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            Prologue

         
         
            Four Months Prior

            Sol-Iletsk, Russia

         

         Major Mikhail Petrov stood at the window, smoking a cigarette and watching the snow collect on the triple strands of razor
            wire that stretched around the perimeter. At thirty-nine, Petrov was the youngest warden in the Russian Federal Penitentiary
            Service. He was also the most corrupt, which made him the perfect man to run Black Dolphin prison.
         

         
         Located a rifle shot from the Kazakhstan border, Black Dolphin was an isolated, austere fortress on the steppes. A place where
            an escapee could run in any direction and his lungs would freeze before he saw another face.
         

         
         It was the last place any of the bureaucrats from the Penitentiary Service would ever choose to visit, which was exactly why
            Petrov had chosen the assignment.
         

         
         A knock at the door drew him from his reverie. Petrov checked the time on the Jaeger-LeCoultre strapped to his wrist and crushed
            the cigarette into the marble ashtray on his desk. The Jaeger cost two million rubles, more than a year’s salary, and while
            he rarely took it off, today was not the day to flaunt his success. He replaced the watch with the Russian-made Raketa, grabbed
            his gray greatcoat and peaked uniform hat from the hook by the door, and stepped into the hall.
         

         
         “My instructions were followed?” Petrov asked his aide, Captain Ruslan Girkin.

         
         “There will be no problems today,” Girkin assured him, taking his boss’s greatcoat.

         
         “Good,” Petrov said.

         
         They walked down a hallway lined with faded pictures of past wardens until they stopped at the main entrance.

         
         “And prisoner thirty-seven?” Petrov asked, stepping into the greatcoat.

         
         Girkin flashed him a feral smile. “I spoke with him personally,” he said, displaying a pair of freshly scabbed knuckles as
            proof. “He will not be an issue.”
         

         
         Petrov pulled his cap over his head and stepped outside. The cold air blazed his face and numbed his ears, but even with the
            howling wind he could hear the thump, thump, thump of an approaching helicopter. The Kazan Ansat came in at treetop level and hovered over the pad. The downdraft kicked up
            the fallen snow, obscuring the helo in a white curtain as it settled on its skids.
         

         
         Petrov ducked his head against the blowing clouds. A tall Arab, dressed in black, stepped out of the blasting mist. Petrov
            locked on the man’s face, and a hint of annoyance crept into Petrov’s eyes.
         

         
         He’d used every asset at his disposal to find out more about the man, but it wasn’t until he reached out to an old friend
            at Russian Intelligence, paid the fifteen thousand euros the man asked for, that he’d finally made headway.
         

         
         According the FSB databases, the man’s name was Gabriel and he was from Saudi Arabia.

         
         A glint of metal from Gabriel’s wrist turned his attention to the silver handcuff that secured a leather attaché case.

         
         You, Mikhail, are about to be a very rich man, Petrov thought.
         

         
         “Welcome to Black Dolphin. I hope your—”

         
         “The pilot will wait for exactly thirty minutes,” Gabriel answered in flawless Russian. “Not a moment more. Do you have what
            I requested?”
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” Petrov said, taking the morning’s report from a pocket and handing it over.

         
         Gabriel checked the date and nodded. “Take me to him,” he ordered.

         
         Three floors below, Aleksandr Zakayev—prisoner thirty-seven—sat in his cell, head bowed, throwing his torso in a long shadow
            cast by the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. The cell was a gray cube of concrete walls and floors. The only color came
            from the green bucket in the corner that smelled of piss and shit.
         

         
         Girkin had come last night, using the squeak of the food cart to mask his approach. In the pit you had ten seconds from the
            moment the metal slit hinged open to grab your food or the guards would snatch it back. Zakayev had gotten to his feet when
            he heard the cart stop outside his cell. But instead of the metal tray with its meager portion of food, this time he was offered
            a flashbang.
         

         
         The flash and subsequent concussion sent Zakayev to the floor. When he looked up, Girkin was standing at the door. The nozzle
            of the fire hose was pointed at his chest.
         

         
         “Time for your bath, little dog,” Girkin cackled.

         
         A blast of icy well water pummeled Zakayev in the side, pushing him across the floor and pinning him to the wall. The cold
            sucked the air from his lungs.
         

         
         When the water stopped, Zakayev caught his breath and then vomited. Feeling wretched, he tried to get to his knees, but Girkin
            kicked him in the stomach.
         

         
         “We have a guest tomorrow,” Girkin said, grabbing Zakayev by the hair. “And . . . you . . . will . . . behave.” Girkin punctuated
            each word with a fist to the face. Delivered to four quadrants, like a diseased prayer.
         

         
         Before Zakayev passed out, he made a promise to himself. No matter who came through that door tomorrow, he was going to kill
            Girkin.
         

         
         Now, he stirred as he heard voices in the hall and boots growing closer. They were coming again. Someone inserted a key into
            the ancient lock and the door creaked open.
         

         
         “Get on your feet, you swine,” Girkin ordered.

         
         Girkin entered the cell first, followed by two guards, Petrov, and a stranger in black. One was armed with an AK-47 and the
            second with a Caucasian ovcharka: a mountain dog bred to fight wolves. The dog instantly sensed a fellow predator and lunged for Zakayev.
         

         
         The sudden yank caught its handler off guard, and he stumbled forward.

         
         “Get control of that animal,” Petrov ordered.

         
         The guard tugged on the ovcharka’s leash. “Heel, you bitch,” he commanded.
         

         
         Zakayev never moved. He kept his head down and waited.

         
         He knew every inch of the cell and exactly how many steps it took from where he was sitting to the door. Zakayev heard the
            whisper of wood scraping the metal ring. He knew Girkin had pulled out his baton, but still he did not move.
         

         
         He pictured the captain in his mind, counted the steps as he crossed from the door to where he sat on the floor. One, two, three.

         
         The footfalls stopped. Girkin was standing right above him.

         
         With a savage kick Zakayev drove his right heel into Girkin’s kneecap, snapping the joint backward with a wet pop. Before anyone could react, he sprang to his feet.
         

         
         Zakayev drove the web of his left hand into Girkin’s chin, grabbed the baton with his right. In a single, fluid movement he
            spun the falling captain around and pulled the baton tight against his throat.
         

         
         The ovcharka growled—a deep and ominous rumbling that was magnified by the cramped confines of the cell. Zakayev’s black eyes went to the
            dog.
         

         
         “Sidet!” he ordered.
         

         
         His voice was low and harsh, barely a whisper, but it snapped with the authority of a bullwhip. The large dog immediately
            stopped growling, took a half step back, and sat down.
         

         
         “Shoot him!” Petrov yelled to the guard, who raised his Kalashnikov and snicked it to fire.

         
         “No,” Gabriel said, slapping the barrel toward the floor. “He is of no use to me dead.”

         
         Silence fell over the cell, broken only by the pained wheeze coming from Girkin’s constricted throat.

         
         Zakayev eyed the tall Arab. Questions firing through his brain.

         
         Who is this man? Do I know him?

         
         He had a good memory for faces and after a moment of study Zakayev was sure that he had never seen the man before.

         
         Which left only one option.

         
         He wants something. He wants you to do something for him.

         
         “Who are you?” he demanded.

         
         “My name is Gabriel,” the man said, switching to Arabic.

         
         A Saudi, Zakayev thought. From Jeddah by the sound of his voice.

         
         “I am going to take something from my pocket,” Gabriel said calmly.

         
         “Easy,” Zakayev warned, tightening the choke hold on Girkin’s neck. It was funny how fragile a man’s windpipe really was.

         
         The man nodded and retrieved two photographs from his pocket. He held the first up so Zakayev could see it.

         
         “You know him, yes?” Gabriel asked.

         
         Memories from long ago came rushing to Zakayev.

         
         Hassan.

         
         “I knew him,” Zakayev replied, his Arabic rusty from lack of use. “His name was Hassan Sitta. But he is dead.”
         

         
         “Is that what they told you?” Gabriel asked, a hint of a sad smile forming. “They told you he was dead?”

         
         Something in the man’s eyes made him less sure about what he’d been told.

         
         What does it matter? Get to the point.
         

         
         “What do you want?” Zakayev demanded.

         
         “If Hassan is dead, then who is this?” Gabriel asked, moving the second picture in front of the first and holding it up with
            his left hand.  
         

         
         The photograph showed a man standing on a street corner.  It was Hassan, no doubt about it.

         
         “Look at the time stamp on the photo,” Gabriel said, pausing to pull the newspaper from his pocket. When he had it out he
            placed the photograph beneath the date and held them both up. “Now look at the date on the paper.”
         

         
         Zakayev followed his directions.

         
         According to the time stamp printed on the photo it was taken a month ago.

         
         It is a trick.
         

         
         Gabriel seemed to read his mind. “He is alive. The Americans have him in a secret prison. A place they call Cold Storage.
            I need you to get him out.”
         

         
         Zakayev’s attention slid from the Arab, covering the rest of the men in the room.

         
         He pulled the baton tighter into Girkin’s throat, a wild plan forming in his mind.

         
         You can kill them. Grab the rifle, maybe make it down the hall, over the fence.

         
         Gabriel had already guessed his thoughts. “Why expose yourself to death? There is another way. Come with me and see for yourself
            if I am lying. What do you have to lose?”
         

         
         It will get you out of here. Out of the cage.

         
         Zakayev’s eyes locked on Gabriel’s. “If you are lying to me . . . ,” he hissed.

         
         In his growing rage he visualized the spot in Girkin’s neck that he wanted to break. First things first. He jerked the baton
            up and back.
         

         
         With a barely audible pop—the sound of a twig breaking—it was done, and then Girkin went limp. “That is your only warning.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Gabriel said. He produced a key, unlocked the cuff connecting the case to his wrist, and handed it to Petrov.

         
         “Shall we go?” he asked, motioning toward the door.

         
         Zakayev scooped the picture off the ground and followed him out. He kept a wary eye on the guards, not believing anything
            until he was free of their clutches. Just before stepping out of the cell, he took one final look at the room, saw every detail,
            from Girkin’s hooked body on the floor to the shit pot in the corner.
         

         
         No matter what happens. No matter what I have to do. They will never put me in another cage.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Act I

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Present Day

            Rothrock State Forest, Pennsylvania

         

         The sun crept over the granite peaks and towering pines lining Rocky Ridge. Its heat was burning off the mist that blanketed
            the low ground, revealing a red dirt path.
         

         
         Eric Steele followed the trail down the mountainside, his footfalls impossibly quiet for a man of his size.

         
         At six foot two, he moved with a predatory grace, despite the weighted plate carrier on his chest. He kept his focus straight
            ahead, the muscles in his long legs working like pistons, propelling him down to the canyon where the day’s heat was already
            collecting.
         

         
         The trail flattened out until the air shimmered inside the narrow corridor. He pushed on, never breaking stride, despite the
            fact that each breath felt like he was on fire.
         

         
         Keep moving, he told himself.
         

         
         Then he passed through his personal death valley, reaching the trail that snaked up toward the opposite foothills. While others
            would take the opportunity to rest, Steele attacked the incline. Sweat poured down his face and over his arms as he beat the
            trail into submission.
         

         
         At the apex of the hill, he switched the rifle to his left hand and followed the trail down the other side and through a break
            in the tree line. The shade offered a reprieve from the sun but nothing else. Beneath the trees the air was thick, and Steele
            had to fight for each breath. He checked the stopwatch on his wrist, saw that he had a chance to break the record, and forced
            himself to speed up.
         

         
         Steele was an Alpha. A clandestine operative assigned to a unit known simply as “the Program.”

         
         The Program traced its lineage to World War II. A proud history that took America’s best soldiers and forged them into weapons.

         
         Weapons with a singular purpose.

         
         To protect America from enemies that the president of the United States couldn’t handle through either diplomacy or all out
            war.
         

         
         That is exactly what Steele had been doing six months ago, when he was sent to Algiers after a CIA convoy was ambushed on
            the road to Tunis. Every one of the CIA personnel was killed except for Ali Breul—a level-one asset, an Iranian scientist
            who had recently developed an untraceable portable nuclear weapon.
         

         
         The president wanted answers and sent Steele to Algiers to find them. But instead of the missing nuke, Steele found Nate West—his
            best friend and former mentor. A man who was reported to have died in a bombing.
         

         
         Steele tracked West from Algiers to Spain, praying that there was still some good left in his old friend. But when West managed
            to smuggle the bomb into the United States, Steele had to make a choice between the man who had taught him everything and
            the country he loved.
         

         
         Steele had put West down with a knife to the chest but took a beating for his troubles. He was taken off active status for
            six months, and the only way back was to finish this course.
         

         
         Finally, he broke out of the trees and sprinted to the finish line, adjacent to a firing range.

         
         “Time,” a man with a stopwatch said as Steele crossed the line. “Twenty-five . . . and seven seconds. Not bad.”

         
         “Not bad?” Steele panted. He was pretty sure no one had ever beat that time.

         
         “I mean it was fast,” Demo said, his flip-flops smacking against his feet as he walked over, “but after six months off I was
            hoping for something, you know . . . more lively.”
         

         
         Demo was Steele’s “keeper,” a nonoperational asset who supported Eric on overseas operations. Built like a fireplug, with
            a perpetual tan that came from his Latin American roots, he was also Steele’s best friend.
         

         
         “Maybe you should give it a try—” Steele said.

         
         “The next phase,” Demo interrupted, holding up a clipboard and reading from the paper attached, “is the firearms proficiency portion.
            Any Alpha returning to duty after more than two months must be able to shoot. . . .”
         

         
         Broke the record and all he can say is “not bad.”

         
         Steele shook his head and walked over to the firing line, where Demo stood fiddling with a blue shot timer.

         
         “Frangibles are marked blue,” Demo said, handing him a pair of loaded magazines.

         
         Steele shoved the magazine with the blue tape into the holder on his belt and the second mag into the rifle.

         
         “You need a drink of water or anything?” Demo asked.

         
         “I’m good,” Steele replied, yanking the charging handle to the rear.

         
         “You sure?”

         
         “Yes, Mom.”

         
         Demo shrugged and fell back into his instructor role.

         
         “You will have three minutes to work the line. Tangos are the brown targets and friendlies are the white. Any marks on the white and you are an automatic no go. Any questions?”
         

         
         “Let’s do this,” Steele said.

         
         “Shooter ready?” Demo asked.

         
         Steele turned his back to the kill house, the rifle up and ready.

         
         “Stand by. . . .”

         
         Beeeep.

         
         Steele turned around and approached the kill house, a simple cinder block building with a roof that was vented to let out
            the gun smoke. He advanced toward the entrance, engaging a brown target that popped up in the window with two shots to the
            head. At the door Steele paused, getting his breathing under control. He turned the knob carefully. He knew that in these
            conditions there was no such thing as a perfect shot; too fast on the trigger was a miss and too slow meant running out of
            time. The only way he was going to pass the test was by finding the balance between speed and accuracy. Then he shoved the
            door open.
         

         
         The room was furnished with a discarded couch and a pair of chairs that bore scorch marks from wayward flashbangs. As Steele
            stepped inside, he tripped a motion sensor that activated targets to his left—one white, one brown.
         

         
         He whipped about and brought the rifle to bear, fighting the reticle that bounced across the target in time with his ragged
            breathing.
         

         
         Get it together, he told himself.
         

         
         He fired a controlled pair into the hostile target and hustled through the door behind it into an office setup. The first
            target popped up before he fully breached the doorway. It was a no-shoot, and Steele knew Demo had set it up to provoke a
            reactionary shot.
         

         
         “You are going to have to try harder than that,” Steele said, shoving the target to the ground.

         
         Overhead on the catwalk he heard Demo chuckle.

         
         A pair of targets popped up behind the desk, a no-shoot in front of a brown hostile. Steele could only see an inch of brown
            showing behind the white target. He knew it was all he was going to get and took the shot before moving on.
         

         
         The final stage had a Post-it-size sign on the door. The writing was so small that Steele had to squint to read it. welcome to demo airlines.

         
         Uh, okay. He was about to open the door when he realized why Demo had given him the second magazine.
         

         
         The first mag was loaded with hollow points. Rounds designed to tear big holes in flesh. They were perfect for environments
            where you didn’t have to worry about overpenetration. But not for the pressurized cabin of a commercial airliner. Demo Airlines.

         
         Steele quickly changed magazines—trading the hollow points for the mag loaded up with frangibles. Bullets that were designed
            to disintegrate on impact.
         

         
         “Dammit,” Demo cursed from overhead.

         
         Steele stepped inside and found himself looking up the center aisle of a mock airliner. To his right and left were rows of
            seats filled with no-shoots. A target popped up halfway to the front, a sliver of brown in the sea of white. Steele engaged,
            but when a second target activated, the rifle jammed after the first shot.
         

         
         The problem was obvious; Demo had loaded a yellow training round into the magazine, which caused a malfunction.

         
         “I got ya now.” Demo laughed.

         
         Steele knew his keeper was expecting him to clear the malfunction, but he had a plan of his own. He dropped the rifle and
            yanked his 1911 from the holster and put the last round in the target’s head.
         

         
         “Time,” Demo announced.

         
         Steele holstered the pistol, satisfied with his quick thinking.

         
         His keeper climbed down from the catwalk and checked the targets.

         
         “Oh no,” Demo said, holding up the final target. “I only see one hole, looks like you missed.”

         
         “Check again,” Steele said, shaking his head.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Check it again.” 

         
         Demo frowned but did as instructed.

         
         “Damn, you stacked both rounds in the same hole.”  

         
         “All in a day’s work,” Steele shrugged.

         
         “Never doubted you for a second,” Demo said cheerfully.

         
         “Uh-huh,” Steele replied, grabbing his rifle.

         
         They were walking to the parking lot when the cell phone on Demo’s hip started ringing. “It’s Pitts,” his handler said before
            answering.
         

         
         Major Mike Pitts was the senior duty officer for Cutlass Main, the Program’s tactical operations center at the White House.

         
         “Yeah, he passed. Even with the old dummy-round trick you mentioned,” Demo said with a wink.
         

         
         “You bastards,” Steele said, angling toward the 1967 GTO parked next to Demo’s Ford F-150 in the lot. He tugged his keys from
            his pocket and realized Demo wasn’t walking beside him anymore.
         

         
         “Well, Mike, I don’t really consider that a softball mission,” his handler was saying. “Why? Because it’s winter in New Zealand,
            and if I wanted to spend my last thirty days in the Program freezing my ass off, I’d stay right in Pittsburgh.”
         

         
         Steele frowned at the mention of his handler’s retirement date. He hadn’t thought about it all day. Steele was happy for Demo—after
            all, the man had put in his time—but like everyone else in the Program, he didn’t want to see him go. Finding someone who
            didn’t take himself so seriously was hard.
         

         
         “Everything cool?” Steele asked.

         
         Demo covered the mouthpiece with his hand. “Pitts says there was an incident in New Zealand and wants us to go check it out.”

         
         “How bad?” Steele asked.

         
         Demo waved him off, keeping his hand over the phone’s mic. “Don’t worry about it, mano. Let me deal with this knucklehead
            and I’ll catch up with you later. Cool?”
         

         
         “Roger that,” Steele said, stuffing his gear into the trunk.

         
         He was lowering himself in the driver’s seat when he heard Demo’s parting words: “I don’t care how bad it is, Mike. Unless
            this op involves palm trees and drinks with umbrellas in them, we aren’t taking it.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Present Day

            Bellevue, Pennsylvania

         

         Eric Steele took his foot off the gas and brought the ’67 GTO to a stop at the light. Spring had finally come to Allegheny
            County, and the warmer days were a welcome change. He had forgotten how rough winters in Pittsburgh could be, but the previous
            six months had provided a painful refresher.
         

         
         Steele shifted into neutral and let off the clutch when he got a text from his mother. Can you pick up wine?

         
         He sighed. Going to the grocery store on Friday afternoon was the last thing he wanted to do, but Steele knew he didn’t have
            a choice.
         

         
         Sure, he texted, taking a right.
         

         
         Just like he thought, the parking lot was packed. He spent five minutes avoiding runaway shopping carts and caffeinated soccer
            moms while looking for a spot. Near the back row a woman walking gave him a friendly wave. She was short, but did not appear
            to be struggling under the combined weight of the toddler in her left arm and the groceries in her right.
         

         
         She pointed to the tail end of a vehicle ten feet to his front and wiggled the keys in her right hand.

         
         God bless you, Steele thought.
         

         
         The woman disappeared from view for a few moments while Steele sat listening to the tick tick tick of his blinker. Thankfully, he didn’t have long to wait. The reverse lights came on, followed by an ungainly Ford Expedition.
         

         
         Steele eased forward and, when he got a look at the parking spot, did a double take. “How in the hell did she get that in
            there?”
         

         
         Cramped was the wrong word.
         

         
         He was about to pull in when a beat-up Ford pickup swerved in front and buried itself between the yellow lines.

         
         “Oh, hell no.”

         
         The driver hopped out and ambled around the bed. He was a big man with a shaved head and a Steelers shirt with cut-off sleeves
            that showed off his farmer’s tan and bulging biceps.
         

         
         “Damn, come on Krystal,” he yelled back to someone in the cab and then flashed Steele an “eat shit” grin.

         
         “Asshole,” Steele muttered as he pulled away.

         
         Steele found another spot and this time didn’t hesitate. He cranked the wheel hard to the left, parked the car, and got out,
            his mind on Demo’s conversation with Pitts.
         

         
         What the hell could have happened in New Zealand? he wondered, tugging his shirttail so it covered the 1911 holstered at his hip.
         

         
         Much like the parking lot, the aisles were packed with people eager to begin their weekend, most of them focused on the beer,
            which created a human traffic jam en route to his destination. He finally made it to the wine and after a quick scan found
            the placard that marked the section for cabernet sauvignon.
         

         
         Near the bottom shelf he found the brand his mother requested, and Steele’s left hand was closing around the bottle when he
            felt a tingle run up the back of his neck.
         

         
         His right hand moved instinctively to his hip—thumb extended, fingers down: the first stage of a pistol grip. Steele got to
            his feet, searching for the threat, then he heard a woman’s voice in the next aisle.
         

         
         “We don’t have the money for that,” she said.

         
         “Was I fuckin’ askin’ ya if we could afford it or tellin’ ya to buy it?” a man replied, his voice trashy and slurred.

         
         “Baby, we got rent due. . . .”

         
         Her words ended with a hiss like air being let out of a tire. A sound Steele knew came from the sudden application of pain.

         
         Unlike the rest of the shoppers, Steele knew his purpose in life. It was to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves.
            Like so many others in his profession, he lived by a simple code, and though he wasn’t a violent man by nature, Eric Steele
            did not have a problem using it on those who preyed upon the weak.
         

         
         “What the hell did I tell you?” the man said.

         
         Don’t get involved.

         
         Steele was a natural protector—a character trait that was both a blessing and a curse. While helping others was his calling,
            Steele knew that it was also his biggest weakness and a habit Demo had been trying to break him of for years.
         

         
         “You can’t save everyone in this line of work, mano.”

         
         Just walk away, Steele told himself.
         

         
         He stood up, fingers white on the bottle, and started walking toward the front of the store. Steele could see the cash register
            directly in front of him. All he had to do was keep walking.
         

         
         But then he heard the pop of an open hand hitting flesh.
         

         
         Shit.

         
         Steele stepped into the aisle and saw the woman stumble backward, her hand already on her cheek.

         
         “What did I tell you about runnin’ your mouth, Krystal?”
         

         
         “You’re hurtin’ me,” she said, trying to pull free.

         
         He was an inch or two taller than Steele and outweighed him by a good twenty pounds. Krystal looked at him, her eyes pleading
            as the man raised his hand again. Steele had seen that look before and knew that she wasn’t asking for help; she was begging
            him to go away.
         

         
         The problem was, Steele didn’t know how.

         
         “Hey,” he said.

         
         The man turned on Steele. He gave him a quick once-over and didn’t appear to be impressed with what he saw.

         
         “What the fuck you lookin’ at?” he demanded.
         

         
         “Everything is fine, mister,” Krystal said.
         

         
         “Did I tell you to talk to him, bitch?” he asked, pushing her into the shelf.

         
         “You a cop?”

         
         “No,” Steele replied.

         
         “Well then, I suggest you mind your business,” the man warned, taking a step closer. “Boy.”
         

         
         Steele had located the cameras the moment he walked into the store and didn’t have to look to know there were two mounted
            in the black glass domes on every aisle. Not that it really mattered. He could take this guy down right here and the local
            police couldn’t touch him.
         

         
         But he’d been ordered to keep a low profile. An order he’d followed for the last six months, and he didn’t want to blow it
            this close to getting back into service.
         

         
         You’re committed now and he isn’t backing down.

         
         Steele shifted to his left and let the wine bottle fall in his hands so that he was holding it by the neck. He was going to
            take the man down right there when a tiny head appeared from behind the woman.
         

         
         “Mamma? Who is that man?”

         
         One look into the child’s brown eyes was all it took. Steele had seen that look before in places like Iraq and Syria, places
            where children lost their innocence before their first teeth.
         

         
         He felt the anger drain away.

         
         “No one, sweet boy,” his mother said.

         
         The man was close enough now that Steele could smell the booze on his breath. He noticed the change in Steele’s posture and
            smiled.
         

         
         “That’s right, little man. You don’t want none of this.”

         
         Steele smiled at him.

         
         He wanted to tell him that the only reason he was still standing was because of his son. But he knew there was more to it
            than that. Steele needed to get back in the field. Needed to get back to the action, and to do that, he had to play the game.
         

         
         Steele closed his eyes, the realization that there was nothing he could do burning like bile in his throat.

         
         “Just let him go,” he heard Krystal say to her boyfriend.

         
         “You heard the lady,” the man said with a dismissive smile. “Hit the bricks.”

         
         Steele’s hands were shaking when he paid for the wine. He stepped outside. Slammed the receipt into the trash can so hard
            that it rocked on its base.
         

         
         He took a deep breath, holding the crisp air in his lungs, wishing he could go back inside and grab the man by the throat.
            But he knew that time had passed.
         

         
         Steele settled inside the GTO, the engine coming to life with the turn of the key. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes
            as the immense weight of his chosen profession pushed down on him.
         

         
         Steele had become an Alpha to help others.

         
         He knew the only way to get back to that purpose was to do as he was told. Get back on active status. To do that he had to
            play by the rules, even when they meant walking away from a man who should have been waiting for an ambulance right now.
         

         
         Steele shifted into gear, his eyes finding the rearview.

         
         “You can’t save everyone,” he said and then backed the GTO out of the parking spot.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Three Days Prior

            New Zealand

         

         Zakayev stuck his hands under the kitchen faucet, the water rinsing the blood from his skin. In the mirror he could see the
            couple sitting in the living room. Arms and legs tied to the dining room chairs.
         

         
         He turned off the water, stripped a towel from the ring on the wall, and dried his hands. Finding the house had been the hard
            part. His target had done a hell of a job making sure nothing was in his name. Hiding his very existence by purchasing the
            property through various shell companies.
         

         
         But Zakayev was a patient man. He had to be to survive Black Dolphin.

         
         Besides, with the right amount of money, you could find anything.

         
         Once he’d located the house, getting inside was easier than he could have ever imagined. Zakayev and his men had come at three
            in the morning.
         

         
         The witching hour.

         
         He’d cut the security alarm first and then used a bump key to open the door. Once inside it was as easy as walking to the
            back bedroom where Bo Nolan and his wife slept soundly on their bed.
         

         
         Zakayev dropped the towel on the floor, his hand rising unbidden to the back of his head. He fingertipped the fresh scar,
            his mind drifting back to Black Dolphin.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Aleksandr Zakayev remembered getting into the helicopter and the slovenly Chinese man in a rumpled suit who leaned forward
            with an alcohol swab.
         

         
         “This is Chin,” Gabriel said. “He is a doctor.”

         
         “Your arm, please,” Chin said.

         
         Zakayev watched the man wipe the alcohol swab over his bicep. He produced a syringe from his jacket and popped the cap.

         
         “This will help you sleep.”

         
         Zakayev turned to the window and watched Black Dolphin shrink as the helo gained altitude. He felt the prick of the needle,
            and by the time the prison was the size of a postage stamp Zakayev was unconscious.
         

         
         When he came to, he was lying in a dim room. A silk sheet was draped across his torso, soft as an angel’s breath. His mouth
            was dry and his tongue fat, like he had just come out of the desert.
         

         
         “Water,” Zakayev croaked.

         
         A woman’s face appeared above him. “Call the doctor,” she said.

         
         She helped Zakayev sit up and then took a pink cup from the bedside table and held the straw to his lips. The water was ice
            cold and stung the back of his throat, but it was the best thing he had ever tasted. He sucked greedily at the straw, quickly
            draining the entire cup.
         

         
         “More,” he gasped.

         
         Gabriel swept into the room and pulled the blinds open. “We weren’t sure you were going to make it.”

         
         The sunlight poured into the room, and Zakayev shielded his eyes from the glare.

         
         “Where am I?” he asked, his voice barely over a whisper.

         
         “Mersin,” Gabriel replied.

         
         Turkey? How long have I been out?

         
         “You have been asleep for five days,” Dr. Chin added, walking into the room with a cigarette stuffed in the corner of his
            fat lips. He was followed by a nurse and a man in a dark suit. Zakayev’s eye was drawn to a white scar that hooked from the
            corner of the man’s mouth down to his chin.
         

         
         “You had a high fever and a respectable infection,” Chin added.

         
         Zakayev’s eyes never left the man in the suit.

         
         He’s a killer.

         
         “But now you are healthy,” Gabriel interjected.

         
         “Why did you come for me?” Zakayev asked.
         

         
         “Because you are the only one Sitta trusts. The only one he will talk to,” Gabriel said, walking over to the bed. He gave Zakayev a once-over, grimacing
            like he wasn’t sure this man in the hospital bed was the right guy for the job.
         

         
         “What is that?” Zakayev asked as Dr. Chin walked over to the cart and pulled on a pair of latex gloves.

         
         “You are going to let Dr. Chin implant an RF tracker in your skull,” Gabriel replied.

         
         The man in the black suit was on the move, and Zakayev tracked him out of the corner of his eyes. He read the situation: Gabriel
            at the foot of the bed, Dr. Chin arranging his surgical tools, and the man with the scar flanking him. Zakayev didn’t like
            the way things were adding up.
         

         
         “And if I refuse?”

         
         The man in the suit was directly behind him now. Zakayev heard the tug of metal clearing leather, followed by the snick of a safety being disengaged.
         

         
         “I will have to find someone else to get Hassan out of prison,” Gabriel began. “But that is not your problem. Your problem is that you must decide to either allow Dr. Chin to implant the device . . .”
         

         
         “Or?”

         
         “Or my friend here implants a bullet in the back of your skull and then drops your body in a vat of acid,” Gabriel said, picking
            a piece of lint off his pant leg.
         

         
         “Not much of a choice,” Zakayev said.

         
         Let them put their tracker in, a voice in his head said. Make them think that they can trust you. Then when the time is right, kill them.

         
         “Fine,” Zakayev finally said. “Do it.”

         
         He closed his eyes, waiting for more medical savagery. He remembered an incident in Syria. Zakayev had seen a grenade explode
            behind one of his fighters. The shrapnel pierced the skull, but the man didn’t notice he’d been hit until Zakayev pulled him
            to the ground and pressed a bandage to the wound.
         

         
         The fighter said he never felt a thing.

         
         Later one of the doctors told Zakayev that there weren’t any nerve endings in the back of the head.

         
         Maybe, Zakayev thought, I won’t notice when Dr. Chin inserts the implant.

         
         He realized that was a lie the moment the drill bit ripped into his skull. The pain was intense. It felt as if he’d been struck
            by a bolt of lightning. The current spread from the top of his head down to his toes. His muscles tensed and his body started
            to shake, but he refused to cry out. He saw the nurse insert a dot of metal into an oversize syringe and slip out of sight.
         

         
         Then the procedure was over and Dr. Chin was standing in front of him. The man’s mouth was moving, but Zakayev couldn’t hear
            the words.
         

         
         Shit, the infernal thing made me deaf.

         
         His hearing returned after a few seconds.

         
         “Try not to touch it too much,” Chin was saying. “They are temperamental.”

         
         “Temperamental?” Zakayev gasped. “What the hell does that mean?”

         
         Chin brought his hands together and formed them into a ball. “Temperamental,” he repeated, pantomiming an explosion. “You
            understand, yes?”
         

         
         “If you do your job, you will have nothing to worry about,” Gabriel assured him.

         
          

         Now Zakayev reached for the back of his head again, then stopped himself in time. His hands were clean. He was ready to finish
            off the torture. He had been patient, but now he would extract the information he needed.
         

         
         He entered the dining room and turned his attention to the figures zip-tied to the metal-legged chairs. The man was leaning
            so far forward that the only things holding him in the chair were the zip ties around his arms and legs. Zakayev guessed he
            was in his mid-sixties, but after the beating he’d suffered, he looked much older. Zakayev walked over, flicked open the switchblade
            he took from his pocket, and placed the tip against the man’s chin. He slowly increased the pressure until the man raised
            his head.
         

         
         “Well?” Zakayev asked.

         
         The man opened his mouth and a stream of blood rolled off his lips and splattered on the floor between his feet. Defiance
            mixed with pain flared in his eyes as he looked up.
         

         
         “Fuck you,” the man replied.

         
         Zakayev shrugged. “Very well.”

         
         He turned his attention to the woman. Her name was Emily. She was much younger than Nolan with jet-black hair, a thin nose,
            and pretty lips, hidden by the strip of tape over her mouth.
         

         
         “Your wife is very beautiful,” he began. “Or, should I say, was very beautiful.”

         
         She tried to say something, but all that came out was a series of vowel sounds.

         
         He placed the flat of the blade against her skin and traced it down her shoulder, beneath the cloth. Turning his hand so the
            cutting edge was against the fabric, he deftly sliced her shirt from top to bottom. The fabric parted, revealing a lace bra.
         

         
         “What do you think, Yuri?” he asked the man next to Nolan.

         
         “Very nice,” he said with a lecherous smile.

         
         “I haven’t touched a woman in almost three years.” He took his time cutting her bra straps. He pulled the bra free and stepped
            to one side so Bo Nolan could watch him run his hands over his wife’s bare breasts. How curious, he thought, that the nipples
            would harden despite her furious thrashing.
         

         
         “When I was in Black Dolphin, they put me in the hole. Do you know what that is?”

         
         Nolan fought against his bonds, flexing his arms and trying to snap the chair with brute strength. When he didn’t answer,
            Yuri took a handful of salt from the table.
         

         
         “He asked you a question,” he said, shoving the salt into the man’s wounds.

         
         “Fuuuck!” Nolan screamed. “Solitary. They put you in solitary.”

         
         “They called it the pit. For the first two months there was no light, no sound, just you and the darkness.” Zakayev grabbed
            two handfuls of Emily’s breasts and grinned at Nolan.
         

         
         “A man has nothing to do but think about the terrible things he would do if he got out.”

         
         “I am going to kill you, do you hear me?”

         
         Zakayev dismissed the man’s threat with a tsk and walked back to the fireplace.
         

         
         “No, you won’t,” he said, grabbing a poker and pulling it from the coals. The white-hot tip shimmered and popped in the air.
            “You are a strong man, but everyone tells me what I want to know in the end. Do you know why?” Zakayev asked, walking over
            to Emily.
         

         
         “Don’t do this,” Nolan said.

         
         “He asked you a question,” Yuri repeated, roughly rubbing another handful of salt against the bleeding man’s face.

         
         “Whyyyy?” he begged.

         
         “Because no matter how tough the man is, there is always something in his life that makes him weak.”

         
         Zakayev ripped the tape from Emily’s mouth.

         
         “Let us see how much he loves you.”

         
         “Don’t—don’t do this,” Nolan begged.

         
         Zakayev was lost in the terror he saw in the woman’s eyes. Her powerlessness infected him like morphine. Slowly he touched
            the tip of the poker to her cheek. The skin sizzled and blistered, filling the room with the smell of burning flesh. Zakayev
            dragged the poker lazily toward her ear and watched the skin open up only to be cauterized a moment later by the superheated
            iron.
         

         
         Emily screamed, her mouth opening wider and wider until it appeared she was trying to swallow the room. Her scream came from
            a primal place, sounding more like an animal than a human.
         

         
         “Stop! Stop, I’ll tell you,” Nolan screamed.

         
         But Zakayev didn’t stop.

         
         He ran the poker across her forehead and into her hair. “Such a shame,” he said dreamily. “All that beauty, corrupted by—”

         
         “I sent the package to America. I can give you the address.”

         
         Now that he had broken his silence, Nolan couldn’t talk fast enough. His words spilled out like water from a broken dam, an
            unrelenting rush of classified names, places, and code words.
         

         
         It was a treasure trove of information, but Zakayev didn’t care about any of that.

         
         “The man you sent it to. What was his name?”

         
         A strange look came into his eyes. “I . . . I don’t know.”

         
         Zakayev turned on his heel and swung the poker in a tight arc toward Nolan’s head. Fed by oxygen as it whistled through the
            air, the tip glowed white, and when it struck Nolan in the side of the head, the blow sent a shower of sparks across the floor.
            Zakayev grabbed him by the throat before his momentum tipped over the chair and held the poker against the flesh of his exposed
            arm.
         

         
         “Look at her face when you think about lying. I can make her pain last forever.”

         
         And in the end, like they all did, the old man gave up what he wanted.

         
         “His name is Eric Steele.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Present Day

            Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

         

         As Eric Steele crossed the Fleming Park Bridge, the sun’s rays glinted off the Ohio River below. Neville Island was a two-mile
            strip of land that lay in the middle of the river. Once a vital part of the local economy, it was now a scrapyard. Block after
            block of abandoned warehouses, overgrown lots. A rusted legacy to Pittsburgh’s past, barely a stone’s throw from the city
            center.
         

         
         It was also Steele’s home.

         
         According to his grandfather, Fred, it hadn’t always been this way.

         
         “Did you know that they used to call that ol’ scrap heap the ‘Market Basket of Pittsburgh’?”

         
         “No, sir,” young Eric had answered.

         
         “Farmers said the soil was so rich that they could plant a clothespin and it would grow. The strawberries and asparagus they
            grew were featured at most four-star hotels along the Eastern Seaboard.”
         

         
         “What happened?”

         
         “Times changed, and the farmers couldn’t keep up. The fields were torn up, and developers started building factories. You
            know when I was in the Pacific, our LSTs—”
         

         
         “LSTs?” Steele had asked.

         
         “That was the name of the boats we used during the landing at Guadalcanal. Do you know who made them?”

         
         “No, sir.”

         
         “Dravo Corporation of Neville Island, PA.”

         
         His grandfather had rarely talked about World War II, but when he did, Eric got the feeling that he had left a part of himself
            behind. Steele wouldn’t know what that feeling was like until he returned home from his first deployment to Afghanistan. He
            seemed to belong to all the violence he left behind rather than to the calm streets of his childhood.
         

         
         But when his financial adviser told him that the state was selling properties on Neville Island for pennies on the dollar,
            he couldn’t pass up a chance to own a piece of history.
         

         
         The scenery wasn’t anything to write home about, but it had everything Steele needed. He pulled the GTO onto the access road
            and used the remote clipped to the visor to open a reinforced security gate. As Steele wheeled through, the engine’s guttural
            rumble echoed off the bricks and abandoned spools of wire strewn atop the cobblestones.
         

         
         When he reached the river, Steele turned left. The headlights played over a red brick building with dravo corp written in faded white letters. By the time he turned the corner, the steel rollup door was open and the white light from
            the garage splayed over the scene of urban desolation.
         

         
         Eric backed the muscle car in, killed the engine, and savored the smells that filled the garage. They reminded him of his
            childhood, before his father left.
         

         
         Hank Steele was a soldier just like Fred. But instead of joining the marines, he went into the army and became a Green Beret.
            He deployed a great deal, and Eric treasured any time he got to spend with him.
         

         
         In particular, his fondest memories were the nights they spent in the garage. Hank would teach him to rebuild a carburetor
            or adjust the timing of an engine. A week before Hank’s final deployment, father and son purchased a rusted-out GTO and hauled
            it back to their garage.
         

         
         It was going to be their project, and Hank told his son that he wanted the rust gone by the time he got back. Every night
            after finishing his homework, Steele went out to the garage. He was almost done with the rear quarter panel the night his
            mom came outside, her eyes red-rimmed and wet.
         

         
         “Your father . . .”

         
         Steele brushed the memories aside. All this R&R was making him soft. He snatched the wine off the floorboard and walked inside.

         
         The transformation of the warehouse was a testament to the fact that Steele couldn’t sit still. The first time he’d inspected
            the building it was so filthy even the bums stayed away. But Steele was smitten.
         

         
         He hired a demolition crew to gut it, remove the faulty wiring and asbestos. Another crew used pressure washers to kill the
            black mold and blast a quarter century of pigeon shit off the roof and facade.
         

         
         When that was done, Steele hired security contractors to install cameras, motion sensors, and Krieger level-four blast doors
            capable of withstanding ballistic, thermal, and explosive breaches.
         

         
         Steele did the rest of the work by himself. He installed the hardwood flooring, hung cabinets in the kitchen, and added marble
            countertops and appliances. It took four months, but now he finally had a home.
         

         
         In the kitchen he lit the Viking grill and went to the refrigerator for an ice-cold Yuengling. He lifted out the steaks he’d
            been marinating since morning. He had just laid the first one on the grill when the panel on the wall rang.
         

         
         “Answer,” Steele said, his hands dripping with marinade.

         
         His mother’s face appeared on the screen in the center of the panel.

         
         “Mom, I thought we talked about you driving and FaceTiming,” he said.

         
         “Eric, I’m not driving. I am sitting at a stoplight,” she said, brushing him off.
         

         
         A curt honk drew her attention to the rearview. “Oh, the light has changed, thank you,” she said, hitting the gas and waving
            at the car behind her. “I’d planned to get the wine, but then a courier stopped at the house as I was pulling out. He had
            a package for you.”
         

         
         “For me?” Steele asked, not sure if he’d heard her right.

         
         “Yep.”

         
         How is that possible?

         
         The moment an Alpha was brought into the Program, every record of their former life was deleted. The Program had even helped
            Steele move the deed of his mother’s house under the cover of an LLC that he’d set up so that he couldn’t be tracked through
            her.
         

         
         “Who is it from?”

         
         A shadow passed over the screen and he knew she was entering the Squirrel Hill Tunnel. The audio and video began to distort
            from the interference.
         

         
         “It’s . . . from . . . alt . . . illings.”

         
         “You are cutting out. Text the name,” Steele said.

         
         The call froze, and the screen went black with the words CALL DROPPED in the center.
         

         
         Steele was about to try and call her back when a text bubble popped up:

         
         
            WALTER BILLINGS

         

         Alarmed, Steele immediately walked into the entryway and stopped next to a metal table with mosaic panels on top. He wasn’t
            looking for a table when his girlfriend, Meg Harden, had dragged him to an estate sale. But when the middle-aged lady running
            it had shown him the hidden compartment beneath the panels, he couldn’t resist.
         

         
         He hinged it open, revealing two rows of ammo boxes and a stack of preloaded Wilson Combat Hi Capacity mags. Steele dropped
            one in the 1911 and racked the slide. The ejector flipped the chambered round skyward, and he snatched it out of the air without
            even looking.
         

         
         Walter Billings was an alias. It belonged to Bo Nolan, a man Steele had been tracking for the last seven years. He wasn’t
            sure how Nolan had found his mother’s address. Right now it didn’t matter. What did matter was that Steele didn’t believe in coincidences.
         

         
         He believed in being prepared.

         
         Which was why he was switching to the 9 mm Cor Bon Hollow Points.

         
         The Cor Bons were man stoppers. While they wouldn’t punch through body armor, they were guaranteed to put a man on his ass
            long enough for Steele to finish him with a headshot. The Hi Cap magazines held two rounds more than his everyday carry mags.
         

         
         If Nolan was sending him a package, there was a chance that he wanted to meet up. If that was the case, Steele wanted to make
            sure he had plenty of ammo when he came face-to-face with Nolan—the last man to see his father alive.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            Present Day

            Georgetown

         

         Chief of Staff Ted Lansky was many things, but a morning person was not one of them. When his alarm clock woke him up at 0500,
            Lansky’s first thought was to hit ignore and go back to sleep. But he knew that wasn’t an option.
         

         
         Lansky rolled over, eyes still heavy from sleep, and plucked the phone from the bedside charger. He ran his thumb over the
            screen, blinked his eyes into focus, and read the text he’d just received.
         

         
         
            Volta Park 0530

         

         Lansky thumbed his reply and then got out of bed with a “dammit.” A career in the clandestine service had taken its toll,
            especially on his knees, and as he walked to the bathroom his gait was stiff and slow. He stepped into the shower and turned
            the cold water knob all the way to the left before he could talk himself out of it.
         

         
         The showerhead coughed, then sprayed him in the face. The cold water cleared his mind faster than a shot of espresso.

         
         Lansky had assumed the days of waking up before the sun to meet an off-the-books asset had ended when he left the CIA. But
            six months after suffering a stroke at the State of the Union address, President Denton Cole was forced to step down and Lansky’s
            boss, Vice President John Rockford, became the acting president of the United States, so that was exactly what he was doing.
         

         
         Lansky dressed quickly, pulling on a pair of black shorts, a gray T-shirt, and Brooks running shoes, and then headed for the
            stairs. On the first floor of his town house, the day’s first light had found its way through a crack in the blinds and was
            slowly advancing across the den. The interior of the brownstone had come furnished with a couch, a scuffed coffee table, and
            a recliner that was still covered in shipping plastic.
         

         
         Lansky hadn’t seen the need to add anything else. Especially since the only rooms he used with any regularity were all upstairs.
            In the den, the only object that looked lived in was the worn go bag he passed on the way out the door.
         

         
         The bag was a holdover from a past life. A testament to the saying: “Once a spy, always a spy.”

         
         Out in the street, Lansky set off on a labored trot. A mile and a half later, when his body had finally warmed up, he jogged
            into Volta Park. Lansky followed the path through the trees and slowed to a walk fifteen yards shy of the tennis courts.
         

         
         He found Major Mike Pitts sitting on the metal bench below the sign for court number two. The first time they had met was
            two weeks after former president Cole’s stroke. Lansky was summoned to the hospital, where he found Cole propped up in his
            bed surrounded by two men he’d never seen before.
         

         
         Pitts looked up as he approached. “Back when I was in Ranger Battalion, I ran five miles as warm-up,” he said with a grimace.
            “Now it damn near cripples me.”
         

         
         “Serves you right for waking me up at 0500,” Lansky said with a smile. “What’s the problem?”

         
         “It’s Bo Nolan,” Pitts replied, stomping his knee into the graphite prosthetic and then rising to his feet.

         
         “What about him?” Lansky asked.

         
         He was used to the doom and gloom that came with intelligence briefings. In the CIA, if the sky wasn’t falling, the officers
            considered it a boring day.
         

         
         Major Mike Pitts didn’t ruffle easily, though. Calmly he said, “Nolan was murdered in New Zealand two nights ago.”

         
         “Shit,” Lansky cursed. “Where did you get this intel?”

         
         “I have my sources,” Pitts said, pulling out his cell phone. “These pictures are from the crime scene. He and his wife were
            tortured.”
         

         
         The pictures were graphic, but nothing Lansky hadn’t seen before. He read the damaged bodies like a script and knew that the
            horrors committed on Nolan’s wife were to get him to talk. Lansky wasn’t sure what information the killers were after until
            he saw the last picture.
         

         
         In the photo, Nolan was lying on his side, index finger pointed at two words scrawled in his own blood: cold storage.

         
         “This is bad,” Lansky said.

         
         “No sir, bad is your girlfriend missing her period. This”—Pitts pointed at the photo—“is a lit match in a room full of dynamite.”
         

         
         On any list of America’s dirty secrets, this one would be near the top. Cold Storage was a decommissioned nuclear icebreaker
            that had been converted into an illegal black site prison. Manned by a small crew of contracted sailors and elite guards who
            were rotated out every six months, Cold Storage stayed in international waters, where it was free from international law.
            And it housed the worst terrorists on the face of the planet. Men and women who were too dangerous for the general population
            at Guantánamo Bay.
         

         
         “How would Nolan know about this?” Lansky asked.

         
         “First question I asked,” Pitts said. “I ran everything we had on Nolan and Cold Storage through the system, looking for any
            convergence.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “It’s a stretch.”

         
         “Tell me,” Lansky said.

         
         “In the early ’90s Nolan was loaned out to British Intelligence. It was a joint operation with the CIA. They wanted him to
            look into a Russian training camp known as 722.”
         

         
         “I vaguely remember Camp 722,” Lansky said. “Something about the KGB turning kids into supersoldiers or something.”

         
         “It was like a sick version of the Program,” Pitts replied. “We have run across a few graduates in the last couple of years.
            The most recent was Hassan Sitta.”
         

         
         Lansky stiffened at that name. “The guy behind the attempted bombing attack in Mecca?”

         
         “Yep.” Pitts nodded. “Seems we haven’t heard the last of Operation Archangel.”

         
         The first time Lansky had heard about Operation Archangel was after an NSA employee on the cyber security team located a Trojan
            virus during a routine mainframe defrag. The virus was traced back to Tel Aviv and the national intelligence agency of Israel,
            more commonly known as Mossad.
         

         
         Lansky immediately authorized Cutlass Main—the Program’s operation center at the White House—to use whatever means necessary
            to find out how deep the hack had gone. During the investigation, the techs stumbled across Operation Archangel—a Mossad intelligence
            operation focused on Saudi prince Faisal Badr.
         

         
         Prince Badr was in charge of Saudi Arabia’s intelligence service, a job that many thought marked him as the next crown prince.
            The king had other thoughts, and when Badr’s brother, the pro-Western Mohammed bin Salman, was chosen, he was stunned. Badr
            hated everything about his brother, from his cozy position with Israel and the United States to his lax view of Islam. According
            to the Mossad file, Prince Badr decided he had to act.
         

         
         He was going to kill the crown prince.

         
         The man Badr chose to head up the operation was his most trusted associate. The Israelis tried to identify the operative,
            but the only intel they had come up with was his code name—Gabriel.
         

         
         The messenger.

         
         The man Gabriel hired to kill the crown prince, on the other hand, was well known. He was a Palestinian radical named Hassan
            Sitta.
         

         
         Sitta came up with a bold plan: plant a bomb beneath the Sacred Mosque in Mecca and detonate it during the crown prince’s
            visit.
         

         
         Mossad traced the money to a Hezbollah offshoot with close ties to Iran. But instead of acting on the intelligence, the Israeli
            government did nothing. Lansky had no choice but to take the intel to President Rockford, who dispatched an Alpha team to
            grab Sitta without notifying Israel.
         

         
         “Hassan was the last person sent to Cold Storage,” Pitts said.

         
         “And he still isn’t talking?” Lansky asked.

         
         “Not a word, and we still haven’t found the bomb.”

         
         “I want an Alpha put on standby until we figure this thing out,” Lansky ordered.

         
         “Done, chief,” the man replied.

         
         “And Pitts, we need to keep this quiet. We don’t want either the Israelis or the Saudis finding out that we have Sitta in
            custody—or that we haven’t found the bomb.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Steele had forgotten all about the steaks until he smelled them burning. He rushed back into the kitchen, grabbed the tongs
            from the counter, and flipped them. They were burned black around the edges but still salvageable.
         

         
         Then he turned back to the business at hand. He grabbed his cell phone from the counter and activated the encryption package.
            While he waited for it to load, his thoughts drifted to the man he’d grown up calling Uncle Bo.
         

         
         The bond between Nolan and Hank Steele went far beyond the fact that they were both Green Berets. They were also best friends.
            Eric couldn’t remember a single BBQ or holiday that Uncle Bo didn’t spend at the Steele house.
         

         
         In fact, a few days before his dad and Nolan were set to go on their final “trip” together—a word Eric would later learn was
            their code for a military deployment—they had grilled burgers and brats on his dad’s rusted Weber. Little did Eric realize
            it would be the last time he saw his father.
         

         
         The next time Steele saw Bo was a year after his father’s disappearance. Six months after the U.S. Army switched Hank Steele’s
            status from Missing in Action to Presumed Killed in Action. Steele had been walking home, head ducked into his jacket to ward
            off the cold air whipping through the leafless trees, when a rusted pickup pulled to the curb.
         

         
         The man barely resembled the Uncle Bo he knew so well. He shuffled out of the cab with the aid of a cane and as he limped
            over to the sidewalk, Steele saw that his hair was shaggy and streaked with gray. But the biggest change was in his eyes.
            They were sunken and never stopped moving.
         

         
         The eyes of a man being hunted.

         
         Eric begged Uncle Bo to come home and see his mother, but Nolan refused.

         
         “I ain’t exactly welcome at your house, partner.”

         
         “What? Why, Uncle Bo?”

         
         Nolan tried to lower himself into a crouch but failed with a painful grimace.

         
         “No matter what you hear, your father loves you, Eric.”
         

         
         “I know, Uncle Bo. Do you . . . do you know when he is going to come home?”

         
         “Goddammit,” Nolan whispered, covering his face. His shoulders shook, and if Nolan had been any other man, Eric would have
            thought he was crying. But Green Berets didn’t cry. His dad had told him that.
         

         
         Nolan grabbed his shoulder and pulled him close. Eric could feel his stomach muscles tighten. The few leaked tears on Uncle
            Bo’s face told him that he had been crying.
         

         
         Did I say something wrong?

         
         “I want you to listen to me, partner. You might hear some terrible things about Uncle Bo, but I want you to know that I am
            going to bring your daddy home. I promise you that.”
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to make you sad.”

         
         “You didn’t do anything wrong. Now, I need you to go on home. Don’t tell anyone that you saw me.”

         
         Steele ran home as fast as he could. He wanted to keep his promise, but at the same time he could see how bad his mother was
            hurting. Besides losing her husband, she’d had to take a second job just to keep the house.
         

         
         That night when his mom walked in the door, after working the second shift at Mona’s, Eric was waiting.

         
         “Mom, guess what?”

         
         He could tell that she’d had a rough day. She smelled of cigarettes and grease, the front of her apron was stained and her
            hair frizzy from the heat of the diner. He followed her into the den, where she dropped onto the couch and kicked her feet
            up on the table.
         

         
         “What is it, my baby boy?” she asked with a weary smile.

         
         “I saw Uncle Bo today.”

         
         The smile vanished.

         
         “What did you say?” she asked, unfolding abruptly and sitting up.

         
         Eric tried to finish the story but stopped when his mother’s countenance shifted from anger to outright hatred. She was pissed,
            which only confused Eric more.
         

         
         “I asked him to come over, but he said—”

         
         “What did that son of a bitch say?” she said.

         
         “He said you won’t let him.”

         
         It was the first time he had ever heard her curse, and it shocked him into silence.

         
         But she wasn’t done yet. She grabbed him by the shoulders, so hard her fingernails
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