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Death is not the greatest loss in life. The greatest loss is what dies inside us while we live.
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TWELVE YEARS AGO

Zack Hightower and the five other men of Golf Sierra watched the scene before them as if they were merely spectators, when in fact they were the stars of the show, waiting in the wings for the play to begin.

Fifty yards away from them, the ramp lowered slowly on the Lockheed C-130 Hercules. A scarlet glow shot like a soft ray from inside the cabin, illuminating the tarmac, and the plane’s four massive turboprops spun at idle, growling in the cool night.

Ground crew worked feverishly around the aircraft, moving this way and that as they readied it for its upcoming flight.

The light from the cabin did not quite reach Hightower and his men on the tarmac; they remained in the dark, gazing on, interested but unconcerned.

The six men were armed and armored, festooned with heavy equipment and bulky parachutes, but they endured patiently, embracing the suck of the weight on their bodies. The sixty pounds of gear strapped to each man made unnecessary movement ill-advised, so all of them knew better than to waste energy now, before their arduous evening had even begun in earnest.

The ground crew in front of them did not engage with or even look at the operators in the dark. That was considered bad form, so the six men were left alone with their thoughts, gazing at the glowing rear of the hulking aircraft in front of them and waiting for their cue.

All six operators wore quad-tube night vision goggles stowed in the up position on their helmets. They were also equipped with rifles, pistols, and extra ammunition, as well as fragmentation, flash bang, and thermite grenades.

They’d be dealing with extreme cold soon enough, so they wore efficient merino-wool base layers under nondescript black Gore-Tex flight suits, which were themselves under plated ceramic body armor that was housed inside load-bearing vests.

Additionally, each man wore two parachutes: a main chute on his back and a reserve in front, low, cinched around his midsection. Oxygen masks were snapped tight to their faces, with two small tanks strapped just as tightly to their bodies.

The men were already consuming bottled O2 even though they were still on the ground. Tonight’s mission would begin with a HAAM, a high-altitude airdrop mission—a leap from the Hercules at twenty-eight thousand feet—and breathing from the tanks now would eliminate the risk of nitrogen buildup from the rapid change in air pressure as the men descended.

These six were ordinarily a talkative bunch, but as team leader of the tiny unit, Zack demanded a strict decorum before an operation. All extraneous conversation had ceased as soon as they’d arrived on the tarmac; no one shouted through their rubber mask about what was to come.

They all just waited, heavily laden statues in the night.

Eventually the aircraft’s loadmaster came down the ramp and then made his way over to the group. He looked around for a moment, obviously for some indication of who was in charge.

Zack Hightower, virtually identical in dress and load-out to the others, took a single step forward.

The loadmaster shouted, “Sir, you can board whenever you’re ready.”

Zack answered back through his mask in an easygoing tone. “I’m not ‘sir,’ chief. Just call me Bob.”

The loadmaster was in his forties, thick and brawny. He nodded; he understood what was going on. “Thought you fellas were Special Forces.” It wasn’t really a question, and he received no response. “Sweet. To be honest, we don’t get a lot of ops like this. Doubt anyone in the Air Guard does.” He shrugged. “I mean, this is just a milk run. For us, I mean. Can’t imagine what you guys have planned.”

Zack stared back at the loadmaster, his eyes slightly narrowed.

“Right. No worries. We’ll take care of you and your boys, Bob. The pilots are ready to get this bus a-rollin’ as soon as you men board and strap in.”

“We’re following you, chief.”

The operator who called himself Bob turned back to the other five now. All but shouting through his mask, Zack said, “U.S. taxpayers bought us half a plane ride, gents. Let’s go.”

The team of six lumbered towards the waiting aircraft, following behind the wide-eyed chief master sergeant, who couldn’t wait to tell his friends back in Nebraska that he’d flown a mission with the CIA.

The dark gray Lockheed had taken off from Camp Chapman not forty-five minutes earlier, but already its engines sucked the night sky high over the mountains, just inside Afghanistan’s border with Pakistan.

The four-engine propeller-driven aircraft could accommodate sixty-four paratroopers, but inside the red-glowing cabin, the six men from the Central Intelligence Agency were the only passengers. They sat on the webbed benches in the rear, near the closed ramp.

The loadmaster stood up by the bulkhead, and after conferring over the radio, he raised his fist in the air and extended two fingers, garnering the attention of the team leader in the rear of the cabin. The TL stood, adjusting the Heckler & Koch rifle hanging from a sling over his body armor as he did so.

Hightower then used one gloved hand to grab onto a bulkhead railing, knowing from experience that the air here above the Spin Ghar mountain range could be rough. He raised his other hand high and, just like the loadmaster at the far end of the cabin, he held up a pair of fingers.

The five men seated around him hadn’t noticed the loadmaster. They did notice Hightower, however, and they understood.

The men shouted in unison. “Two minutes!”

The five climbed to their feet, made adjustments to weapons and gear and dump pouches and parachute harnesses. Now all six operators of CIA Special Activities Division Ground Branch Task Force Golf Sierra checked and double-checked buckles and reserves and O2 hoses and pouches and Velcro closures one last time. It was second nature to do so; nothing was left to chance.

Most of this team had been together for a year now, combating the global war on terror by performing high-threat incursions all over the world. They’d rotary-winged in, fixed-winged in, HALO-jumped in, armored-personnel-carriered in, Zodiac-boated in, even inserted through national immigration under false passports. And then, no matter how they’d gotten there, they’d executed their mission, then exfiltrated whatever denied territory they’d found themselves in.

Most of this team.

Hightower turned to look at the closest man on his right, who now adjusted the webbing affixing a combat tourniquet to the shoulder strap of his body armor. Hightower was Golf Sierra One and the operator adjusting the tourniquet was Golf Sierra Six, the newest member of the tiny but formidable group.

Sierra Six had only been part of the element for the last two months; he’d made a pair of helo incursions into Pakistan in that time, and both had turned out to be dry holes, devoid of enemy contact. He’d also assisted with one relatively easy rendition of a high-value terror threat off the street in Ankara.

As the junior man, Sierra Six got the shit work, that was just part of the deal, but to his credit, the new guy did his job without protest. Hightower was satisfied with Six’s effort, he had high hopes for the younger man, but Six was still the FNG—the Fucking New Guy.

Zack turned away from Six and lowered the visor on his black helmet, and all five of the other men of CIA Task Force Golf Sierra around him followed suit.

The loadmaster motioned again, and Zack turned and shouted over the wail of the four Pratt & Whitney engines.

“Ramp!”

The five other men repeated the word in a shout, ensuring that the message got through to them all. They then each immediately detached the hose from the tank they’d been breathing from and reattached it to a fresh tank lashed under their left arms. They opened the valve on the new tank, then unhooked the depleted stainless steel tube from their gear and stowed it in webbing behind their seats. As one they all sucked in the fresh bottled air.

Just then, the massive ramp lowered at the rear of the aircraft. The night sky screamed back at them, louder than the engines but just, and the men walked in the direction of the wail, lumbering towards the ramp.

Twenty-eight thousand feet below and some twenty-nine miles from where this C-130 flew in far eastern Afghanistan, the men had an objective waypoint the size of a basketball court, and every fiber of their being was focused on hitting it.

This was a HAHO jump, high-altitude, high-opening, meaning they would pull their rip cords not long after exiting the plane and then use their winglike canopies to fly over the border into Pakistan, towards a precise geographical waypoint.

A CIA UAV was on station above the target location now. It reported a few security milling about, but command in Virginia had talked to the task force’s intelligence shop at the CIA base in Afghanistan and green-lit Zack’s hit. So the six Americans stood near the ramp, the loadmaster of the aircraft now strapped to the wall next to them, and they all waited for a cue from the cockpit.

One last look around from Hightower to make sure the men were arrayed correctly in the cabin, and then he focused on the loadmaster. The chief master sergeant conferred on his radio, then gave Zack a thumbs-up, and Sierra One walked down the ramp and stepped off into the dark night without breaking stride.

The others followed right behind him, like men striding off a bus on their way in to the office.
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Thirty-three minutes later, the six members of the task force all hung under canopy, each roughly twenty-five meters apart from the next man, arrayed in a descending line through the moonless night. Their O2 masks were off and stowed now; the men wore their night vision goggles over their eyes as well as radio headsets with earpieces that suppressed loud noises and enhanced soft noises, so they were able to stay in comms with one another without uttering more than a whisper.

Golf Sierra One was in the lead; he was the lowest to the ground and would be the first to land. He scanned his landing zone; the rooftop of the three-story structure they called the command building was now in sight, just a few hundred feet below and a few hundred yards away.

Triggering his mic, he said, “Phase-line Delta. Omega is clear. Lights are off in the command building. If they pop on, Bravo will take down the generator.”

Behind him, Sierra Two said, “Sector east is clear to the wall. Beyond that is a technical, looks like a patrol. Negative contact in front of it.”

To this, Hightower replied, “No factor.”

Three clicked his own mic. “Sector south, three pax in the airfield control tower with the Dishka. No signs they’re alert. We’re good.”

“No factor,” Golf Sierra One repeated.

Four now. “West sector. One pax in the guard tower at the front gate. He’s got an AK. Dude looks asleep.”

“Roger. Focus on your landing.”

“Check.”

Five said, “North to the structures on the hillside outside the wall; no movement, no lights. The glow from Pesh is whitening out everything on the top of the hill and beyond.”

“Understood.”

Sierra Six was highest still and in the rear of the stick; he wasn’t given a sector to scan, but he’d have plenty to do soon enough.

Zack Hightower clicked the transmit button on his chest again. “One copies all. Hit the Omega or pull hard left, turn around and land to the west. Take your chances with the dude with the AK. Pull right and you’re gonna get smoked by that Dishka in the tower.”

And then he looked to the north, thinking about what Five had just said. There was a cluster of little homes just beyond the wall of the compound. The dwellings looked dark and quiet, but beyond them, the team did not have a good view because of the hazy distant light affecting their NODs. If danger came in numbers, then danger would come from Peshawar, a city of two million that was less than thirty minutes to the north. This disused military base was located a couple of klicks south of the village of Kalaya, and it was surrounded on all sides by low dusty hills, and then just beyond, wheat and sugar beet fields that ran to higher hills that hid the location from Peshawar proper.

If the shooting started, the Pakistani military would be here by land in twenty minutes or by air in one third that time.

This operation wasn’t one where Golf Sierra would lollygag around after the fact for a sensitive sight exploitation. No, Zack and his men were here to find a high-value target, roll him up, and get him back over the border. Failing that, they were here to find the HVT, and to kill him.

And failing that, they were here to find somebody, anybody, who might have intel regarding the HVT.

Their extraction helo was already en route, flying nap of the earth through the rugged Spin Ghar mountains to the southwest. Golf Sierra wouldn’t have a single moment to wait here at the target once their work was done.

The HVT was supposedly billeted somewhere in the command building, protected by a small security force, and Zack had given the team four minutes to search the structure, a difficult task for a group of six, and this meant they would split up once they went internal. It wasn’t ideal, but the intel was hot, JSOC forces back over the border weren’t available, and the other CIA Ground Branch team positioned at Camp Chapman had been running a hit against an AQ base up north in Damadola and hadn’t made it back in time to be integrated into Zack’s raid tonight.

So, six men against an unknown number of enemy, but the intel folks were saying no fewer than six and no more than ten.

And included among them, so they’d been told, was tonight’s jackpot.

All the men on the Ground Branch unit carried a picture of the man. The HVT was a helicopter pilot and officer in the Pakistani army named Omar Mufti, now supposedly second-in-command of a newly formed terrorist organization called the Kashmiri Resistance Front. Virtually nothing was known about the leader of the organization, a man who carried the war name of Pasha the Kashmiri. His chief lieutenant, Mufti, however, was now known to coalition forces. And he was, if the intel out of CIA Station Islamabad was correct, right here, right now.

Nabbing Pasha’s top deputy, it was thought, would provide the intel to take Pasha down.

The KRF’s well-equipped and well-motivated fighters had conducted raids against coalition targets over the border in Afghanistan, and that was more than enough to earn Pasha a capture/kill order from the CIA, along with Major Omar Mufti, and to hell with what the Pakistanis had to say about it.

Hightower’s boots touched the concrete rooftop of the command building at a run, and he pivoted on them and dropped to a knee pad. He popped the left riser strap of his chute so that a stray evening gust didn’t drag him over the side of the building, then collapsed his canopy quickly, unfastened the chest and leg straps that harnessed both the main chute and the reserve chute to his body, and began quickly balling the canopy and lines up tightly and cramming them into a massive empty dump pouch staged on his belt for just this purpose.

He disconnected the pouch from his waist and let it drop to the dusty roof, then reached back for his rifle slung over his shoulder.

The intel officer monitoring the Reaper feed thirty-three thousand feet overhead chirped into Zack’s ear that there remained no hint the team had been detected, and Zack could hear his other men landing behind him on the rooftop, their boots running and then abruptly stopping.

Zack brought his weapon’s optic up to his night vision goggles and began heading towards the stairwell door, not even looking back at his men as he advanced.

He had done this so many times, first in the Navy and then in the CIA, that the moves were not only automatic but virtually silent.

Softly, he said into his mic, “One is on the ground. Sound off.”

“Two is with you,” came a voice, partially through his headset and partially over his right shoulder. A big and broad African American with a short but bushy beard appeared on Hightower’s right, his own weapon high and sweeping.

“Three is on the ground.” Sierra Three had already moved to the side of the rooftop, and here he lay on his chest, extended the bipod on the front rail of his suppressed rifle, and took aim at the guard tower.

“Four is with One.”

“Five coming to One.”

There was a delay, just long enough for Zack to arrive at the side of the closed stairwell door and look back into the dark in time to see Sierra Six balling up his canopy, then triggering his mic.

“Six is on the ground and moving to One.”

Sierra Six made it to the door, the four men stacked up behind him, with Zack Hightower now the third in line.

They all knew what was behind the door, at least in theory. This base was originally constructed by America to house UAVs in the early days of the war on terror. The Americans left before ever occupying the facility, and then the Pakistani army moved in for a while to billet troops in the command building and to use the small runway and hangars for their helicopters here in the badlands of Pakistan, known as the Federally Administered Tribal Area. But the Pak army had moved out two years earlier; the place had been abandoned since then, until the intel came in that the KRF was using the command building inside the walls as a forward staging area for attacks into Afghanistan.

A blueprint of the structure had been made available to the CIA by the Air Force. Zack and the team had studied it, and the Golf Sierra intelligence cell’s structure and geospatial intelligence officer had assured them of the blueprint’s accuracy.

Into his mic, Zack said, “Three?”

Three lay on the roof, peering through his optic towards the guard tower. “I’ve got visual on all targets in the tower, boss.”

“You need Five over there to support you?”

“Negative. Easy pickin’s here. You hit the stairwell and I’ll link up and provide rear security before you make it down a flight.”

Zack nodded. “On your signal, Three.” He flipped a switch to transmit to the tactical operations center back at Camp Chapman. Softly he said, “Sierra One for Homeplate. Phase-line Echo.”

The reply was brief. “Homeplate. Sierra One, copy, Echo.”

Golf Sierra Three was Keith Morgan, the best sniper on a team full of excellent snipers. His carbine rifle with its eight-power scope was more than adequate for the two-hundred-meter distance to his target, and all three sentries there were standing or seated within a couple meters of one another.

Taking a life, taking three lives, was not necessarily a difficult thing for a person who had the right training.

Morgan thumbed the safety off his weapon, having already decided the order in which he’d engage the men. He steadied his breathing, taking no more than a couple of seconds to do so, and then he put his gloved finger on the trigger of his rifle.

“Engaging.”

With a slow exhalation, Sierra Three opened fire.

Even with the long silencer on the end of the rifle, the 5.56-millimeter rounds pounded the night. Someone in the building below could easily have slept through it, but if they were awake, they would recognize shooting, although they likely would perceive the gunfire as coming from somewhere off in the hills and not a floor or two above them.

At the snap of the first gunshot, Zack reached forward and squeezed Golf Sierra Four’s shoulder, and he, in turn, squeezed the shoulder of Golf Sierra Six.

The sniper on the roof fired a pair into all three targets around the only heavy weapon in the compound so rapidly that the third sentry only had time to look around at the noise and see the other men falling before he himself tumbled off the side of the tower and down to the hard earth.

Two hundred ten yards away from the carnage, and thirty feet from the American sniper who’d created it, the youngest man on the team tried the latch on the door and found it to be unlocked.

As the four men in the tactical train entered the stairwell, Zack whispered into his mic. “Second deck. Keep it tight, Six.”

With night vision goggles projecting a hazy green view for all the men, Golf Sierra Six shouldered up to the stairwell wall and began descending, his suppressed 416 with its laser sweeping the stairs beyond the landing below.

In his headset he heard the call from the tactical operations center. “Sierra One, Homeplate. All targets at the Dishka are down. We see no reaction from other visible opposition. We record main Golf Sierra element proceeding internal at this time. Time oh three, oh one, fourteen seconds.”

Through his NODs, Golf Sierra Six saw the lasers of the other men sweeping all the angles as well.

Zack was behind Four as they cleared the corners at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes, his ears, even his nose strained for any sensory input that might alert him to the presence of danger.

He heard Sierra Three catch up and fall in at the back of the stack.

They arrived on the second floor; the stairwell was in the center of the building, and a hallway led off to both the left and the right. Alpha squad—One, Three, and Five—broke to the right without a word, while Bravo—consisting of Two, Four, and Six—went left. The men did not rush; there was no sense in running to one’s death, after all. Instead they were meticulous and efficient with their progress.

In the hallway on the left, Sierra Six was the lead man in his three-person train. He kept both eyes open, soaking in all the information he could from the soft green image in front of him. His right eye also peered through an EOTech holographic weapon sight mounted on his rifle, a red circle around a tiny red dot hovering in the center of the glass, showing him approximately where his bullets would strike if he fired, depending on the distance to his target.

The hallway was narrow and dark; he knew there should be two doors on his right and three on his left, and he also knew he’d be the first man through all five of them.

It sucked to be the Six, but that was the job.

Six, Two, and Four stopped at the first door. While Six waited, the other men took positions on either side of the doorway, and once Four squeezed him on the shoulder, Six tested the latch, opened the door silently, and moved quickly into the room, heading for the wall on the left.

At virtually the same moment, Two pushed in behind him from the left side of the doorway, focusing right, and just after this, Four went center.

The men did not actuate their weapon lights; they could see all they needed to see through their NODs, and they took in a dormitory-style room with eight sets of bunk beds.

The beds were empty.

Quickly looking around, Six found no obvious false doors, and the window seemed to be locked, so he passed the other men; they stacked up just inside the doorway, then returned carefully to the hallway.

This they did again at the next door, and here they found a small kitchen. There was no food, and there were no personnel.

Golf Sierra One reported over the radio that his squad wasn’t turning up anything on the west side, either, and the UAV had seen no fresh activity outside beyond that which had already been reported.

This was starting to feel like another dry hole to Six.

• • •

The three-man Bravo squad checked all the rooms on their side of the second floor save for the last door on the left. They stacked up outside it, and to their right was a window on the wall at the end of the hall. Sierra Two glanced out it quickly, looking down one floor to the concrete courtyard. There, just as he’d learned from the intelligence briefings on the facility, was a large generator, a meter or so away from the building.

His orders were to leave the generator alone unless an alarm was raised and the lights came on, in which case he was to destroy it, plunge the command building back into darkness, and continue on with his mission. All was quiet for now, so he decided to concentrate on this door and then proceed downstairs.

They entered the room; again they found nothing.

The two teams of three formed back up in the stairwell to head down to the lower deck.

Two minutes later Golf Sierra Two and the two men with him approached the end of the ground floor east hallway. There was just one more door to clear on their left, and right in front of them, a chained exit door that led straight outside to the courtyard where the generator sat just feet away.

The last door on the left, they knew from their briefing, led to a small storage area, only three meters by three meters, but the men stacked up just the same, even though the seven rooms they’d cleared both here and above had all been empty.

Six put his hand on the latch, found it, like all the others, to be unlocked, and Four again squeezed his shoulder.

Just as he began opening the door, the rumble of the generator outside the chained door on their right reverberated through the men’s boots, all the lights in the hallway flashed on, and the storeroom door flew open, knocking Sierra Six backwards into the other two men. The American operators lifted up their night observation devices; the tubes had flared out, leaving them blind, and as soon as they had done this and gotten their guns back up to scan for targets in the now brightly lit hallway, they saw a lone man running away, down the hall, towards the small central lobby of the building. There was a main exit there to the left, and to the right was the stairwell the Golf Sierra men had just exited.

The running man seemed to have no weapon on him, but still Sierra Six raised his weapon in his direction.

Golf Sierra Two said, “Hold fire!” He looked to Four. “Is that our guy?”

“Don’t know! My NODs bled out.”

“Same.” Two flashed his weapon light quickly into the storage room; unlike the brightly lit hallway, the generator wasn’t powering any light source in there. He saw shelves and boxes but no other movement, so he flipped his light back off and spoke quickly now to Sierra Six. “Clear this last space, then cut through this chain and blow the genny outside. Four and I will grab the squirter.”

Sierra Six had already turned on his own weapon light and focused his attention on the storeroom. “Clearing here, then redirecting to disable the genny.”

Two and Four took off up the hall at a sprint, with Two radioing Hightower what was going on. Zack and his men would be in the hall on the other side of the lobby, and they needed to know about a squirter in case he ran straight on past the front door and the stairs and found himself on top of Sierra One.

Sierra Six knew he had to get that generator off, and fast. The Americans had a great advantage with their night vision equipment, an advantage that was rendered moot with the electronic lighting. But he also knew he had to first sweep the dark little storeroom.

There was a single two-meter-high shelf on the far side of the space, filled with what looked to be truck or car parts. It was pushed slightly away from the wall, and Six assumed the unarmed man had been hiding behind it before racing off.

He doubted there was space back there to hide anyone else, but he took no chances. He stepped forward, his HK aimed at chest level, his bright, white light still cutting the dark, and he spun around the shelf, scanning for a target.

A metal hatch in the floor stood wide open, right at his feet. Six was surprised by this, as the blueprints given to the team by the Ground Branch intelligence unit had made clear there was no subterranean level at the location.

He lowered his weapon slightly; the light made its way down a narrow stairwell in advance of the point of aim of his gun, and then his eyes took in the gravity of his situation.

He saw movement. One, two, four . . . at least a half-dozen men, all wielding Kalashnikov rifles, and they were rushing up in his direction.

Six fired first, dropping the first man in the stairwell, and he began to retreat back around the shelf and out into the hallway, but before his boot landed a single step, five AKs opened fire. He felt the impacts on his body armor, a heavy round sliced into his shoulder, then another in his thigh, and he fell backwards against the wall as he desperately returned fire.




[image: Illustration] THREE

Two and Four were on the heels of the unarmed man as he stumbled out the front door. It was essentially a foot race, although the Ground Branch operators had to go slower than they would have liked so as not to run straight into any as-yet-unnoticed armed opposition. There was a sentry on a tower by the gate, but a wall running off the command building hid the Americans from the man’s sight line.

Gunfire suddenly erupted behind the two, stopping them in their tracks. Without saying a word, they called off their pursuit, turned, and began running back to support their colleague.

It was the right thing to do, but they already knew their help would come too late. The unmistakable sound of AK-47s rocking in full auto had drowned out the short crack of the suppressed HK416 almost immediately, and the sheer number of guns rattling now told them their lone teammate didn’t stand a chance.

As Two ran along with Four, he transmitted through his radio. “One! Six is in contact! The squirter is out front, heading towards the gate. Returning to support Six.”

Zack Hightower’s voice responded quickly. “Negative! Get that squirter! Alpha is moving to Six.”

Two and Four stopped their run, spun around, and raced again back towards the fleeing man, who was halfway across the courtyard now, running in the direction of a massive tin-roofed warehouse the size of an aircraft hangar that the imagery analysts had determined to be empty of personnel. But both Americans knew they had to stop him before he got into the warehouse and found a place to hide.

Sierra Two slowed, stopped, aimed his weapon carefully, then fired a single round, striking the running man in the right calf and sending him tumbling to the ground, just feet away from the warehouse. With cacophonous gunfire continuing in the building behind him, he shouted to Four. “Go around the east side of the building and blow the genny. I got this asshole.”

Four ran off, and Two closed on the wounded man lying on the concrete.

Zack Hightower, along with Golf Sierras Three and Five, fired their weapons up the brightly lit hallway at a group of men desperately trying to find cover from the onslaught. During the exchange, Zack heard through his earpiece from the TOC back in Khost.

“Sierra One, Homeplate. Be advised: the technical is approaching the front gate at this time, ETA your poz, one mike. The sentry at the front gate is holding his position but alert.”

Zack had been hoping to avoid calling in a Hellfire from the Reaper on this mission; it always made things a lot messier for the CIA when they used anything larger than a hand grenade while inside Pakistan. But his little force was dealing with too much right now to handle three more enemy approaching from another vector. Without hesitation he said, “Homeplate, take out the technical for us when it reaches the gate. Smoke ’em all.”

Hightower had execute authority for the UAV’s two Hellfire missiles on its wings, and the TOC understood this. “Launching Hellfire.” A moment later: “Missile off the rail. Impact in six seconds.”

Zack ducked in the stairwell and changed his magazine, then leaned back into the lobby and fired up the hallway to the east.

Outside, the boom of the Hellfire’s eight-kilogram warhead slamming into a pickup truck, just 150 meters from the building he stood in, told Zack that one of his many problems had been solved. The disembodied voice in his earpiece confirmed this an instant later, adding that the sentry at the gate was down from the blast, as well, so Zack returned to his main focus: recovering his missing man.

With gunfire raging in the building behind him, Sierra Two held his pistol to the head of the runner he’d shot in the leg. With his knee in the man’s back and the man’s face pressed into the cool concrete of the courtyard, Two produced zip ties and bound his prisoner efficiently. He then reached into a pocket on his right biceps and pulled a laminated three-by-five card from it. On it was the grainy photo of a man in a military uniform.

Two flipped up his NODs, slid forward the button on his helmet-mounted flashlight, and glanced quickly at the card. He’d studied it briefly already, but tonight’s hit had come up too fast for him to spend much time memorizing every aspect of the HVT’s visage. Once he had a fresh look, he rolled the zip-tied man onto his back and turned his head till the six-hundred-lumen spotlight attached to the left side of his helmet blasted the bearded man in the face.

It took Two only an instant to make his determination.

“Shit,” he muttered, and then he put the photo back in his arm pocket and leaned down close to the man’s ear.

In Pashto, Sierra Two said, “Cherta Omar Mufti?” Where is Omar Mufti?

He received no response from the man lying on the concrete, so he then said, “Taaso noom sa dey?” What is your name?

The man did not answer.

“Taaso Pakto weyley shee?” Do you speak Pashto? Nothing still. He switched languages. “Al Arrabiyatu?” Arabic?

Still nothing.

“English?” he tried, but he didn’t expect a response.

To this, the man looked up at him and answered in a British-laced Pakistani accent that was also twinged with the pain of his leg wound. “I speak . . . fuck you, America.”

Sierra Two nodded. This man was a terrorist; he wouldn’t break instantly. No, he’d have to be softened up over time. The big African American stood, then reached down for the man’s shoulders. “Let’s see how that attitude works out for you where you’re headin’, my man.” He yanked the terrorist up to his feet, ignoring his bleeding leg.

Two pressed his transmitter now. “Two to One. I have one enemy zipped. Negative jackpot. He’s not our boy.”

Hightower answered back quickly. “Roger that. Get him to the roof. The lobby is clear, we’re advancing on eastern hallway. Helos are inbound, extraction in five mikes.”

“Roger that.”

Zack Hightower had killed three men in the hallway near the side door and the storage room. Keith Morgan, Sierra Three, had killed two more, and Bernadino Redus, Sierra Five, had stitched rounds up the pelvis and chest of the last man they’d encountered, leaving him mortally wounded and gasping for air on his back in the doorway to the storeroom.

Sierra Four was Jim Pace, and he came over the radio now, announced he was cutting power to the generator, and when the lights went out, Zack and his men again pulled their NODs over their eyes and moved warily up the hall, searching for Sierra Six.

Hightower kicked the AK away from the wounded Pakistani, looked him over through his image intensifier tubes, and determined he was not the man they were hunting. He could also tell that the man was too badly wounded to capture for intelligence value. He raised his rifle a few inches and shot the fallen man in the forehead, blasting bone and brain and blood six feet from where he lay, then raised his weapon and swung into the storeroom.

As he had feared, Sierra Six was crumpled in the corner on his right, his weapon by his side. Another man lay facedown at the lifeless American’s feet, a Kalashnikov jutting out from under his body. Hightower kicked him and found him to be dead, but knelt and pulled the weapon away nonetheless, sliding it back into the hall.

He ignored Sierra Six for now, kept his eyes in the optic of his rifle as he stepped around the shelf, and then, when he saw the open hatch that led below, he knelt down and covered the space.

“Five, check him out!” he shouted. Redus entered the cramped room and knelt over Six while Zack examined the stairs.

Hightower saw two bodies at the bottom of the narrow shaft down to the underground level, but he detected no movement below. He shot both of the motionless figures with his suppressed carbine while inwardly fuming that the intelligence he’d received had maintained there was no underground level to the compound. He stood and began descending the stairs, and he spoke softly while he did so. “Three, stack up on me.”

Three tried to get in front of his boss; Sierra One wasn’t supposed to be the first man to or through anything during close-quarters battle, but Zack elbowed him back. He had payback on his mind as he descended into the darkness, protocol be damned, and he wasn’t going to give Three the first shot at anyone down here.

But there were no targets to be found. At the bottom of the stairs, Zack turned on his weapon light because his NODs were no good to him without ambient light for the tubes to work with.

He saw in front of him a low and narrow tunnel that led off beyond where his light could reach. It headed north, towards the little homes outside the compound, and if Omar Mufti had, in fact, been here, he was probably long gone by now.

Golf Sierra didn’t have the number of men required to raid a tiny hamlet house-to-house style, nor did he have the time. He heard the thumping of the extraction Blackhawk growing above the building, and he backed up the stairway, his weapon trained on the distant darkness and pure, unadulterated anger seething inside him.

The five operators, the prisoner, and a single body bag rode in the rear of the specially designed Blackhawk helicopter as it raced west in utter darkness through the Spin Ghar mountains on the Pakistan-Afghanistan border.

Hightower’s back was against the front bulkhead; he looked down at where Sierra Six lay, encased now in plastic. He turned and spit tobacco juice out the open hatch, then fumbled with the commo gear on his chest a moment, turned the dial till his satellite phone was connected to transmit through his headset. He pushed a button on the phone, secured tightly to his body armor with nylon straps and plastic quick-release buckles.

Then he leaned his head back against the bulkhead.

The prisoner was next to him, zip-tied and head-bagged. Kendrick Lennox, Sierra Two, had expertly bandaged the man’s leg wound while secretly wishing he’d hit the man a few inches higher, through the back of the knee, where the pain would have been exponentially worse.

Zack didn’t expect he was bringing back a lot of intelligence value in the wounded man; he just looked like some young Jihadi shithead. But in an operation where one of his men had been killed, he was glad he was returning to Khost with something.

Just then, the satellite connection crackled to life.

Zack spoke first. “Sierra One to Rooster. Sierra One to Rooster, how copy?”

“Rooster for Sierra One. Read you five-five.” The tone of the other man’s voice told Zack he knew tonight’s mission had gone to hell.

“You saw that shit from the UAV?”

“I didn’t see the internal, obviously. Saw the body bag on the roof. Who was it?”

Zack Hightower was team leader of Golf Sierra, but the group chief who ran both this Ground Branch task force and another based at Forward Operating Base Chapman, as well as the intelligence and logistics for the entire operation, was named Matthew Hanley, call sign Rooster.

Hightower said, “Matt Kiefer is KIA. How copy?”

“Jesus Christ,” Hanley growled. “Sierra Six. We’ve lost two Sixes in, what, five months?”

“Little over four. And Pete got wounded in the Philippines six weeks before that.”

Hanley sighed audibly. “What happened tonight?”

Hightower looked out the open hatch; the sound was so loud that normal conversation would have been impossible, but his noise-canceling headset and unidirectional mic made it easy to communicate over the sat link. “I’ll tell you what happened. There was a goddamned motherfucking tunnel. Intel said, without a doubt, ‘No subterranean to worry about.’ Six was clearing a ground-floor storeroom, shooters poured out of a hole and overran his ass. We finally smoked them, and the Reap took out the technical with two enemy along with one sentry. We count fifteen EKIA in all. Fifteen!”

“Anybody else hurt?”

“Not yet. But soon. The intel puke who gave us the blueprint to the facility and assured us no construction had taken place since, that motherfucker’s as good as dead when I get back to Khost.”

Hanley replied with a softness in his voice. “I’ll have him on the next flight back to the States. He’s done, Zack. Forget about him.”

“I can’t forget about—”

“Zack!” Hanley was more forceful now. He’d been an officer in U.S. Army Special Forces; he knew how to speak with authority. “You don’t touch him, you don’t confront him. You let me replace him. We understand each other?”

Hightower didn’t like it, but he rumbled out a “Yes, sir.”

It was silent over the connection a moment. The Blackhawk banked hard to the left; Zack felt the weird gravitational pull on his body, but he didn’t even look around. It seemed to him like he’d spent years of his life in the back of helos whipping around mountain passes under cover of darkness. These night flights didn’t raise his blood pressure in the slightest anymore.

Hanley said, “All right, One. We’ll talk when you get back to Chapman. They tell me you’re a half hour out.” He added, “Matt Kiefer was a fine man. I’m sorry.”

“Gil Nunez was, too, boss. Ditto Pete Vassar.” Hightower sighed. “I guess I need you to find me a new fine man. Let’s see how it shakes out for the next poor son of a bitch.”

“Yeah. We’re returning stateside tomorrow. I’ll get you somebody good.”

Hightower looked down at the body bag just beyond his boots. He said, “Kiefer was good, but nobody’s good enough to go one-v-ten in a fucking closet.”

“I know,” Hanley said. “See you when you get here.”

“Roger that, Rooster. Sierra One is out.”

The helo passed between two snowy mountain peaks and into Afghanistan, carrying death in its belly and leaving death in its wake.
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PRESENT DAY

The young brunette sat in the lotus position on the floor of her suite at El Djazair, one of Algiers’s most luxurious hotels, her eyes closed, her hands on her knees, palms facing up. She breathed in slowly through her nose and then out through her mouth, even more slowly.

The doors to the balcony were on her right, and they were open; a warm evening breeze blew in along with the distant sounds of traffic, neither of which wrestled her away from her deep state of mindfulness.

Soft flute music played on the suite’s stereo, with the sound of gently falling water behind it, adding peace to her yoga practice, but when the Apple Watch on her wrist beeped one time, she slowly opened her eyes.

She took in the room around her: the desk near the balcony, the suitcases, along with the mess of room service trays, empty Coke cans, and candy wrappers. She rose to her feet adroitly, walked across the untidy but ornate space, and sat down at the desk in front of an IBM ThinkPad. Also on the desk was a small but high-end VHF radio, a joystick, and a wireless headset hanging off the side of the laptop’s screen.

Before touching any of the technology, the woman conducted one more slow breathing exercise. Yoga had always calmed the woman, helped her make her way confidently through stressful situations, and right now she required the utmost calm.

But the yoga wasn’t working as she’d hoped.

The woman wore off-white denim pants, a thin black merino sweater, and a smartwatch that tracked her steps. She had a dark complexion, almond eyes, full lips. Her hair was past her shoulders but held back in a ponytail, and a cup of tea remained hot in a thermos next to the computer.

She looked at the image on the monitor for several seconds, enhanced it with movements and clicks from the mouse, then put her headset over her ears, adjusting the microphone over her lips. Taking a moment more to compose herself, the woman closed her dark eyes, took one last long, slow breath, and then opened them while tapping the transmit key on the VHF system.

“Radio check. Radio check. Copper is on the net. How do you read, Cobalt?” She spoke English, but she was Indian, her voice a soft and beautiful lilt. She sounded relaxed enough, because that was the mood she was trying to convey, though in truth, despite the calming effects of yoga, her stomach churned and her blood pressure was up.

Her heart pounded in excitement when a response came through her earphones, loud and clear. A composed American male voice she’d never heard before answered with, “Cobalt receives, Lima Charlie. How me, over?”

She nodded, happy the connection had been made. “And I receive you loud and clear, Cobalt. How are you, sir?”

There was a brief pause. Then the reply, “I’m just dandy, unless you tell me otherwise.”

“I have eyes above the target location now, sir. Everything looks fine. Normal patterns of activity.”

“How do I look?”

Copper furrowed her eyebrows. “I do not know. You have not activated your tracker, so I do not have a fix on your location, sir.”

“Yeah . . . about that. I flushed it down the crapper yesterday.”

The woman in the hotel suite cocked her head. “You . . . what?”

“I don’t do tracking devices. Sorry.”

“But . . . your instructions were to wear the—”

“I’m right here at the target periphery, south side. If you have eyes on, then you should be able to find me.”

She didn’t see anyone at first, so she leaned closer to the computer screen.

The image on the fifteen-inch laptop monitor showed a straight-down view of a darkened and winding street that ran alongside a narrow row of trees and bushes, which itself ran alongside a chain-link fence. On the inside of the fence were more trees and lush gardens, all the way to a cluster of buildings.

This was the Turkish embassy of Algeria, here in a leafy neighborhood of the capital city, on a hill and within a mile of Algiers Bay.

Scanning left and right, she saw absolutely no one through the lowlight camera but a small group of men at a guard shack at the front of the driveway, so she switched the feed to infrared.

Instantly the image before her changed, and she detected something new. A form the size of a human body in the bushes near the street. She zoomed in on it. The body was lying flat, unmoving.

With worry in her voice she said, “Are you lying down?”

“Yes.”

“Are you injured, sir?”

“Nope, just chillin’.” He added, “I really hope you have IR or thermal and can’t just see me on your regular camera.”

“I am using infrared, yes. You are well hidden, sir.”

“I’m Cobalt, Copper. Not ‘sir.’ ”

“Oh . . . yes. Sorry.”

These two had never spoken, and Copper could tell Cobalt was much more used to this kind of thing than she. Copper also could sense that he had already detected her relative inexperience, and this was a problem, because the man in charge of both of them had told her to hide the fact that she wasn’t exactly seasoned at this sort of fieldwork.

The American asked, “What’s the disposition of security?”

She took her time before answering. She was analytical by nature, and that made her good at this. Staying with infrared, she looked over the entire compound off the left shoulder of Cobalt. When she saw nothing that looked in any way out of the ordinary, she said, “No movement at the rear garden or gate, no movement in the south garden near you. I see one team of two patrolling on the north side now; they will be back around to your position in a moment, then they will pass. Their normal pattern of activity suggests an average of eleven minutes for a complete circuit of the grounds. Eleven minutes and nine seconds is the recorded median patrol route.” She was pleased with herself for bringing this level of detail to the tactical intelligence picture.

The American did not compliment her, though. Instead he asked, “How long have you been watching the target?”

“This is my third night.”

“No hint they’ve spotted your UAV?”

“Oh, no, sir.” She caught herself. “I mean, Cobalt. Impossible. The vehicle is only forty centimeters square, and it’s loitering at two hundred meters in the darkness. Impossible to see or hear.”

There was a pause. “Well, if you’ve gotten away with it for two nights, I guess we’re okay. Just don’t do anything different with your patrol above. UAV pilots think their little gizmos are invisible. I’ve seen enough of them buzzing over my head to know that they’re not.”

“Of course.” With a little defensiveness, she said, “This is not my first time doing this.”

She was telling the truth. This was her second time doing this.

Copper sat silently and watched the feed from the drone for two more minutes before saying, “The roving sentries are passing you on the other side of the fence now.”

There was no reply.

“Cobalt? Copper for Cobalt?”

Still no reply, but when she next said that the sentries had passed around the corner, he spoke up again. “This isn’t my first time, either, Copper. If I don’t respond to you, I have a reason. Don’t stress. Just keep reporting.”

Chastised, she said, “I’m sorry.”

“No worries. Relax, miss, you’re doin’ great.”

She had expected a voice with a harder edge, more tension, more menace. But this man, while obviously careful and competent, seemed rather tranquil considering the situation.

And now it was time for her to go over that situation with him. “It is my understanding that you will move to the fence, cut a hole, then pass through the southern garden to the eastern garden. There you will place the device in a hidden location in the trees within ten meters of the center of the three freestanding bungalows there.”

Cobalt replied, “That’s the plan. But if it looks a little different on the feed than what you are expecting to see, don’t worry too much, okay?”

“Sorry, what does that mean?”

“It means, shit happens.”

“What does that mean?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get it done, Copper, but we’re doing it my way.”

Copper let it go. This operator seemed almost flippant in his duties, but she had been assured that he was more than proficient.

The young Indian woman sat in her hotel suite, sipped her tea with a hand that wasn’t quite trembling, and moved the joystick on the drone she piloted over the Turkish embassy in Algeria. She saw a pair of guards milling at the front gate, the two on patrol, and a lone man walking in the grass next to a covered passageway that led from the embassy towards one of three bungalows in the rear garden behind the embassy proper. This man tossed a cigarette on the ground, entered the first of the bungalows, and shut the door behind him.

Only when she was certain he was inside did she say, “Cobalt, your area is clear. You are authorized to execute at the southern fence.”

“Roger,” came the reply. “Keep me updated on any movements.”

The young woman watched intently as the infrared image of the man lying down outside the fence began to move.

Courtland Gentry climbed up to his knees, hefted a black backpack loaded with twenty pounds of equipment, and pulled a pair of nine-inch wire cutters from under his jacket. After checking back over his shoulder to make certain there were no pedestrians on the road who might notice movement, he began low-crawling towards the wire fence.

He wasn’t dressed in military gear or even in all black. Instead he wore blue jeans, a charcoal hoodie zipped up over a burgundy T-shirt, and brown hiking boots. His dark hair and short beard helped keep his face concealed in the darkness.

He had a pistol, a suppressed Glock 19 in an open-framed holster, although his job tonight called for no gunplay.

When he had scrambled all the way to the fence, he placed the wire cutter’s hardened-steel jaw around the lowest of the chain links. With a strong squeeze the edges bit in, slicing the metal link with a soft snap. He then moved the jaws up to the next link and repeated the process, opening a vertical line in the fence. This was slow work, especially if he wanted to keep the noise level down, which he most definitely did.

His own research of the property had ruled out any audio surveillance measures he needed to worry about. Of course there would be security cameras around the buildings themselves, and these would likely be equipped with capabilities to pick up audio, but he’d seen no microphones, cabling, or electrical outlets just inside the fence line that would suggest the presence of DAS—distributed acoustic sensors.

The woman on the other end of his encrypted communications had confirmed the same thing in a text the day before, but he didn’t know her, and he barely knew anything about the man who had contracted him for this job, so he’d decided to do his own recon of the property by arriving in Algiers three days earlier and taking several walks in the neighborhood, eyeing the embassy and the adjoining grounds through the fence as he did so.

This work was freelance for Court; he’d taken the contract through a broker he’d connected with on the dark web. But Court had been doing this sort of thing for so long he had a good idea from the mission itself of who was employing his services tonight. It was the Indian government—or, more specifically, the Research and Analysis Wing, Indian foreign intelligence.

Court figured R&AW needed some work done, and they couldn’t get themselves compromised to any of the other parties involved, so they farmed out this job to the broker, who in turn contracted Court.

The equipment he’d been given to do the job was first-rate, and he assumed it came from R&AW. Among the items he’d picked up in a locker in a bus station the day before was one of the smallest stick-on GPS tracking devices he’d ever seen, the size of a nickel and just as slim, and he’d been ordered by his broker to affix it to his body so that his technical specialist would know his whereabouts during the op to help route him away from danger.

Court had marveled at the impressive piece of tech, then tossed the cool little device in the toilet. He wasn’t the type to broadcast his movements, but it provided him even more evidence that he was, by proxy anyway, working for an upper-tier intel organization and not just some shadowy jackass on the dark web.

His job tonight was to get into the trees inside the fence line, skulk his way to the right, back towards the rear garden, and then find a place to secret a device that, right now, was folded up in his backpack. It was an IMSI-catcher, a shoebox-sized machine with a telescoping antenna that could dupe a nearby mobile phone into thinking it was the closest cellular tower attached to the provider’s network. Through this means, known as a man-in-the-middle attack, the Indian government could eavesdrop on any calls made from any mobile phone used in or around the rear bungalows of the property.

It had been very important to Court’s broker that he put the device in place this particular night, because the people conducting the eavesdropping needed to pick up cell phone traffic from a man who was thought to be a guest in one of the bungalows here at the compound for this evening only.

It was an easy mission, as far as Court’s freelance contract work went. Not much of a challenge to him at all.

So it was too bad, he thought as he snipped the next wire up in the chain-link fence, that the mission he’d been contracted to undertake was not, in fact, the mission he was planning on carrying out tonight.

Yes, he would plant the equipment for India’s Research and Analysis Wing. But once that was done, he’d get down to his true objective here at the Turkish embassy.

He felt bad for the woman behind the disembodied voice in his headset whom he’d been talking to. She seemed like a nice enough person. But he wasn’t here simply to do the job she thought he was here to do. Instead, Court had only taken this assignment when the broker informed him that the target they were trying to obtain intel on was not just a member of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency but was, in fact, a member of a secretive branch within the agency called the Foreign Coordination Unit. FCU were bad dudes, in Court’s estimation, and he held them personally responsible for an incident that had happened nearly a dozen years earlier.

America had let ISI off the hook for an event that took place long ago, but Court Gentry most definitely had not. In all the years since, he’d never knowingly come face-to-face with someone from FCU.

But tonight, he hoped, he’d finally get his chance.

As soon as he was finished placing the equipment in the garden, he’d go inside one of the bungalows out back and he’d look for the Pakistani national. He didn’t know the identity of the man; the intel hadn’t provided that, only his affiliation with this small branch of the Pakistani intelligence services.

And that was good enough for Court.

Court wasn’t here to kill; he was here for information about the events of a dozen years ago, and if this man was senior FCU, then either he would have been around himself back then, or he’d at the very least be aware of the operation.

Court wanted to know names of those involved in the incident, and although the mastermind had been killed, his underlings were probably now running the show at FCU, and Court wanted a word with them.

He wasn’t going to tell Copper about any of this for two reasons: one, if she didn’t know, then she wouldn’t be implicated in whatever kidnapping or shit-kicking he was about to perpetrate. And two, if she didn’t know, then she wouldn’t be able to tell their mutual broker after the fact. She would wonder why he went through a window or a door—that certainly wasn’t part of the plan tonight—but he’d come up with some sort of excuse to appease her.

He snipped another wire and decided the vertical row of cuts was now large enough to pry open and shimmy through. Just as he started to open it up, however, Copper’s tense but somehow comforting voice filled his head.

“Copper for Cobalt. Patrol just switched out with another two-man unit. The original pair has gone inside the embassy, and the new pair are in the rear garden. They are crossing through the walkway connecting the buildings and not following the fence line. They will be on the south side at your position in sixty seconds.”

Court could have made it to a hiding place inside the grounds in the next sixty seconds. If he had more experience working with the woman running his tactical overwatch he might have pushed forward, but something held him back. Copper seemed too raw and unsure, though she was definitely doing her best to hide her inexperience. She said the Turkish guards would be on him in a minute, but what if she was off by fifteen seconds? It wasn’t worth chancing it.

He checked the fence to make certain it wouldn’t appear to be cut without someone shining a light on it and inspecting it carefully, then grabbed his pack and rolled into the deeper bushes alongside the road, back where he’d been lying since nightfall.

Once he arrived there, Copper came back over his comms.

“I have you on infrared, Cobalt. The patrol is thirty seconds away.”

He was pleased that it seemed as if she had estimated the time correctly, and his confidence in her grew a little.

He lay there, unmoving, staring up at the sky, wondering where the little UAV was and wondering if the woman watching him through it was going to get really pissed off at him when he went off mission.

Yeah, she’ll be livid, he told himself, but if that was what it took for him to get his hands on the neck of some piece of shit from Pakistan’s FCU, then so be it.

He spoke softly, quickly, before the sentries arrived. “I’ll execute as soon as you tell me they are out of view.”

“Roger, Cobalt. Await my notification.”

She was good, he told himself. New at this
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