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There is very little difference between one man and another; but what little there is, is very important.

—WILLIAM JAMES






THE NORTH ATLANTIC TREATY

WASHINGTON, D.C.—4 APRIL 1949

The Parties to this Treaty reaffirm their faith in the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations and their desire to live in peace with all peoples and all governments.

They are determined to safeguard the freedom, common heritage and civilisation of their peoples, founded on the principles of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law. They seek to promote stability and well-being in the North Atlantic area.

They are resolved to unite their efforts for collective defence and for the preservation of peace and security. They therefore agree to this North Atlantic Treaty.




CHAPTER 1

SØR-TRØNDELAG, NORWAY

WEDNESDAY

The limbs of the tall pines hung heavy with ice. When they snapped, they gave off cracks that echoed through the forest like gunfire.

With each one, the small counterterrorism team from Norway’s Police Security Service, known as the PST, halted its advance and froze in place.

Seconds—sometimes even entire minutes—passed before they felt comfortable enough to begin moving again.

No one had expected the storm to be this bad. Ice covered everything and made the sloped ground almost impossible to walk on.

Several of the team members had wanted to wait. Their leader, though, had ordered them forward. The assault had to take place tonight.

Backing them up was a contingent of Norwegian Forsvarets Spesialkommandos, or FSK for short. Their commander wasn’t crazy about hitting a target under these conditions either, but he had reviewed the intelligence and had come to the same conclusion.

The two outsiders, sent up from North Atlantic Treaty Organization headquarters at the last minute and forced onto the team by the Norwegian government, didn’t get a vote. Though the American looked as if he could handle himself, and probably had on multiple occasions, they knew nothing about his background or the woman he was with. Therefore, the pair from NATO HQ also didn’t get any weapons. None of the Norwegians wanted to get shot in the back.

Encrypted radios, outfitted with bone conduction headsets, kept them connected to each other and to the PST operations center. They wore the latest panoramic night-vision goggles and carried a range of firearms from H&K 416s and MP5s to next generation Glock 17s and USP Tactical pistols. Theirs was one of the best-equipped, best-trained teams the country had ever fielded for a domestic counterterrorism operation.

Their target was a weathered cabin in a remote, heavily wooded area. It had a long, grass-covered roof pierced by a dented black stovepipe. A season’s worth of firewood had been chopped and stacked outside.

Even if the weather hadn’t gone bad, conventional unmanned aerial vehicle surveillance was worthless. The density of the trees, combined with the shrieking, bitterly cold winds, also meant that the nano drone the FSK carried was impossible to fly. They had been left with no other option than to go in “blind.”

As the team slowly picked their way through the forest, sheets of snow and ice blew at them like shards of broken glass.

The last five hundred meters were the worst. The cabin was built in a wide ravine. Maneuvering down, several team members lost their footing—some more than once.

Because of the trees, the FSK’s snipers couldn’t find anywhere to set up. There were no clean lines of fire, and they were forced to move closer to the cabin than they would have liked. The operation was feeling more and more like a mistake.

Ignoring the trepidation sweeping through the ranks, the PST leader pushed on.

Three hundred meters from the cabin, they could make out light from behind the shuttered windows.

Two hundred meters away, they could smell the wood smoke pouring from the stovepipe.

With one hundred meters left to go, the signal was given to halt. No one moved.

Something was wrong. Everyone felt it. Heart rates increased. Grips tightened on weapons.

And then, all hell broke loose.




CHAPTER 2

There was a chain of explosions, followed by waves of jagged steel shrapnel that tore through the flesh of the approaching counterterrorism operators.

As the antipersonnel devices, hidden waist-high in the trees, began to detonate, Scot Harvath knocked his colleague to the ground and threw himself on top of her.

“I can’t breathe!”

“Stay down,” he ordered.

Being stuck at the rear of the column had given them an edge, but just barely. Harvath’s quick reaction had saved both their lives.

Other members of the team hadn’t been so lucky. Blood and body parts were everywhere.

When the explosions stopped, those who could scrambled for cover, dragging their injured teammates behind them. Any dead were left where they lay.

As a former U.S. Navy SEAL, Harvath knew what was coming next. There wouldn’t be much time. Rolling off the woman, Harvath rapidly assessed her for injuries. “Are you hurt?”

Monika Jasinski shook her head.

Pulling out the Sig Sauer pistol he had hidden under his parka, he pointed toward a slab of rock two PST agents had taken refuge behind. “I’ll cover you,” he told her. “Go. Now.”

Jasinski looked at the gun and then at him with confusion. She had a million questions. Chief among them—Where had the weapon come from and who the hell was this guy really working for? But now wasn’t the time to ask. Getting to her feet, she ran as fast as she could.

Once she had made it to the rock and was safe, Harvath raced over and joined her.

Both of the Norwegians there were in bad shape. One of them was actively bleeding out, the icy ground around him pooling with blood.

Grabbing the tourniquet from the man’s chest rig, Harvath tossed it to Jasinski. “Apply it here,” he said, pointing to the correct spot on the agent’s injured leg.

Then, picking up the man’s rifle, he turned to the other agent and asked, “Can you fight?”

Though the man’s left arm looked as if it had been dragged at high speed down a gravel road, he nodded—the pain from his injury evident in his face.

As soon as Harvath asked the question there was an eruption of automatic weapons from the cabin.

The rounds slammed into trees and chewed up the ground around them. When they connected with the slab of rock, large pieces were chipped off and broken away.

Harvath hated gunfights. Both as a SEAL and now as a covert counterterrorism operative, he had seen way too many of them. A gunfight meant you had lost the element of surprise. He hated them even more when there were injured men on his side and the bad guys were holed up in a fortified position.

Quickly returning the Sig beneath his parka, he plucked out his earpiece and let it dangle over his shoulder. The radio was jammed with traffic, all of it in Norwegian and all of it only adding to the chaos.

Checking to make sure the rifle was hot, he flipped the fire selector to semiauto and peeked out from behind his cover.

The cabin was one story, with three windows along its side. The shooters appeared to know what they were doing. They had set up inside, several feet back from the windows, probably prone and atop tables or some other sort of perch. That meant they’d be very tough to take out. But it also meant that their field of fire was limited.

Focusing on the closest window, Harvath let loose with his own volley. The PST agent with the bad arm did the same.

Immediately, gunfire was returned on them, and they were forced to retreat behind the rock.

Nearby, other Norwegian operatives did the same, but it was an anemic response. There weren’t enough of them in the fight. They were pinned down.

When the rounds stopped hitting their cover, Harvath leaned out again. Before he could fire, though, he noticed that the volume of smoke coming from the stovepipe had increased. They were burning more than just logs. Now, they were likely burning evidence. Targeting the same window, he opened up with another barrage of fire.

Emptying his magazine, he leaned back behind the rock and motioned for Monika to toss him a fresh one from the chest rig of the PST agent she was tending.

Swapping the mags, he tried to come up with a plan. The FSK members, though, were already ahead of him.

Unlike the PST—which was Norway’s version of the FBI—the FSK were Norwegian military and kitted out like soldiers. That kit included M320 H&K grenade launchers mounted beneath several of the team’s rifles. Someone had made a decision to end this thing, now.

Maneuvering into place, an operative drew fire while two of his teammates stepped into the open and each launched a 40-millimeter high-explosive round at the cabin.

Only one of the grenades needed to find its mark. In this case, both did, sailing through their respective windows and exploding in a hail of shrapnel inside.

Moments later, a fire started, and thick, black smoke began pouring out of the windows.

Harvath didn’t waste any time. Stuffing the pockets of his parka with extra magazines, he grabbed a thermal scope from the severely injured PST agent and took off for the cabin.

Behind him, he could hear the Norwegians yelling for him to wait—to not go in until backup arrived. That wasn’t going to happen. There was no telling what evidence had already been destroyed. If there was anything left, he wanted to get to it before it was gone.

He used the trees for concealment and moved at an angle. Drawing parallel with the front door, he raised his weapon and crossed the icy ground toward it.

Pulling off his glove, he put his hand against the door. It was already way too hot to the touch.

Slinging his rifle, he flipped his night-vision goggles up, removed his other glove, and drew his Sig. With the cabin on fire, his night vision was of no use. The thermal scope, though, was a different story.

After he powered it up, he took a step back, readied his weapon, and kicked in the door.

Fueled by the introduction of fresh oxygen, tongues of flames came racing toward him, but he had already moved out of the way. Bullets or fire, he knew there was nothing good waiting on the other side of the door.

When no one engaged him, he risked a glimpse inside using the thermal scope, which allowed him to see through the smoke. There were bodies scattered everywhere. None of them was moving.

He figured most of them were dead, killed by the grenades. Dead or alive, they were all about to be consumed by the fire.

Harvath wanted to get inside, but going through the front door was out of the question. The fire was too hot. He decided to try the side.

Crouching, he took a quick look around the corner. If someone was there, waiting to take a shot, they’d be focused higher up.

There wasn’t anyone there. But there was an open window with smoke billowing out of it. Raising the thermal scope to his eye, he looked at the ground and could see the heat signature of a set of footprints leading away from the cabin.

Carefully, below the window line, he moved toward the open window and risked another glance inside. The structure was almost entirely engulfed in flames. There was no way he’d be able to find anything inside, much less escape without getting very badly burned. No matter how much he wanted to recover evidence, it wasn’t worth it. Instead, he took off in pursuit of the footprints.




CHAPTER 3

This side of the ravine was just as treacherous as the side Harvath, Jasinski, and the Norwegians had come down earlier. From what he could tell, the rabbit he was chasing didn’t have that much of a head start. The footprints were still glowing warm in his scope.

Based on the size of the print and length of stride, he guessed it was a man, about his size: five-foot-ten or maybe a little taller. He was hauling ass, but he wasn’t very graceful. The thermal scope indicated multiple locations where the subject had lost his footing and had fallen to the ground. But where was he going?

Harvath had done his homework. He knew the area, had memorized maps and satellite imagery. There was an old logging road that cut through the forest about three klicks from the cabin. There was also an abandoned rail line just beyond it. He figured it was more likely this guy had a car stashed somewhere. He had to be headed toward the road.

It was a bitch using the scope to track him, but it was the only way to spot the man’s heat signature. Stopping to adjust his night-vision goggles slowed Harvath down. He did what he could to quicken his pace and close the gap, but the faster he moved, the greater the chance he’d slip and come down hard. Cracking his knee, an elbow, or his skull wasn’t something he was interested in.

That said, he wasn’t interested in losing the rabbit either. He’d been tracking this group for months. Portugal, Spain, Greece. They’d always been three steps ahead. Until tonight.

Now, he was ahead of them. He’d arrived before they could carry out another similar attack. Momentum hadn’t necessarily shifted fully in his favor, but it had looked over its shoulder and glanced in his direction.

That was good enough. Considering the stakes, Harvath would take anything he could get.

Checking the scope again, he tracked the footprints until they disappeared around the next bend. The rabbit obviously knew the forest, eschewing established trails for making his own way through the trees.

That was fine by Harvath. He had hunted worse than rabbits over his career. Ice be damned, he doubled his pace.

Minutes later, he caught sight of his quarry. Jeans, hiking boots, hooded jacket. Over his shoulder was a backpack.

Transitioning to his rifle, Harvath attempted to capture the rabbit in his sights, but before he could press the trigger, the man disappeared.

Fuck.

He swept the weapon from left to right. There was nothing. He was gone. Letting the rifle hang, Harvath transitioned back to his pistol to leave one hand free for the thermal scope.

Pushing deeper into the trees, he continued to follow the heat signature of the footprints. The ground was still slick, but it was less ice and more snow. Fifty meters later, there was a shot.

Harvath dropped to the ground as the bullet snapped over his head. The rabbit was armed. Where the hell was he?

Peering through the scope, he could see a break in the trees up ahead. And there, making his way toward the logging road, gun in hand, was the white-hot outline of his target.

Raising his pistol, Harvath took up the slack in the trigger and fired three rounds.

The rabbit went down.

For several seconds, Harvath watched for movement. Seeing none, he cautiously closed the distance.

Approaching the body, he saw a lot of blood. One of his bullets had caught the man in the neck.

After kicking the man’s gun aside, he felt for a pulse. Nothing. Removing the rabbit’s rucksack, he opened the top and looked inside.

It contained envelopes of currency, driver’s licenses, and several cell phones. By the looks of it, the man had tried to sanitize the cabin. Leaving the cash, Harvath pocketed the phones. And after quickly photographing the IDs, he pocketed those as well.

Patting down the rabbit, Harvath snatched the man’s phone, photographed his personal ID, and examined his pocket litter. He took pictures of everything.

Wanting to transmit it all back to the U.S. as quickly as possible, he headed for the logging road. There, he’d find a break in the trees and would be able to get a signal.

When he arrived at the road, he pulled out his satellite phone, powered it up, and connected it to his cell phone. Using an encrypted app created for the military called XGate BLACK, he compressed and reformatted his photos so that they would upload faster. The sooner they could dig in on the people who had been in that cabin, the better.

As the photos prepared to load, he drafted a quick situation report to be included in his email.


Norseman + 1, Eagles Oscar.



“Norseman” was Harvath’s call-sign, Jasinski was his “plus one,” and “Eagles Oscar” meant that they were both uninjured.

As he wasn’t in a position to be resupplied, he refrained from giving any updates on his current level of ammunition or the condition of his weapon. He simply went straight to the meat:


Ambush. Anti-personnel devices encountered 100 meters from target. At least 4 Norwegians KIA. Multiple injuries—some critical. Took automatic weapons fire from inside target—at least 3 shooters. Norwegians engaged with 40 mms. All Tangos KIA. Target destroyed. Solo Tango attempted escape. Tango engaged and KIA. Transmitting photos of materials recovered.



While the U.S. military had switched to the term MAM, short for military-age-male, as well as EKIA for enemy-killed-in-action, his organization still preferred Tango. It didn’t engage in a lot of navel-gazing.

With the photos ready to go and a strong signal from overhead, he reviewed the message and hit Send.

Moments later, his sat phone vibrated with a reply:


Message received. Full Stop. UPDATE: O.M. is worsening.



O.M. was code for Harvath’s boss and mentor, Reed Carlton—someone he was very close to and someone whose health had been deteriorating. The news was not good. He kept his reply short and to the point:


Understood. Will be back in touch soon.



Once the message had sent, he powered down his sat phone, disconnected his cell, and headed back toward the cabin.

Halfway there, he encountered Jasinski. Harvath had taken his helmet off, revealing his short, sandy colored hair.

“What happened?” she asked. “I heard shots.”

It took him a moment to respond. He was still thinking about Carlton, trying to put pieces together several steps ahead. “One of them ran,” he finally said.

“Is he still alive?”

Harvath shook his head.

“Damn it. I tried to hail you over the radio. Why didn’t you answer?”

He pointed to the earpiece hanging over his shoulder.

“You could have waited,” she declared. “And by the way, who authorized you to carry a weapon?”

He wasn’t in the mood for an interrogation. “Not now,” he replied.

His response only made her angrier. This was her investigation, not his, yet for some unknown reason she’d been forced to accept him as a “consultant.” Something very strange was going on and she intended to get to the bottom of it. No matter what.




CHAPTER 4

RESTON, VIRGINIA

Lydia Ryan hadn’t wanted the enormous corner office, but Reed Carlton—the firm’s founder and namesake—had insisted. As The Carlton Group’s new director, it was only appropriate that she take it. Considering all of the job’s responsibilities, she was entitled to reap its benefits.

The view was amazing—even at night. The Carlton Group occupied the very top floor of a twenty-five-story glass office building, ten minutes from Dulles International.

They had their own private elevator, with access from the garage, which allowed them to secretly whisk people up without passing through the lobby—a must for a private intelligence agency, especially one now tasked with some of the CIA’s most sensitive assignments.

Because they handled classified information, the entire space had been constructed to the strictest TEMPEST requirements. Meant to safeguard against “compromising emanations” or CE, TEMPEST regulated the mechanical, electrical, and acoustic signals from all equipment used for receiving, transmitting, processing, analyzing, encrypting, and decrypting classified information. Every possible step had been taken to prevent both active and passive eavesdropping.

The firm had been just as diligent in protecting its IT, as well as all of its communications systems. In fact, wherever they could, they exceeded the standards. It put their facility years ahead of anything the government was doing.

It had cost a fortune, but it was an investment Reed Carlton had been willing to make. He was blazing an entirely new trail with his firm and being on the cutting edge of technology was sine qua non.

Carlton had a gift for recognizing threats before they ever appeared on the horizon. He also had the type of mind that was always steps ahead of everyone else.

During his three decades at the CIA, he had traveled the world, battling everything from communists to Islamic terrorists. His greatest achievement, though, was establishing the Agency’s now famed Counter Terrorism Center. There, he had dreamed up and carried out some of its most daring operations.

When the time had come to retire, he tried it, but it didn’t agree with him. He missed the “great game.” Part of him resented its going on without him. What’s more, the threats facing America hadn’t abated. They were growing. And as they grew, his beloved CIA was changing—and not for the better.

It was being overwhelmed and subverted by bureaucrats. Operations were being scaled back, or scuttled altogether. Management was obsessed with minimizing losses. An infamous maxim, pinned to the wall in one manager’s office, read Big ops, big problems. Small ops, small problems. No ops, no problems.

Like a terrible vine, the bureaucracy had wrapped itself around Langley’s throat and was choking it to death. No longer was it a vibrant, dynamic agency carrying out some of the nation’s most dangerous and necessary business. It had all but come to a halt.

The calcification had terrified Carlton. Without an effective intelligence service, the United States was in serious trouble. So Carlton had done the only thing he could do. He had come out of retirement and had founded his own private intelligence firm.

Unlike private military corporations, The Carlton Group offered more than just hired guns; it offered global intelligence gathering and analysis. For select clients, it went even further—offering full-blown covert operations.

In essence, he had created a smaller, faster version of the CIA. The United States government quickly became one of his biggest customers.

He had modeled his new company upon “Wild Bill” Donovan’s OSS—the precursor to the CIA. Their guiding principles were the same—if you fall, fall forward in service of the mission. Only the mission mattered.

To staff his operation, Carlton recruited the same type of individuals as Donovan. He wanted courageous, highly effective self-starters for whom success was the only option. He focused on the elite tiers of the military and intelligence worlds, people who had been proven, people who had been sent to the darkest corners of the world, tasked with absolutely impossible assignments, and had prevailed. He had an exceptional eye for talent.

Looking across the hall, Lydia Ryan could see Scot Harvath’s office. It was smaller than hers, but that had been his choice. He had turned down the Director position.

Carlton had been disappointed. His greatest asset, the foundation his company was built upon, was his wisdom, his hard-won experience, and his global network of intelligence contacts.

He had distilled his thirty-plus years of espionage experience and drilled it as deeply as he could into Harvath’s bones. He had forged him into one of the most cunning weapons the United States had in its arsenal.

He had also taught him about leadership and running an organization—specifically The Carlton Group. But any time the subject of one day “taking over” had come up, Harvath had made it abundantly clear he wasn’t interested. He preferred being in the field. That’s what he was good at.

When Carlton was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, he pulled out all the stops. Harvath was too valuable to keep putting into the field. Scot was his protégé and he wanted him as his successor. And, like any good intelligence officer, Carlton was willing to use anything, even a personal tragedy, to get what he wanted.

He played upon Harvath’s emotions—particularly his sense of duty. He used guilt, leveraging their father-and-son-like bond. He even tried to shame Scot, suggesting that he owed it to the family he was starting to stay home and to limit going overseas.

That last attempt was particularly egregious. Harvath was dating a woman whom he was very much in love with and she had a little boy. It was the perfect, ready-made family, especially for a man who had spent the better part of his adult life kicking in doors and shooting bad guys in the head. To drag them into this discussion showed him how desperate and even how fearful Carlton was of the future. Not only the future of his business, but more important, the future of the country.

Out of his love for Carlton, or the “Old Man,” as Harvath affectionately referred to him, he agreed to a compromise. Harvath would keep one foot in the field and one foot in the office. To do that, though, he insisted Carlton hire a full-time Director.

After a lengthy meeting in the Oval Office with the President and the Director of Central Intelligence, approval was given to hire Lydia Ryan.

Up until that point, she had been Deputy Director at the CIA. The President had handpicked her, and her boss, to clear out the deadwood at the Agency, streamline it, and get it aggressively back in the fight.

It was a Herculean task—akin to cleaning out the Augean Stables—and they soon realized it would take far longer than any of them ever anticipated. Entrenched bureaucracy needed to be torn out, root and branch. The most difficult part of tearing it out was that it fought like hell every step of the way.

While the Director tried to rescue the CIA, Ryan came over to helm The Carlton Group. It would function as a lifeboat of sorts—a place where critical operations that couldn’t be handled by Langley, would quietly be carried out until the Agency could be rehabilitated.

A handsome New Englander with a prominent chin and silver hair, Carlton had been a legend in the intelligence business—the spymaster’s spymaster. He was brilliant. To have his mind taken from him was the cruelest twist of all.

It robbed the nation of one of its greatest treasures. He literally knew where all the bodies were buried—names, dates, accounts, passwords, places, times, who had screwed whom, who owed whom.… He was a walking encyclopedia of global espionage information and it was all slipping away—quickly.

Harvath and Ryan were in a race against time, harvesting what they could. They took turns visiting with him, never knowing when Carlton would have enough energy or lucidity.

Some days were better than others. Carlton would drop cognitively, then level off, and drop again. It tore both their hearts out, but especially Harvath’s.

Then one day, out of the blue, there’d been a dangerous lapse.




CHAPTER 5

Ryan had gone to Carlton’s home to sit and spend some time with him. If he felt up to talking, she was always prepared to take notes.

When she arrived, he was engaged in an animated discussion with one of his private, round-the-clock nurses. While it was wonderful to see him so talkative, he was regaling his caregiver with highly classified information about America’s relationship with the Saudis. Not good.

Pulling out her phone, she had called Harvath first. He was at the office and told her he’d get to the house as soon as he could. Next, she called her former boss at the CIA and suggested that the Office of the General Counsel get the nurses to sign national security nondisclosure agreements. It was a temporary fix, a stopgap, but it had to be done—immediately. There was no telling what he had already revealed.

Coming back into the den, Lydia offered to sit with Carlton so the nurse could work on preparing his lunch. The Old Man immediately began telling her how beautiful she was.

She was, indeed, a beautiful woman—tall, with long black hair, green eyes, full lips, and high cheekbones—the product of a Greek mother and an Irish father. He wasn’t paying her some passing, sweet compliment, though. His internal brakes were coming off. He was saying things people might think, but knew better than to give voice to.

The doctors had warned this might happen, but no one expected it so soon.

She tried to take advantage of the situation by pressing topics they needed information on; plumbing areas where his mind had gone dark too quickly.

By the time Harvath arrived, she had assembled several pages of notes. How reliable the information was, she couldn’t know. It would have to be checked out. Nevertheless, the visit had been somewhat productive.

“How’s he doing?” Harvath had asked.

“He’s doing fine,” Carlton answered, speaking for himself. There were moments where he appeared to have decent self-awareness. Unfortunately, if you pressed him on details, he often couldn’t access them. In essence, his high degree of intelligence allowed him to bluff his way through a lot of conversations.

As if on cue, the nurse poked her head in to check on her patient. Harvath handed the lunch tray back, vegetables uneaten. Thanking her, he asked politely for some privacy. Walking her to the door, he closed it behind her and returned to Ryan, who explained everything that had taken place since she had arrived.

Harvath smiled at Carlton. “I don’t know what else to call this. You’re like a loose nuke. You’ve got all of these secrets that we have to make sure don’t fall into the wrong hands.”

The Old Man brushed it off with a dismissive wave. “Don’t be melodramatic. I’m fine.”

He wasn’t fine. He had become a security risk.

To his credit, Harvath hadn’t wasted time. He already had a contingency plan.

On a beautiful lake in New Hampshire was a small island with a cluster of old vacation homes—one of them built by Carlton’s grandfather—where he had spent summers as a boy. As his strongest memories were his earliest, Harvath thought it would be a comfortable, familiar place to put him.

He had arranged an open-ended lease from the current owners and with permission from the Department of Defense, assembled a contingent of Navy Corpsmen to see to the Old Man’s care and security. No one wanted a loose nuke to become a broken arrow. If the wrong people got their hands on Carlton, there was no telling what kind of intelligence they could extract from him. It was worth every penny and every ounce of effort to keep him safe and out of sight.

Under the cover of darkness, he was moved. Harvath went along to help keep him calm and had stayed for a couple of days just to make sure everything was running smoothly.

Carlton was delighted at being at the house he recognized from his youth. He didn’t like that the décor had been changed, but he blamed his grandmother, who never seemed to be happy unless she was redecorating.

He didn’t understand who the Corpsmen were or why they needed to be there. Harvath eventually gave up trying to explain.

It seemed to be enough for him. Though he couldn’t afford to, Harvath stayed for one additional night. They grilled steaks, smoked cigars, and drank more bourbon than was healthy for either of them.

Not knowing how long his upcoming assignment would keep him overseas, Harvath wanted to squeeze every good moment out of the visit that he could.

The next morning, when it came time to leave, he embraced his mentor and held him for longer than he ever had. The Old Man seemed to know something serious was going on—that one of them might not be seeing the other again—and he, in return, held the embrace.

When they released, Carlton placed his hands atop Harvath’s shoulders, looked him in the eyes, and said, “You’ve been a good son.”

Then, the Old Man turned and walked back into the cottage. Had one of the Corpsmen not been close by to witness it, Ryan would likely never have heard that part of the story. It wasn’t the kind of thing she could imagine Harvath sharing.

Having ducked college for a career as a freestyle skier, Harvath had barely been on speaking terms with his actual father. If not for his mother, they wouldn’t have communicated at all. The death of his father, a Navy SEAL instructor, brought Harvath’s world crashing down.

From what Ryan had gleaned from the people who knew Harvath best, something inside him at that moment had either clicked, or snapped.

Scot had lost his appetite for professional athletics. Quitting the U.S. Ski Team, he attended college and then followed in his father’s footsteps by joining the Navy and becoming an even more accomplished SEAL than his dad had been.

It was almost two months ago that Harvath and the Old Man had embraced outside the New Hampshire cottage, and much had happened since. People were asking questions. Carlton’s name was coming up in more and more conversations. It wasn’t safe for him. So Ryan had made the decision to put the next phase of Harvath’s plan into action.




CHAPTER 6

VÆRNES AIR STATION

STJØRDAL, NORWAY

Even if they could have gotten a fire crew into the woods and to the cabin, it was a lost cause. A forensics team would be left to sift through ashes. There wasn’t much hope of finding anything.

Harvath and Jasinski returned to the injured Norwegians and did what they could for them.

When reinforcements arrived, Harvath slipped away. He had several loose ends to tie up before he took off. A car was waiting for him just beyond the first-responder vehicles. It was a half hour before Jasinki realized he was gone. It was an additional forty-five minutes before she was able to get her own ride back to Værnes.

Værnes Air Station belonged to the Norwegian Royal Air Force. One of its biggest users, though, was the United States Marine Corps.

As part of the Marines’ Preposition Program, massive amounts of U.S. military equipment entered Norway via Værnes. From there, it was stashed in top-secret caves throughout the region in case a NATO member was ever invaded and the organization was called to war. Preventing an attack on those caves was what tonight’s raid on the cabin had all been about. The equipment inside was a highly strategic stockpile. Had it been destroyed, it would have been a critical blow to an alliance that had come so far and had been so successful.

Created in the aftermath of World War II, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization had originally comprised Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States.

It then went on to add Greece, Turkey, Germany, Spain, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, Albania, Slovenia, Croatia, and Montenegro.

It had been formed as a means of collective defense in the hope of discouraging war. Article 5 of its treaty stated that an attack on one member was an attack on all. No matter who the aggressor, member nations were obligated to come to the aid of their fellows.

Only once in NATO’s history had Article 5 ever been invoked. In the wake of 9/11, the nations of NATO had joined together and gone to war in Afghanistan.

But while the September 11 attacks had demonstrated the asymmetric threat of Islamic terrorism, another threat—one far greater and far more powerful—was looming on the horizon.

As it had done in Crimea, Russia planned to take back all of its former territory. It was going to continue with the Baltic nations of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. There was only one thing standing in Russia’s way—the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. But ever the tacticians, Moscow had already formulated a plan to break NATO.

Harvath, though, had developed a plan as well. The United States didn’t intend to be drawn into another world war in Europe. It also didn’t intend to let the greatest military alliance in history be dissolved. No matter what the cost, Harvath couldn’t allow the Russians to succeed.

He had been set up in an officer’s quarters on the north side of the airfield in the Værnes Garrison. It smelled like stale carpet and looked as if it had been furnished for a hundred bucks spent at a local IKEA store.

He could hear Monika Jasinski coming down the hallway. Tucking his phone into his back pocket, he walked over and opened the door.

She confronted him right away. “The Norwegians are looking for you. They want to chat about the dead guy. Might have been a good idea to check in with someone before leaving the scene.”

Before he could reply, she continued on. “Would you care to explain to me what happened out there? We were specifically told that we couldn’t carry weapons here. How was it that you had a pistol?”

“You’re welcome,” he said.

His response took her by surprise. “For what?”

Fingering the rip in her parka where the shrapnel had just missed her neck, he replied, “For saving your life.”

Color rose to her cheeks. He couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed or growing angrier.

Turning her head away, she murmured, “Thank you.”

He stood back so she could enter.

At a small table sat a gray-haired man with a thin mustache. He wore a dark turtleneck and gray trousers. A pillar of blue smoke rose from the cigarette in the ashtray in front of him.
























CHAPTER 1

    Itbayat Island

    Batanes Province

    Northernmost Philippines

    Saturday

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

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

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

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

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

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

    And while the other operatives may have been equally “qualified,” none of them came close to having the wealth of experience that he did – not in the Special Operations community, nor in the espionage world. He was a freakish mashup of both, trained by the best, and he sat atop a very deadly food chain with few who could match him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




CHAPTER 2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    Staelin, the team’s machine gunner, was next. With a muzzle velocity of 3,000 feet per second, when his 135-grain .277 Fury rounds found their mark, he tore right through the next Chinese operative – shattering the man’s hips and pelvis, while simultaneously severing his spine and ripping massive holes through his bowels. If he wasn’t dead when he hit the ground, he would be soon enough.

    That left just two more.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    The Chinese operative didn’t budge.

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

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

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

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

    Harvath felt himself relax.

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


e9781476789439/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781476789439/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781476789439/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


e9781476789439/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


e9781476789439/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781476789439/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Map


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Chapter 49


		Chapter 50


		Chapter 51


		Chapter 52


		Chapter 53


		Chapter 54


		Chapter 55


		Chapter 56


		Chapter 57


		Chapter 58


		Chapter 59


		Chapter 60


		Chapter 61


		Chapter 62


		Chapter 63


		Chapter 64


		Chapter 65


		Chapter 66


		Chapter 67


		Chapter 68


		Chapter 69


    		Chapter 70


    		Chapter 71


    		Chapter 72


    		Chapter 73


    		Chapter 74


		Acknowledgments


		‘Choke Point’ Teaser


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Map


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402








e9781476789439/images/f000x-01.jpg
North Sea
DENM

IRELAND

NETHERLANDS
/

Atlantic
Ocean

Bay of
Biscay

o @

Mediterranean Sea

0 Miles
I 1

r
0 Kilometers

"Baltic P

Sea 57

NATO MEMBERSHIP
IN EUROPE

1 Members*
[T Non-members

*Also includes lceland

/ Gotland

Kallnlngr

RUSSIA

UKRAINE

S
HOLDOVA
i

Black Sea

MONTENEGRO

Mediterranean Sea

©2018 ety L. Ward





e9781476789439/fonts/CormorantGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


e9781476789439/images/9781476789439.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

BRAD
THOR

SPYMASTER

A THRILLER

War thriller for a new era of conflict.”
—POLITICO






e9781476789439/images/title.jpg
SPYMASTER

A THRILLER

Brad Thor

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

AAAAA





e9781476789439/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


