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  Chapter 1

  
  










The USS Leviathan cut through the Sea of Japan like a blade through black silk, her hull slicing the swells twenty miles off the North Korean coast. Brill Wingfield stood at the ship’s rail, watching the horizon where enemy territory lay hidden in the pre-dawn darkness. Salt spray misted his face. The water looked cold enough to kill a man in minutes.

“You the spook?”

Brill turned. A young seaman stood behind him, maybe twenty-two, with the kind of eager face that hadn’t seen enough of the world to know when to keep his mouth shut.

“I’m a passenger,” Brill said.

“Right.” The kid grinned. “My buddy in communications says you got no file. No records. Like you don’t exist.”

“Your buddy talks too much.”

The seaman’s grin faded. Something in Brill’s voice, maybe the way he said it without looking away from the water, made the kid step back.

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

Brill watched him walk away, then returned his attention to the horizon. The kid was right, though. No file meant no trail. No trail meant no accountability. And no accountability meant the kind of mission that never officially happened.

The kind Brill specialized in.

He moved away from the rail and headed below deck. The ship’s corridors were painted Navy gray and smelled of diesel fuel and industrial cleaning solvent. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting everything in harsh white light. Sailors stepped aside as he passed, not because they knew who he was, but because they could sense what he was.

A predator moving through their world.

The briefing room was located two decks down, past the mess hall where the night watch grabbed coffee and complained about the food. Brill found it easily—he’d studied the ship’s layout during the helicopter ride from Busan. The door was marked “Authorized Personnel Only” in stenciled letters.

He wasn’t authorized. He never was.

Inside, a single table dominated the small space. Manila folders were spread across its surface, along with satellite photographs and tactical maps. The photos showed faces—four men in Navy dress uniforms, formal portraits that would look at home in obituaries.

SEAL Team Six. The best America had to offer.

Now they were either dead or wishing they were.

Brill picked up the first photograph. Chief Petty Officer Martinez, team leader. Puerto Rican, thirty-four years old, three tours in Afghanistan. Distinguished Service Cross recipient. Married with two kids in Virginia Beach.

The next photo showed Petty Officer Shen, the team’s demolitions expert. Chinese-American, twenty-eight, born in San Francisco. His parents had fled Beijing after Tiananmen Square. Shen had joined the Navy to serve the country that gave his family freedom.

Petty Officer Williams came next. Sniper and communications specialist. Black kid from Detroit who’d chosen the military over the streets. Twenty-six years old, engaged to his high school sweetheart.

The last photo was Petty Officer Jackson, the team’s medic. Thirty-one, from a farm in Iowa. He’d joined the Navy to see the world and ended up seeing too much of it.

Four good men. Four dead men, if the intel was right.

Brill set the photos aside and studied the satellite images of the North Korean coast. The insertion point was marked with a red X—a rocky stretch of beach north of Wonsan, where the mountains met the sea. The terrain looked brutal: jagged cliffs, dense forest, and probably mined to hell.

Perfect for a ghost to disappear into.

The door opened behind him. Captain Reynolds stepped inside, his face grim. The man looked like he’d aged ten years since their brief introduction on the flight deck.

“Mr. Wingfield.” Reynolds closed the door and activated the electronic lock. “I assume you’ve reviewed the materials.”

“Some of them.” Brill tapped the satellite photos. “Where’s the rest?”

“What rest?”

“Guard rotations. Facility layouts. Communication schedules. Weather patterns. Tide charts.” Brill looked up from the photos. “The stuff that keeps people alive.”

Reynolds shifted uncomfortably. “That’s… not available.”

“Not available, or not shared?”

“Both.”

Brill nodded. It figured. The Pentagon loved to send people into harm’s way with half the information they needed. Made the successful missions look more impressive on paper.

“Tell me about the defector,” Brill said.

“Colonel Park Min-jun. North Korean Intelligence Service. He reached out through back channels three months ago, claimed he had information about their nuclear program. High-value stuff.”

“What kind of information?”

“Facility locations. Security protocols. Names of scientists and engineers.” Reynolds pulled out a chair and sat down heavily. “The kind of intelligence that could set their program back ten years.”

“So you sent a SEAL team to pick him up.”

“Standard extraction protocol. Four-man team, in and out, minimal footprint.”

“Except it wasn’t minimal.”

Reynolds flinched. “The mission was compromised from the start. We think Park was a double agent, or maybe he was turned after making contact. Either way, the SEALs walked into a trap.”

Brill studied the Captain’s face. The man was holding something back, but then again, they always were.

“What happened to the team?”

“Captured. All four of them.” Reynolds paused. “They’re being held at a military compound outside Hamhung. Intelligence suggests they’re being used for propaganda purposes before being transferred to Pyongyang.”

“How long do we have?”

“Forty-eight hours. Maybe less.”

Brill absorbed this. Forty-eight hours to penetrate North Korea, locate the compound, extract four prisoners, and get them back to international waters. All without starting World War Three.

Just another day at the office.

“What about Park?”

“Unknown. He could be dead, or he could be with the SEALs. Your mission is to determine his status and neutralize the threat.”

“Neutralize how?”

Reynolds met his eyes. “No bodies, no crimes, no witnesses. That’s the order from the top.”

Brill understood. If Park was alive, he died. If the SEALs were alive, they came home. And if anyone got in the way, they disappeared.

“Equipment?”

“Minimal. Whatever you can carry during the insertion.” Reynolds slid a waterproof bag across the table. “Standard loadout plus some special items.”

Brill opened the bag and examined the contents. Suppressed pistol, tactical knife, night vision goggles, communications gear, medical supplies, and enough explosives to level a small building. Everything he needed to kill quietly and efficiently.

“Insertion is at 0200 hours,” Reynolds said. “Submarine will take you to within two miles of the coast. After that, you’re on your own.”

“Extraction?”

“Same beach, seventy-two hours from insertion. Miss the window, and you’re walking home.”

Brill closed the bag and stood. “I’ll need access to the ship’s armory.”

“Already arranged. Anything else?”

“Coffee. Black.”

Reynolds almost smiled. “I’ll have someone bring it to your quarters.”

“I don’t have quarters.”

“You do now. Deck seven, compartment 147. It’s… private.”

Brill nodded and headed for the door. As he reached for the handle, Reynolds spoke again.

“Mr. Wingfield? Those are good men in there. The best.”

“I know.”

“Bring them home.”

Brill looked back at the Captain. “I’ll bring home what I can.”

He left Reynolds sitting alone with the photographs of four dead men who might still be breathing.

Time to change that.
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The USS Pittsburgh lay dead in the water two miles off the North Korean coast, her black hull invisible against the moonless night. Brill stood in the submarine’s torpedo room, checking his gear one last time. The air tasted of recycled oxygen and machine oil.

“First time in a Mark Eight SDV?” Lieutenant Commander Hayes asked.

Brill looked up from his dive computer. Hayes was the submarine’s executive officer, a thin man with intelligent eyes who’d been watching Brill like he was some kind of exotic animal.

“No.”

“Right.” Hayes nodded. “Of course not.”

The SEAL Delivery Vehicle sat in the forward escape trunk, looking like a black torpedo with a cockpit. Twenty-two feet of aluminum and fiberglass that would carry Brill through hostile waters to a hostile shore. The thing had all the aerodynamic qualities of a brick and made about as much noise underwater as a garbage disposal.

Perfect for sneaking up on people who wanted to kill you.

Brill sealed his equipment in waterproof containers and clipped them to his dive harness. The pistol went in one bag, the explosives in another. The knife stayed on his belt where he could reach it quickly. In the water, everything was about speed and angles. Hesitate for a second, and you were dead.

“Current’s running east to west at about three knots,” Hayes said. “Should push you right into the landing zone.”

“Should.”

“Will. I’ve run these waters before.”

Brill finished his gear check and looked at Hayes. “When?”

“That’s classified.”

“So is this.”

Hayes smiled. “Fair enough. Three times in the past two years. Inserted ROK Marines for reconnaissance missions. The current’s predictable in this area.”

“What about patrols?”

“North Korean patrol boats run regular sweeps, but they stick to established patterns. We’ve been monitoring their radio chatter. Nothing unusual tonight.”

Brill nodded and pulled on his diving hood. The neoprene was cold against his skin, but it would keep him alive in the frigid water. The Sea of Japan in October was cold enough to kill an unprotected man in twenty minutes.

“One more thing,” Hayes said. “There’s a weather front moving in from the west. Might get rough on the surface.”

“How rough?”

“Eight to ten foot swells. Nothing the SDV can’t handle, but it’ll make your insertion more interesting.”

Brill smiled. “Interesting” was military speak for “likely to kill you.”

The torpedo room’s deck plating vibrated under his feet as the submarine’s crew prepared for launch. Somewhere above, sonar operators tracked North Korean vessels while radio intercept specialists listened to enemy communications. The Pittsburgh was packed with electronic surveillance equipment that could hear a whisper from fifty miles away.

But none of that technology could help him once he left the submarine.

“Final systems check,” Hayes announced.

Brill climbed into the SDV’s pilot seat and began the startup sequence. The battery indicators showed full power. Life support systems were operational. Navigation computer was locked onto the GPS coordinates for the landing zone.

Everything looked good.

Too good.

In Brill’s experience, missions that looked perfect on paper usually went to hell the moment you left the wire. But you planned for perfection and adapted to chaos. That was the job.

“SDV ready for launch,” he reported.

“Roger that.” Hayes moved to the intercom. “Control, this is torpedo room. Ready for launch sequence.”

The submarine’s captain responded immediately. “Torpedo room, Control. You are cleared for launch. Good hunting.”

Hayes sealed the escape trunk and began flooding it with seawater. The metal walls groaned as external pressure equalized with the ocean outside. Brill watched the water level rise past the SDV’s cockpit, then felt the vehicle float free of its cradle.

“Launching in three… two… one… mark.”

The escape trunk’s outer door opened, and Brill fired the SDV’s electric motor. The vehicle shot out of the submarine like a bullet from a gun, diving toward the ocean floor sixty feet below.

The water was black as ink.

Brill switched on the SDV’s sonar and began following the sea floor toward shore. The bottom was rocky and uneven, scarred by underwater canyons that could hide a fleet. Perfect terrain for an ambush.

He kept the vehicle’s speed at five knots, fast enough to make good time but slow enough to avoid detection. The electric motor was virtually silent, but it threw off a magnetic signature that sophisticated sensors could track. And the North Koreans had some very sophisticated sensors.

Twenty minutes into the run, the sonar picked up something large moving through the water ahead. Brill cut the motor and let the SDV drift while he studied the contact. It was moving too fast to be a fish and too slow to be a torpedo.

Patrol boat.

He watched the contact pass overhead, heading east toward the open ocean. The boat’s sonar swept the water in regular patterns, but the operators were looking for submarines, not a single diver hugging the bottom.

Brill waited until the contact disappeared, then restarted the motor and continued toward shore.

The water began to shoal as he approached the coast. Rocky outcroppings rose from the sea floor like tombstones, and the current grew stronger as it funneled between underwater ridges. The SDV bucked and rolled in the turbulence, fighting to maintain course.

Brill checked his navigation display. One mile to the beach.

The sonar screen lit up with new contacts. Small, fast-moving objects that looked like patrol boats but moved in coordinated patterns. Too coordinated to be random patrols.

They were searching for something.

Maybe they’d detected the submarine’s approach. Maybe they’d intercepted communications about the mission. Or maybe they were just running a routine sweep that happened to coincide with the worst possible timing.

Brill counted six contacts, all moving toward his position. In ten minutes, they’d be directly overhead.

He had two choices: abort the mission and return to the submarine, or continue toward shore and hope the patrol boats missed him. The first option was safe. The second option was suicide.

Brill chose suicide.

He pushed the SDV’s throttle to maximum and dove toward the sea floor. The vehicle’s hull groaned under the pressure as he descended to ninety feet, then one hundred, then one hundred and ten. The safety margin was one hundred and twenty feet. Beyond that, the hull would implode.

The patrol boats passed overhead like thunder. Their sonar pulses hammered the water, each one strong enough to rupture a man’s eardrums. But they were looking for large targets, not a single vehicle hiding in the rocks.

Brill waited until the last contact disappeared, then began his ascent. The water grew lighter as he approached the surface, changing from black to deep blue to gray. Stars appeared overhead, scattered across the sky like broken glass.

The beach was a narrow strip of sand and rock between the ocean and towering cliffs. Waves crashed against the shore with enough force to break bones, driven by the approaching storm. The wind was picking up, turning the surface into a maze of whitecaps.

Brill beached the SDV in the surf and quickly unloaded his equipment. The vehicle would sink itself in deep water, leaving no trace of his arrival. He had seventy-two hours to complete the mission and return to this exact spot.

Seventy-two hours to find four men in a country that wanted to kill him.

He shouldered his gear and began climbing the cliff face. The rock was wet and slippery, carved by centuries of wind and rain into treacherous handholds. Each step required total concentration. A fall from this height would leave him broken on the rocks below.

Above him, North Korea waited in the darkness. A country where strangers were shot on sight and questions were asked later. Where the wrong word could get you executed and the right word could get you executed faster.

Brill pulled himself over the cliff’s edge and onto solid ground. Pine trees stretched in all directions, their branches whispering in the wind. The air smelled of salt and forest loam.

He was in enemy territory now. From this moment forward, every person he met would try to kill him. Every sound could be his last warning. Every shadow could hide a rifle.

He grinned and melted into the forest.
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Brill moved through the pine forest like smoke, his boots finding purchase on the needle-covered ground without making a sound. The trees were old-growth Korean pine, their trunks thick enough to hide a man and their branches high enough to filter moonlight into scattered silver coins.

He’d been walking for three hours.

The safe house was supposed to be eight kilometers inland, tucked into a valley where the mountains met cultivated fields. Intelligence had described it as a traditional Korean farmhouse, abandoned since the owner fled south during the war. The kind of place where a defector could wait for extraction without drawing attention.

The kind of place that made a perfect trap.

Brill stopped beside a massive pine and listened. Wind moved through the branches overhead, carrying the scent of wood smoke and something else. Something that made his skin crawl.

Death.

He pulled out his night vision goggles and scanned the forest ahead. The green-tinted world revealed nothing unusual—just trees and undergrowth and the narrow trail that wound down toward the valley. But his nose didn’t lie. Something was rotting in the darkness ahead.

Maybe an animal. Maybe not.

Brill continued down the trail, moving from tree to tree, pausing to listen before each advance. The smell grew stronger as he descended, mixing with the forest scents until it became a physical presence in his nostrils.

The trail opened into a small clearing where the farmhouse sat like a cancerous growth. Traditional Korean architecture, with curved roof tiles and wooden walls that had weathered to the color of old bones. Windows stared out at the forest like empty eye sockets.

The front door hung open.

Brill circled the clearing twice, checking for signs of recent activity. Boot prints in the mud led from the forest to the house and back again. Too many prints for a single person. Too organized for random patrol.

Someone had been here with a purpose.

He approached the house from the rear, staying low and moving fast across the open ground. The back door was closed but unlocked. Brill tested the handle slowly, feeling for tension that might indicate a trip wire or pressure plate.

Nothing.

The door opened on well-oiled hinges, revealing a kitShen that looked like it hadn’t been used in decades. Dust covered everything—the wooden table, the iron cookstove, the ceramic jars that lined the walls. But the dust had been disturbed recently. Footprints tracked across the floor, leading from the kitShen to the main room.

Brill followed the prints, his pistol drawn and ready. The main room was traditional Korean style, with floor mats and a low table surrounded by cushions. Papers were scattered across the table and floor, mixed with overturned furniture and broken pottery.

Signs of a struggle.

He knelt beside the table and examined the papers. Most were written in Korean, but a few were in English. Technical documents about nuclear reactor design. Facility blueprints. Personnel rosters.

The intelligence Colonel Park
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