to provide much improved cover. Then he realized he had a third option.

“Look high or die” was a phrase his CQB instructors had used repeatedly in low-light training. Invariably, when entering darkened rooms, most human beings failed to look up. With all of the threats that had lurked in trees, it was amazing that human beings had tuned out threats from above. They expected everything to be at their level or below.

Keeping his pistol trained on the entrance to his room, he used his left hand to grab the stack of books off his old-world wooden dresser and place them quietly on the floor.

While only one drawer wide, the marble-topped dresser was six drawers high, clocking in at a little over five feet tall. He had no idea if it would support his weight, but considering how heavy it was and what a pain in the ass it had been to lug up to his apartment, he sure hoped so.

He set his gun on top and then, placing the palms of his hands on the marble, leapt up like a forty-two-year-old gymnast mounting a pommel horse. The piece of furniture groaned in protest beneath him, but it held.

Without missing a beat, he snatched up his 1911, pointed it toward the door, and began applying pressure to the trigger.

In addition to leaving his flashlight in the nightstand drawer, he’d also left his spare magazines. With one round in the chamber, he had eight more in the gun. If those weren’t enough to stop the threat, he’d do what any good Marine would do and bludgeon the intruder to death with his empty weapon, tear off the man’s head, and then use his skull as a drinking vessel. Ooh-rah.

He was wondering how long he was going to have to wait when he saw the doorknob begin to rotate. Half a second later, the door began to slowly and quietly open.

Whoever was in his apartment was about to show himself, and Connor Jameson was going to fill him with .45-caliber holes.

But the intruder didn’t show himself. Instead, the tip of a pistol suppressor materialized and fired four times in rapid succession.

The target was the tangled-up comforter and pillows on his bed, which in the half-light spilling through the window could have been mistaken for a human form.

This wasn’t a robbery. It was an assassination attempt.

Jameson didn’t wait for the intruder to realize his error. Guesstimating where the man was standing, he pressed his trigger.

The boom that erupted from his 1911 was deafening, and the room was illuminated by its massive muzzle flash. Like the good Marine he was, Jameson followed up with not one, but three additional shots, adjusting his fire each time, hoping to finish the would-be killer on the other side of his door before the intruder could adjust his aim and kill him.

At least one of his shots appeared to have found its mark because he heard the shooter stagger backward and fall to the living room floor.

Leaping off of the dresser, he shifted quickly to the other side of the bedroom—just in case the man had pinpointed his location and was about to return fire. But no fire came.

He waited several more seconds. When no sound came from the living room, he prepared to investigate.

Creeping toward the bedroom door, the first thing he saw was the shooter’s boots, followed by the rest of the man’s body splayed across his living room floor. Two rounds from the 1911 had hit the man center mass, square in the chest.

The intruder didn’t fit Jameson’s mental picture of a D.C. home invader. He didn’t look like a junkie or a gangbanger. He actually looked like him—white guy, late thirties to early forties, short hair, fit. Then there was his weapon.

In his years of living in the nation’s capital, Jameson didn’t think he’d ever heard of a suppressor being used in a burglary.

Just then, his thoughts were interrupted by movement from the kitchen. There was a second intruder.

As soon as he had clocked the additional threat, he saw the barrel of another suppressed pistol and a wave of subsonic rounds was sent in his direction.

Jameson dove back into the bedroom for cover.

Bringing his 1911 to bear, he fired three rounds at the kitchen, straight through the drywall.

He had two bullets left—at least until he could get to the four fully loaded magazines in his nightstand drawer. But to get to them, he would have to risk exposing himself in front of his open bedroom door.

As another wave of rounds rained down on the bedroom, he scanned for anything he might be able to use to swing the door shut.

There was nothing. He was going to have to risk exposure.

Getting to his feet, he moved as close as he could to the door. Then, sticking his 1911 into the opening and aiming for where he imagined the threat was, he fired twice as he lunged for his nightstand.

In the instant he was exposed, he saw how far off his last two rounds had been. The second intruder was no longer in the kitchen. He was at the front door.

With his slide locked back, Jameson dropped the spent magazine, slammed home a fresh one from the drawer and, snatching up a second mag in his left hand, depressed the slide release. He was not only ready to get back in the fight, but to end it.

Positioning himself near the bedroom entrance, he exhaled, applied pressure to his trigger, and stole a peek into the living room just in time.

The front door was wide open and the other shooter was about to flee. Jameson lit him up, dumping almost his entire magazine into him. The man fell dead, half in the former Marine’s apartment, and half outside in the hallway.

After checking to make sure the man in the living room was actually dead, Jameson did the same with the second intruder, dragged him back inside the apartment, and then closed and locked the front door. The police would already be on their way. He needed to act fast.

Quickly patting each of the men down, he looked for something, anything, that would tell him why they had come to his apartment and why they wanted him dead. This was no run-of-the-mill burglary.

Neither of the men had wallets. They didn’t have phones either. They were completely sterile, which cemented one very chilling fact for Jameson—the men were professionals.

But who the hell would send professional killers after him? Was it possible that they had made a mistake? Maybe they had hit the wrong apartment.

Somehow, he knew this wasn’t a mistake. He also knew that he was allowing himself to slide back into the realm of possibilities again. Guys who were professional enough not to carry a single piece of pocket litter were likely professional enough not to hit the wrong apartment.

Until he had evidence to the contrary, everything he did from this moment forward was going to be based upon the assumption that he was the intended target. Right now the why of it didn’t matter. Neither did the who—as in who were these guys and who were they working for?

There was no time to process what had happened. That would come later. Right now, he needed to move. He needed to be gone before the police arrived.

After taking pictures of the would-be killers, he air-dropped them to his personal cloud and pulled the hard drives from his network attached storage device, which he threw in his go-bag, along with his laptop. He set the backpack as close as he could to the front door without getting any blood on it and got dressed in record time.

He dressed in jeans, boots, a sweatshirt, and a ball cap, hid the 1911 in a holster at the small of his back, and shrugged on a waxed Barbour jacket, the pockets of which were stuffed with two boxes of ammo, his tactical flashlight, and his spare magazines. Thirty seconds later, he was descending the fire stairs two at a time.

Out on the street, he kept his head down and moved with purpose, but not so much purpose that it would draw attention.

Near a nightclub at Dupont Circle, he found a hammered bachelorette party tending to their bride-to-be, who was throwing up on the sidewalk, and planted his cell phone on one of the young women. If anyone was trying to track him, it wouldn’t throw them off for long, but it would buy him a little added time, and that was all he cared about right now.

With that bait and switch complete, he needed some place safe to hole up—some place no one would ever expect him to go.

There was only one location that fit the bill. It was a long shot, but it was the only shot he had.





CHAPTER 4

MANILA

PHILIPPINES

SUNDAY

After the Itbayat operation, Harvath and his team went through the safe house of the spies-cum-saboteurs, gathered anything of intelligence value, cleaned themselves up, and headed for the tiny local airport.

The runways on both Itbayat and nearby Batan Island were too short for their Gulfstream G800, so they had to utilize a smaller, slower plane to get back to the Philippines’ capital city.

A CIA team met them on the tarmac at Ninoy Aquino International Airport, where the midmorning sun was already baking the concrete. The air was thick with the scent of jet fuel, but was mercifully less humid than it had been up north.

Once they had transferred their gear from the charter plane to the fleet of black Chevy Suburbans, they rolled out of the airport. Harvath, riding in the lead vehicle, was heading to the embassy. The rest of the team was heading to their hotel. He had promised them the night off and would catch up with them later.

The U.S. Embassy, Manila, was one of the State Department’s largest diplomatic missions. At one point, it catered to over eighteen thousand American and Filipino veterans, as well as their widows, and still housed the only U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs office on foreign soil. It was staffed by three hundred Americans in addition to one thousand foreign service nationals, across two compounds, which occupied a combined total of forty-two acres. The size and scope were a testament to the deep connection between the Philippines and the United States.

As they drove toward the Ermita district, it was hard to believe that Manila had been the second-most-destroyed city of World War II. It was now one of the most densely populated cities on the planet. It was also one of Southeast Asia’s most rapidly developing.

All in less than a hundred years—and all of it thanks to the United States, which had ushered in a post−World War II rules-based order, particularly upon the high seas.

Without the U.S. Navy, much of Asia—especially the Southeast—would have been mired in piracy and constant warfare, and denied the economic advancements and opportunities that it had enjoyed.

After passing through the security checkpoint, they arrived at the Chancery building, where the CIA’s chief of station, Todd Gilbert, was already outside waiting.

Gilbert was an unremarkable man in his late fifties with crew-cut gray hair, a large nose, and very dark circles under his eyes. He was dressed in a gray Brooks Brothers suit with a thin gray tie and a perfectly folded, and probably pressed, pocket square in his breast pocket.

He looked like a CIA operative who had been cryogenically frozen decades ago and recently brought back to life. Glancing at the man’s left wrist, Harvath wasn’t at all surprised to see him wearing a Timex, which in all fairness to Gilbert had become fashionable again, but he doubted that was why the station chief was wearing it.

“Thanks for coming in person,” said Gilbert, extending his hand.

“That was the agreement,” Harvath replied, grasping the man’s hand. “Is your Filipino counterpart here yet?”

The station chief shook his head. “It’s just going to be us for the debrief.”

Harvath thought that was a bit odd, but he got paid the same either way. “Any chance we can grab a coffee first? The only thing they had on the flight was salabat,” he stated, referring to a popular ginger tea.

“No problem. I’ve got a machine in my office.”

Carrying a hard-sided case with the evidence his team had collected from the safe house, Harvath followed the man inside the building. They passed through two more checkpoints before finally arriving at the CIA’s part of the embassy.

After checking in, they left their cell phones in individual, locked cubbies and then Gilbert led the way to his office.

The station was alive with activity. Flat-panel monitors displayed myriad international news channels. Almost all of which were focused on the Bangkok bombings.

“Any updates?” Harvath asked.

“The death count is now three hundred fourteen and more than two hundred twenty-two injured.”

“How many Americans?”

“At last count, eighty-three dead,” said Gilbert, “and fifty-six wounded. U.S. Embassy, Bangkok, is still trying to get their arms around it.”

“Has anyone claimed credit?” asked Harvath, angry at the loss of life, especially the loss of American lives. He envied the team that would eventually be dispatched to wreak vengeance upon the perpetrators.

“Not yet, but as this bears some hallmarks of the Bali bombings of 2002, Islamic terrorism is definitely on the table.”

Harvath remembered that attack. The death toll was also horrific. It was made even worse by the fact that the bombings had been staggered across multiple devices, just like Bangkok appeared to be, in order to maximize the carnage and the terror.

Entering the station chief’s office, Gilbert pointed out his coffee machine, and Harvath availed himself of a mug that read Spooks are Clever, Intuitive, and Awesome. He brewed himself a tall black coffee with two shots of espresso, and moments later one of the CIA’s tech people arrived to collect the case.

After inventorying the contents, the young operative had Harvath sign a release, snapped the case shut, and carried it out of the room.

“Let’s head to the SCIF,” said Gilbert, referring to the sensitive compartmented information facility—a sound- and signal-proof room where anything they discussed couldn’t be overheard or intercepted.

Harvath nodded and the station chief led the way.

As soon as the pneumatic locks and door seals had hissed closed behind them, Gilbert directed Harvath to a chair near the head of the conference table and then sat down across from him.

“Four targets, zero interrogations,” the man stated. “Is that correct?”

“Four targets, two hundred–plus rounds of ammunition fired, and zero American casualties,” Harvath replied, taking a sip of coffee and clarifying what had happened.

“What about the bodies?”

“One of them jumped off a cliff and was dragged out to sea by the tide. We took the other three and dumped them back at their safe house.”

“Dumped them how?” asked Gilbert. “I believe your instructions, should you not have been able to capture and interrogate the suspects, were to send a clear message to Beijing.”

“It’s in my preliminary report. Did you look at the attachments?”

The CIA man had not. Accessing Harvath’s after-action report via the SCIF’s secure system, he scrolled to the end where multiple photos had been appended.

“Jesus,” the station chief replied, when he got to the attachment in question. “Are those railroad spikes?”

The three Chinese corpses had been arranged to mimic the three wise monkeys of See no evil, Hear no evil, Speak no evil fame.

“They’re called spike nails,” said Harvath. “They weigh a lot less, but other than that, they’re fairly similar.”

“What kind of unit travels with shit like that?”

Harvath hadn’t traveled with them. They’d found them at the safe house, but Gilbert didn’t need to know that. “I think Beijing will get the message,” he stated, returning to the subject. “Anything else you need from me?”

Gilbert, who was not an easy man to shock, paused for an additional moment before closing out of the file. “No, we’re done.”

“Good,” said Harvath, standing. “Can one of your guys run me back to the hotel?”

“Actually, your boss wants a word,” said the station chief, as he cued up the SCIF’s secure video conferencing software. “I’ll wait outside.”

Harvath had no idea what couldn’t wait until he got back to the States, but something told him the conversation wasn’t going to be good.





CHAPTER 5

Like Harvath, former CIA director Robert “Bob” McGee had also come to the conclusion that he missed being in the game. Out on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, there were only so many seascapes he’d be able to paint before he lost his mind. When the board of the Carlton Group presented their lucrative offer to head the organization, which only required that he be in-office three days a week, he realized he really wasn’t cut out for retirement and grabbed the opportunity with both hands.

Harvath’s experience was similar, except for the fact that he didn’t have any hobbies—not even golf. He had been in the same field ever since he had graduated college.

He had gone from SEAL Team Two to the storied SEAL Team Six, then been recruited into the Secret Service to help protect the first family, before moving into a host of covert assignments, and ultimately winding up at the Carlton Group.

Falling in love with a Norwegian intelligence officer, as well as falling into a massive pile of money, had changed everything. Or so he and Sølvi had thought.

They got married, he quit the Carlton Group, and she took an open-ended leave of absence from her position as a deputy director at the Norwegian Intelligence Service.

For six months, they traveled the world and celebrated their honeymoon. But the moment they landed back in D.C., they found themselves dead center in the middle of a terrorist attack and were sucked right back into their old lives.

What they didn’t realize, until after the dust had settled, was how much they had missed those old lives. Sølvi enjoyed her focus on countering Russian aggression toward Norway. It gave her a sense of accomplishment and fulfillment. She had worked hard to become a deputy director and wasn’t ready to hang it up. Not just yet.

And for the first time ever, Harvath had more money than he knew what to do with. It was fun to travel first class and not worry about the bills. The hotels they had stayed in and the houses they had rented during their honeymoon were beyond incredible. But once they got home, reality had set in.

As insane as it might have sounded to most people, the money was not enough—at least not enough to make Scot happy. Like Sølvi, his sense of accomplishment came from what he did, not what he owned.

So when she had floated the idea of returning to work, he had encouraged her, while also opening his own line of dialogue with the Carlton Group.

He and McGee had a long-standing friendship and an exceptional working relationship. Though McGee was older, the two men were cut from the same cloth. They were old-school, more concerned with the ends than the means. The line about not being able to make an omelet without breaking a few eggs applied to both of them. They were each willing to do whatever it took to keep America, its citizens, and its interests safe.

Once Gilbert had exited the SCIF and the door had sealed shut behind him, Harvath activated the secure video call back to the U.S. and Bob McGee.

“How’d the debrief go?” McGee asked. No hello. No preamble. Straight to the point. He was a tall, no-bullshit guy in his sixties with gray hair and a thick, Wyatt Earp−style mustache.

“One would think that four dead Chinese spies and a pillowcase full of electronics would have been a good haul, but there’s no satisfying some people.”

“They’ll get over it,” McGee replied and then abruptly changed the subject. “How much do you know about the bombings in Bangkok?”

“I know a lot of Americans are dead and that’s not good.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Other than that,” said Harvath, “all I know is what I’ve seen on my phone.”

McGee picked up a handwritten list and read from it. “Those bombings hit prime tourist areas. The Brits, the Aussies, the Kiwis, and the Canadians—all the Five Eyes members—lost people. Three other U.S. allies—India, Japan, and South Korea—also saw significant numbers of their citizens killed.

“No one thinks the Thai government has the expertise or manpower to handle something this big. And they’re probably right. So everyone is sending in their own specialists. Quantico already has FBI evidence response teams, as well as explosives experts and agents from the Counterterrorism Division, on the ground in Bangkok.”

Harvath nodded. “They’re the best. If anyone can get to the bottom of this, it’s the Bureau.”

“Agreed,” McGee stated. “But the FBI guys can only do so much. The White House wants a second option in place. Just in case.”

The man let his words hang in the air for a moment.

Finally, Harvath asked, “In case of what?”

“There may be certain rocks the FBI either doesn’t want to or can’t kick over.”

His boss didn’t need to say anything further. Harvath understood the assignment he was being handed. “Do you have a contact person for us in Bangkok?”

“I will by the time you land.”

Checking his watch, he asked, “When do we leave?”

“As soon as you and your team can get to the airport. You’ll get a full briefing in-flight. The plane is already being refueled.”





CHAPTER 6

BANGKOK

Kevin Koebler didn’t like surprises. Taking a meeting with the people who had hired him was highly unusual. It was also incredibly dangerous.

The plan was for him to lay low after the bombings. Airports, trains, bus and ferry stations were all out of the question, as was any travel out of the city by car, truck, or motorcycle. There was no telling what checkpoints the police and military had already established. The best way to stay off someone’s radar was to stay under it.

His handler, Matías, however, was of a different opinion.

The client had made it clear that money wasn’t a problem. They were willing to pay for a face-to-face and to do so in advance.

While usually just as cautious as Koebler, Matías believed it was too lucrative an opportunity to pass up. The client wanted to discuss extending his contract.

Against his better judgment, Koebler agreed to the meeting, which took place just off Yaowarat Road, on the edge of the crowded Samphanthawong district—also known as Bangkok’s historic Chinatown neighborhood.

It was behind two thick wooden doors, in the back room of a seedy gin bar with an even seedier name—Teens of Thailand.

Teens, as it was referred to by locals, had no connection to underage patrons, but the name lent the place a deliberately illicit aura, which drew throngs of Thai hipsters lured by its taboo air and rakish swagger.

As was common in his line of work, Koebler knew next to nothing about the client. It was Matías’s responsibility to vet the job, make sure it was legitimate, and do everything he possibly could to be certain he wasn’t being led into a trap.

Anonymity had always been his greatest protection. Only Matías knew who he was and what he looked like.

Once a client knew you and you them, it complicated things—in a big way. That’s what had happened with the cartel boss in Mexico. He liked having a Navy SEAL around. Thought it made him look tough. Invincible.

He got way too chummy for Koebler’s taste and started wanting him around all the time. Koebler couldn’t stand the guy. He was tasteless, crude, and dumb as a bag of hammers. Even worse, the guy loved to stay up late drinking and expected Koebler to do the same.

While all of that was a pain in the ass, Koebler could put up with it as long as the money was good. Which it was. Until it wasn’t.

As the old saying goes, familiarity breeds contempt, and eventually the cartel boss began to take Koebler for granted. He greatly expanded his duties, demanding that he accompany him to all his meetings, including his doctor appointments, of which there were many because the man was so overweight and in such poor health. Never once, however, was there a commensurate bump in pay.

Not that it would have mattered. The more ridiculous his boss’s demands became, the more ridiculous the work seemed. The Mexican and South American cartels were worse than the Muslim fundamentalists, in his opinion. He stopped caring who they were at war with, and once the bloom was off that rose, there was no putting it back.

Like his operation to avenge his fallen SEAL comrades, he had put together a plan to take out not just his cartel boss, but also his sons and the top players in his organization—anyone that he might have to spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder for. Luckily for the cartel, however, Matías figured it out and channeled Koebler in a different direction. Which all brought him to where he was now.

In all fairness, Koebler had done repeat work in the past. But he always charged more because repeat clients meant that authorities would have, at least in theory, a common thread connecting him to previous attacks.

He referred to it as an insurance premium, and none of the clients ever complained. They were all satisfied customers and they all paid on time. Just like this client had.

Once the cryptocurrency had hit his digital wallet, Matías notified Koebler that the funds had been received and that the meeting was a go.

Having shaved his beard and dyed his hair, the ex−Navy SEAL wore sunglasses and a ball cap, as well as dark jeans and a shirt with long sleeves to cover up his tattoos.

In his backpack he carried multiple changes of clothes to further alter his appearance, if need be. He also carried a collapsible rifle with six magazines, as well as two smoke and two fragmentation grenades, along with a Vietnam-era Claymore mine.

On his person, he had secreted a jet-black, razor-sharp knife made from polymer, while a 9mm Glock pistol was tucked into a neoprene holster and wedged inside his waistband, just in front of his appendix. If the SEALs had taught him anything, it was to be prepared for everything.

That lesson was no less relevant now than it had been then. In fact, his SEAL training—though he was loath to admit it—was what continued to keep him alive.

Another lesson was to do your homework, which, in advance of a rendezvous like this, meant to do your own reconnaissance.

The client, however, also knew what they were doing and hadn’t released the meeting location until the last minute. That put Koebler at a distinct disadvantage and didn’t give him much time to get the lay of the land.

Cycling through his different disguises, he made as many passes as he dared, both along the sidewalk in front of Teens, which wasn’t open for business for another four hours, as well as the narrow warren of pedestrian alleyways behind it.

In his pockets, he carried over a dozen miniature video cameras. They were smaller than Ping-Pong balls, with magnetic backing, and were all synced to his phone.

Each time he found a metal surface that afforded an optimal view, he stuck one in place.

While he might not be able to field his own countersurveillance team, the network of cameras and the live feed they would provide were the next best thing.

As soon as he was done, he found a café up the road, ordered a Thai iced tea, also known as Cha Yen, took out his phone, and monitored who was coming and going.

For the fifteen minutes he was monitoring the foot traffic, he didn’t see anyone enter or leave Teens. Whoever he was supposed to meet, he had a feeling they were already inside.

Finishing his drink, he exited the café and snuck back into the labyrinth of passageways behind the gin bar. It was still morning, and there wasn’t a lot of activity yet.

One of the adjacent buildings was under construction, and he had picked out the perfect spot to hide his backpack. The construction crew hadn’t turned up yet, and he had no problem, after tucking his phone inside, putting it exactly where he wanted.

With that task complete, he retraced his steps back to the sidewalk, walked down to Teens, the façade of which was plastered with stickers, and knocked on the wooden front doors as he had been instructed.

The doors were opened by a tiny old man in traditional peasant clothing. With bright, crinkled eyes and a toothless grin, he looked to be at least eighty if he was a day.

A broom was set against the wall behind him, and obviously having been told to expect a guest, he beckoned Koebler inside and pointed him toward a door in the back, just beyond the bar.

To be honest, Koebler didn’t know what he had been expecting. It was a gin bar, so maybe a group of Al Capone−style mafiosos arrayed in a line, waiting for him to step in off the street? Maybe a more Wild West feel, with a row of black hats knocking back whiskeys, one boot each upon a brass footrail? The poster child for brushing at least twice a day with his two-dollar broom was definitely not it.

At the door by the bar, he looked up and noticed a cleverly, but not perfectly, hidden camera and realized he was being watched. The client knew he had arrived. If they were going to take a shot at him, they would have already done it. One man, hidden behind the bar with a shotgun, would have easily beaten him to the draw.

He took it as a positive sign that the client didn’t see him as a loose end that needed tying up and actually did want to extend his contract.

Taking a deep breath, he turned the knob, opened the door, and stepped into the back room.





CHAPTER 7

Upon entering, he came face-to-face with four very large Asian men in plain clothes, all of whom were carrying PP-2000s—Russian personal defense weapons, or PDWs for short.

Seated at a nicked-up wooden table, with a glass of brown liquor and a lit cigarette, was the person who appeared to be their boss. He was also Asian, dressed in a cream jacket, a dark linen shirt, blue jeans, and brown loafers with no socks.

Not saying a word, the man took a drag on his cigarette and watched as one of his security detail approached Koebler and motioned for him to raise his arms. The American did as he was instructed.

Patting him down, the security man found the Glock, withdrew it from Koebler’s waistband, and handed it off to one of his colleagues. He then produced a handheld metal detector and wanded Koebler from top to bottom. Finding nothing, he turned to his boss and nodded.

The man at the table motioned for Koebler to join him. “Bourbon?” he asked as the American sat down.

“Sure,” Koebler replied, as he tried to place the man’s country of origin. Maybe Singapore? Maybe China? Perhaps even Macanese? It was hard to tell, as he was so nondescript. What’s more, the size of the security men also cut against the typical Chinese stereotype.

In the end, none of it mattered to Koebler. They’d paid him a fortune for the Bangkok bombing and an additional fortune for this meeting. As long as their crypto kept flowing in his direction, they could be from Mars for all he cared.

“Ice?” the man seated across from him asked as he produced a bottle of Blanton’s. “Water?”

“Neat. Thank you.”

The man poured two fingers of liquor and handed the glass to his guest. “To a job well done,” he said in perfect English, as he raised his own glass in salute.

Koebler raised his in response, and without clinking, they both drank.

Eyes half-closed, the man savored his bourbon as the security team scanned the room.

Several moments passed. The murky room, which was predominantly lit by two dirty skylights overhead, smelled like old beer and damp cardboard.

Koebler said nothing. It was his host’s dime. The man would get to the point eventually. Or he wouldn’t. Koebler didn’t care. He had already been paid.

Finally, the man opened his eyes fully and said, “We’d like to hire you for another job.”

Koebler noted that the man had said “we” and not “I.” Evidently there was someone further up the food chain who he reported to. “What kind of job?”

“Something similar to what you just did for us, but on a smaller scale. We’ll double your fee.”

“Smaller job, double the fee,” Koebler remarked. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch,” the man replied.

Koebler took another sip of his bourbon and smiled. “You just said you would double my fee. No one offers
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