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CHAPTER 1

MURMANSK OBLAST

RUSSIA

The transport plane, like everything else in Russia, was a piece of shit. For years, mechanics had swapped out its worn scavenged parts with even older parts. Cracks had been filled with epoxy. Leaking tubes and frayed wires had been wrapped with tape. A crash had been inevitable.

A booming noise, like a horseshoe thrown into a dryer, had been coming from the left engine. The pilot had throttled back, but the noise had only gotten worse.

He and the copilot had scanned their instruments, searching for clues, but hadn’t found any. Everything, right down to the cabin pressure, had appeared normal.

But suddenly, the interior had begun filling with smoke. Seconds later, the left engine died, followed by the right.

As the pilot restarted them, an explosion erupted from the right engine. Seeing the exhaust temperature spike, he immediately ordered the copilot to activate the extinguisher. They had to keep the fire from spreading to the rest of the aircraft, even if it meant shutting the right engine down permanently.

The copilot pulled the fire extinguisher handle as ordered, but they had another problem. The left engine, which had successfully been restarted, wasn’t producing enough thrust. They were falling at a rate of more than one thousand feet per minute. Over the blaring of cockpit alarms, the pilot put out a distress call.

They were flying in bad weather over one of the most remote, most inhospitable regions in the country. It was unlikely anyone would receive the transmission.

The pilot never got a chance to repeat his Mayday. The avionics and electrical system were next to go.

After trying to get the auxiliary power unit back online, the pilot instructed the crew to prepare for the worst. They were going down. Hard.

All this risk, he thought, all this danger, just to deliver one man—a man chained in back like an animal.

A Russian Special Forces team had boarded him with a hood over his head. No one had seen his face. The entire crew had assumed he was a criminal of some sort; maybe even a terrorist. They had been informed that he was dangerous. Under no circumstances were any of them to speak with or get anywhere near the prisoner.

But that was before they knew the plane was going to crash.

Moving quickly to the rear of the aircraft, the plane’s loadmaster approached the large Spetsnaz soldier sitting nearest the prisoner.

“You need to put an oxygen mask on him,” he said in Russian.

The operative, who already had his mask on, looked at the hooded prisoner, adjusted the submachine gun on his lap, and shook his head.

“Nyet,” he stated. No.

Career Russian Air Force, the loadmaster was used to transporting elite operators. He was also used to their bullshit.

“I’m not asking you,” he replied. “I’m ordering you.”

The soldier shot a sideways glance at the intelligence officer sitting nearby.

The plane was losing altitude. The smoke in the cabin was getting worse. The officer nodded back. Do it.

The ape reached over, snatched off the hood, and affixed a mask over the prisoner’s face. Then he replaced the hood and, satisfied, leaned back in his seat.

“Now unshackle his arms so he can brace for impact,” the loadmaster continued. It enabled only a minor altering of the body’s position, but in a crash it could mean the difference between life and death. Whatever the prisoner had done, surely he didn’t deserve to die, at least not like this.

Pissed off, the soldier glanced over again at the intelligence officer. Once more, the man nodded.

Producing a set of keys, the Spetsnaz operative reached down and opened the padlock securing the prisoner’s handcuffs to his belly chain. Grabbing the man’s arms, he raised them and placed them against the seat in front of him.

“His feet as well,” the loadmaster ordered. “He must be able to rapidly evacuate the aircraft.”

The soldier didn’t need to look to his superior a third time. The intelligence officer answered for their entire team.

“The only way that man walks off this plane is with one of us,” he said from behind his mask.

The loadmaster gave up. He had done what he could and knew it was pointless to argue any further. They were out of time.

“Make sure your weapons are secure,” he directed, as he turned to make his way to his jump seat.

Suddenly, the plane shuddered and the nose pitched forward. The crewman lunged for the nearest seat and buckled himself in as anything not locked down went hurtling through the cabin like a missile.

With no instruments and no visibility, they were flying blind. The pilot and copilot fought to regain control of the aircraft.

Fifteen hundred feet above the ground, the pilots managed to pull the nose back up and slow their descent. But with no thrust from the remaining engine, they were still falling. They had to find someplace to land.

Peering through the weather, the pilot could see they were flying over a dense forest. Ahead was a clearing of some sort. It might have been a field or a frozen lake. All he could tell was that it appeared to be devoid of trees.

“There,” the pilot said.

“There’s not enough length. It’s too short.”

“That’s where we’re landing,” the pilot insisted. “Extend the landing gear. Prepare for impact.”

The copilot obeyed and engaged the emergency landing gear extension system. With no electricity with which to activate the PA, he turned and shouted back into the cabin, “Brace! Brace! Brace!”

The command was acknowledged by the loadmaster, who then yelled over and over in Russian from his seat, “Heads down! Stay down! Heads down! Stay down!”

Only a few hundred feet above the ground, the pilot pulled back on the yoke to lift the aircraft’s nose in an attempt to slow it down, but he misjudged the distance.

The belly of the plane scraped across the tops of the tall snow-laden trees. The left landing gear was snapped off, followed by the right.

Just before the clearing, one of the wingtips was clipped, and the plane went into a violent roll.




CHAPTER 2

GOVERNORS ISLAND

LAKE WINNIPESAUKEE

GILFORD, NEW HAMPSHIRE

Police Chief Tom Tullis had seen plenty of dead bodies over his career.

But this was a record for him at a single crime scene.

During the height of the summer, the popular resort town of Gilford could swell to as many as twenty thousand inhabitants. Off-season, like now, the number of full-time residents was only seventy-three hundred. Either way, four corpses were four too many.

Pulling out his cell phone, the tall, crew-cut-sporting cop texted his wife. They were supposed to meet for lunch. That was impossible now. He told her not to expect him for dinner either. It was going to be a late night.

Returning the phone to his duty belt, he focused on the bodies—two men and two women. They had all been shot, either in the head, the chest, or both. Judging from a quick scan of the walls and windows, no rounds had missed their targets. That told him the shooter was skilled.

Interestingly, three of the four victims were armed. One of the women had a Sig Sauer P365 in her purse, the other a Glock 17 in her briefcase. One of the two men carried a Heckler & Koch pistol at his hip. No one had drawn their weapons. That told Tullis something else. Either the victims had known their killer, or they had all been taken by surprise. Considering who the victims were, he doubted it was the latter.

The woman with the Sig Sauer had credentials identifying her as a former Boston Police Detective, eligible to carry concealed nationwide. The woman with the Glock had no such credentials, but in the “Live Free or Die” state of New Hampshire it was legal to carry without a permit. Not that she would ever have had trouble getting one.

Seeing the name on her driver’s license, Tullis had instantly recognized her. She had made a lot of headlines when the President had elevated her to Deputy Director of the CIA.

The gun-carrying male victim had ID that claimed he was an active military member. United States Navy.

What the hell were they all doing here? the Chief wondered. And who had killed them?

He suspected the key might lie with the final victim.

Just off the dining room, facing a large TV, a hospital bed had been set up in the den. In it, shot once between the eyes, was a man who appeared to be somewhere in his eighties. He was the only victim Tullis and his team hadn’t yet identified. The Chief had some decisions to make.

Judging from the postmortem lividity of the bodies, they had been dead for at least two days, maybe more. The killer’s trail would already be going cold.

As a seasoned law enforcement officer, Tullis knew the importance of doing everything by the book. He needed to secure not only the house but also the grounds.

Going the extra step, he decided to shut down the lone bridge that connected the 504-acre Governors Island to the mainland and to request Marine Patrol units to cover the shoreline.

This wasn’t some murder-suicide where the husband had shot the wife and the pool boy before turning the gun on himself. And it wasn’t some drug deal gone bad. This was a high-profile case; exactly the kind of case no town ever wanted—especially a tourism-dependent town like Gilford.

Getting on the radio, the Chief told the dispatcher to send the entire shift. He then instructed her to call in all available off-duty officers. They were going to need as much manpower as possible.

The next step was to alert the State Attorney General’s Office in Concord. Per protocol, they would mobilize a Major Crime Unit team from the State Police to come up and lead the investigation. Before he made that call, though, he decided to place another.

It wasn’t a by-the-book move. In fact, Tullis was way overstepping his authority.

But if it meant protecting Gilford and the town’s hardworking men and women who so depended on the tourist trade, that was one scenario in which the Chief was willing to bend the rules.




CHAPTER 3

LACONIA MUNICIPAL AIRPORT

GILFORD, NEW HAMPSHIRE

When the call came in to Langley, the Director of Central Intelligence, Bob McGee, happened to be in a meeting with the Director of the FBI, Gary Militante.

Though the DCI’s assistant was hesitant to interrupt, she knew she had to make her boss aware of the call. McGee put it on speakerphone. He and Militante were stunned by what they heard.

The FBI Director introduced himself, gave Tullis his personal cell phone number, and asked to be texted as many pictures from the crime scene as possible—pictures of the bodies, the IDs, the weapons, all of it. Minutes later, his phone began vibrating.

As the photos poured in, McGee kept his emotions in check. With professional detachment, he narrated who and what they were looking at, right down to the body in the hospital bed—retired CIA operative Reed Carlton, the man who had founded the Agency’s Counter Terrorism Center.

Militante had the same questions as Tullis. “What were they all doing in New Hampshire, and who would have wanted them dead?”

It was a long story, which McGee promised to explain in-flight. He wanted a look at the crime scene for himself—and the only way he’d have any legal access to it was if the FBI was attached.

Before he and Militante could leave, though, there was an additional person he needed to reach.

He tried three times, but his calls all ended up in voicemail. Why the hell wasn’t he picking up?

After sending a quick text, McGee grabbed his jacket and headed downstairs with the FBI Director and their security details for the two-minute ride to 84VA, the Agency’s helipad a mile west of Langley.

Once they boarded their respective helicopters, it was a short flight to Joint Base Andrews, where an Embraer Praetor 600 was fueled and waiting.

The jet was a recent addition to the CIA’s fleet. Fast and able to take off using less than five thousand feet of runway, it was perfect for the trip to Gilford.

When they landed, a phalanx of SUVs was waiting for them. The detail leaders hated movements like this—no warning, no planning, and little to no coordination with elements on the ground. Nevertheless, both directors had insisted that the trip was necessary and that time was of the essence.

From Laconia Municipal, it was only four miles to Governors Island. They were met at the airport by Gilford PD and given an escort through town and over the bridge to the crime scene.

Stepping out of one of the SUVs, McGee took a deep breath. The air was cold and smelled of pine. A hint of wood smoke drifted from a chimney somewhere unseen.

McGee looked like a marshal from an old Western. He was a tall man in his late fifties with gray hair and a gray mustache. A testament to his Army career, his shoes were shined, his suit was immaculate and his shirt was crisply pressed.

He wore no jewelry other than a Rolex Submariner—a gift to himself when he left Delta Force decades ago and signed on with the CIA’s paramilitary branch.

McGee was old-school, known for being tough, direct, and unflappable. He hated politics, which had made him a good choice to head the CIA.

The nation’s once proud intelligence service was being choked to death by bureaucracy. It was packed with talented people willing to give everything for their country, but they were being held back by risk-averse middle managers more concerned with their next promotion than with doing what needed to be done.

Familiar with the Agency from the ground up, the President had put McGee in charge of cleaning out the deadwood. And he had gone after it root and branch.

But McGee had quickly realized that mucking out the Agency’s Augean stables was indeed a Herculean task—one that was going to take much longer than any of them had envisioned.

In the meantime, the threats against America were growing—becoming deadlier, more destabilizing, and more intricate.

As red tape slowed Langley down, America’s enemies were speeding up. Something needed to be done—something radical.

With the President’s approval, McGee had agreed to a bold new plan, as well as a major sacrifice.

The plan was to outsource the CIA’s most clandestine work. It would go to a private intelligence agency outside the bureaucracy’s grasp. There, safe from government red tape, sensitive operations could receive the support and commitment they deserved.

It was viewed as a temporary fix while Langley was undergoing its gut rehab—a rehab that would have to go all the way down to the studs.

The private intelligence agency charged with taking over the darkest slice of the CIA’s pie was The Carlton Group, founded by the aforementioned, now deceased, Reed Carlton.

And as to McGee’s sacrifice, it was personified by another victim at the scene.

With his blessing, Lydia Ryan had left her position as CIA Deputy Director in order to run The Carlton Group.

That was the backdrop against which Bob McGee stepped out of the SUV, breathed in the chilly New England air, and prepared himself for the horror he was about to see inside.

Tullis met the two directors at the front steps and solemnly shook their hands. Then, after having them sign into the crime scene log, he distributed paper booties and latex gloves. The protection details didn’t get any. They would have to wait outside—the fewer people coming in and out, the better.

The Police Chief was about to show the two men inside, when one of his officers came up carrying a clear plastic evidence bag.

“We found something back in the trees near the end of the driveway,” the patrolman said, holding it up. Inside was a phone.

McGee recognized it immediately. Or, more specifically, he recognized its case.

Made from a rigid thermoplastic, the distinct Magpul cell phone case was popular with military operators. Its styling mimicked the company’s rugged rifle magazines. On the back, a distinct Nordic symbol had been customized. The Chief stepped off the porch for a closer examination.

As he did, the FBI Director saw the look on his CIA colleague’s face. Slowly, he mouthed a name. Harvath?

McGee nodded.

Their bad situation had just gotten worse.




CHAPTER 4

MURMANSK OBLAST

When Scot Harvath regained consciousness, his ears were ringing. There was the distinct, metallic taste of blood in his mouth, probably from having bitten his tongue during the crash. The crash.

Slowly, he opened his eyes, but he couldn’t see anything. The hood was still over his head. Reaching up, he began to pull it off, half-expecting one of his captors to knock his hand away. No one touched him.

His sandy-brown hair was matted, and his blue eyes struggled to focus.

Removing the oxygen mask, he looked around. The aircraft’s fuselage had been severed into three pieces. In some places, seats were missing. In others, entire rows had disappeared.

He glanced to his right, but the soldier who had been next to him was gone, along with the seat he had been sitting in.

A strong odor of jet fuel filled the air. It was mixed with the smell of smoke and melting plastic. Some part of the plane was on fire.

Under normal circumstances, he would have moved slowly—assessing the damage and making sure that he didn’t have a spinal injury—but these weren’t normal circumstances. He needed to get out.

Planting his feet, he stood. But when he tried to step into the aisle, he couldn’t. His Spetsnaz minder had locked his ankle chain to the leg of his chair.

Sitting back down, he attempted to jerk himself free, first by kicking out his legs and then by reaching down and trying to pull the chain loose. It didn’t work.

Searching around his seat, he looked for anything he could use to help him escape. There was nothing. Without a key, he was fucked.

Though he had been sedated on and off over the last several days, images began to flood his mind. As they did, an unbearable pain began to build in his chest and his heart rate started to climb.

Taking a deep breath, his training kicked in, and he forced himself to relax. There was no question that unspeakable things had happened. Worse things, though, were on the horizon if he didn’t get control of the situation.

As one of America’s top intelligence operatives, he had been a prime target for the Russians. His knowledge of spy networks, covert operations, and classified programs was invaluable. But that wasn’t the only reason they wanted him.

Year after year, he had been behind some of the most successful operations against the Russian military and Russian intelligence. As such, he had ranked very near the top of a little-known, clandestine kill list maintained in Moscow.

But as badly as the Russians wanted him, and as much as they had risked to grab him, he knew the United States would risk even more to get him back. He just had to remain alive and one step ahead until then.

Scanning the cabin, he saw one of the crew pinned beneath a nearby cargo container that had broken free. The legs of his uniform were stained with blood. Over the ringing in his ears, he could hear the man moaning.

Harvath recognized him. It was the loadmaster who had insisted that he be allowed to brace for impact. When his hood had been removed to put his oxygen mask on, he had only caught a quick flash, but he remembered the man’s face. Without his help, Harvath might not have survived the crash.

Pinned next to the loadmaster was the body of his missing Spetsnaz minder. He was neither moaning nor moving.

From everything else he could see, he and the loadmaster were the only two survivors in this section of the plane. That was the good news. The bad news was that the temperature was rapidly dropping.

Looking through one of the ruptures in the fuselage, he saw nothing but snow and ice outside. Wherever they were it was cold. Really cold.

Harvath had no clue as to his location. He’d had a bag over his head since being taken in New Hampshire. He assumed, though, that they were somewhere in Russia.

Nevertheless, he hadn’t made it into his forties and survived a plane crash only to turn around and freeze to death. If he and the loadmaster were going to make it, they were going to have to work together.

Harvath called out to get his attention. “I can help you,” he said in his choppy Russian.

For a moment, the airman stopped moaning and looked over at him. He then just shook his head.

“Hey!” Harvath yelled. “Hey!”

When the man turned his agony-stricken face back in his direction, Harvath sniffed the air around him in an exaggerated fashion.

It took the loadmaster a moment, but he finally realized what the prisoner was trying to draw his attention to—fire.

The man strained against the cargo container pinning his legs, but it was beyond his ability to move.

“I can help you,” Harvath repeated.

“You?” the man replied in Russian. “How?”

Pointing at the Spetsnaz operative crushed by the container, Harvath searched for the word, then held up his shackles and said, “Klyuch.” Key.

Toss me the key and I’ll help you. The loadmaster considered the offer. Of course, the prisoner could be lying, but the Russian airman didn’t have much choice.

Patting down the soldier, he found the keys and, using what little of his strength remained, tossed them in the prisoner’s direction.

The throw came up short. Harvath leaned out as far as he could into the aisle, the shackles tearing into his ankles, but he missed it and the keys landed on the floor several feet away.

“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath.

“Prahsteetyeh,” said the loadmaster. I’m sorry.

Glancing around, Harvath saw a nylon tie-down strap with a heavy metal clamp. He couldn’t tell if it was within reach or not.

Getting down onto his stomach, he lengthened his body to its max, struggling to create every millimeter of reach possible, but the strap remained just inches beyond his grasp.

He searched for something handy—a screwdriver, a pen or pencil, anything—even a rolled-up magazine. Then an idea hit him.

Returning to his seat, he grabbed his oxygen mask and pulled out the hose. Tying it to his hood, he attached the two together. They weren’t long enough to reach the keys, but they might be long enough to reach the tie-down strap.

Kneeling, he took aim and tossed the hood toward the buckle. It landed right on top of it. Slowly, he retracted the oxygen tube and pulled it in.

With the buckle in hand, he began gathering up the strap, which turned out to be much longer than he needed.

He had reeled most of it in when he noticed something else. The opposite end was stuck.

“Damn it,” he repeated.

When the strap went taut, he began yanking on it, twisting and pulling from every possible angle. When that didn’t work, he started flipping it like a whip.

“Let loose, motherfucker,” he cursed as he cracked the strap, sending a ripple down its length, and then yanked it backward with all of his might.

It turned out to be the right combination, as the buckle on the opposite end was freed from its entrapment and came screaming backward like a bullet. If Harvath hadn’t ducked, it would have hit him right in the face.

Realigning himself, he pitched the strap into the aisle and pulled back the keys the loadmaster had thrown.

Finding the one he needed, he unlocked his wrists and then bent down and unlocked his feet. He was almost free.

Removing the remaining chains, he made his way over to where the loadmaster was pinned. But before he could even think about helping him, he needed to make sure the soldier lying next to him was dead.

Harvath placed two fingers where the man’s jaw met his neck. There was no pulse.

In his holster, the soldier carried a nine-millimeter Grach pistol. It now belonged to Harvath. After checking to make sure a round was chambered, he put his shoulder against the cargo container and pushed.

The metal box barely budged. He was going to need a fulcrum and a lever of some sort to lift it. And judging by how much the loadmaster’s left leg was bleeding, he was going to need to find a tourniquet as well.

But before he could help him, he had to sweep the rest of the wreckage. If there were any threats remaining, those would need to be dealt with first.

Grabbing a thick rag, he folded it several times and pressed down on the wound. He was searching his mind for the correct words to say to the man in Russian about keeping the pressure on, when he saw a flash of movement outside.




CHAPTER 5

Harvath only had time to react. Bringing the pistol up, he applied pressure to the trigger and fired three shots, just as he had been trained—two to the chest, one to the head. The Spetsnaz operative outside fell dead in the snow.

Sliding behind the cargo container, Harvath took cover. The loadmaster stared at him, wide-eyed. Harvath didn’t know if it was from the shock of the gunfire or from the blood loss—probably both.

Ejecting the Grach’s magazine, he looked to see how many more rounds he had. There were fifteen, plus one in the chamber.

Leaning over, he pulled a spare magazine and a flashlight from the dead soldier next to the loadmaster. Dressed in hospital-style scrubs, he didn’t have any pockets, nor did he have a tight-enough waistband to tuck them into. He would have to carry them in his hand.

If any of the other operatives had survived, and were even partially ambulatory, the sound of the gunshots was going to draw them in like a tractor beam. There was only one thing Russians liked more than drinking or fucking, and that was fighting.

Harvath had gotten lucky. Seeing the operative outside first had been a gift. He didn’t expect to get another one. He needed to go on the offensive. But to be successful, he needed information.

Looking down at the loadmaster, he asked, “How many men?”

The man’s condition was worsening. “Four crew,” he replied weakly in Russian. “Six passengers.”

That sounded right. A pilot, a copilot, the loadmaster, and maybe a navigator or flight officer of some sort would have composed the crew. As for the six passengers, Harvath had been traveling with the same group since being taken. There were four Special Forces soldiers accompanying him, plus one intelligence officer—Josef.

At the thought of the man’s name, his rage again began to build. It was like acid eating away at him. He wanted to let it loose, to vomit it out in every direction and kill every Russian in sight. But instead, he warned himself, Not now. Keep your shit together.

Laboring to remain calm, he focused on the situation and ran a count. Two of the soldiers were down—one had died in the crash and the other he had just shot outside. The loadmaster was pinned beneath the container. That meant six potential threats remained. Each had to be accounted for and, if necessary, neutralized. Raising his pistol, he slipped out from behind the container.

The fuselage was difficult to traverse. It was on its side and strewn with debris. There were sharp, jagged pieces of metal everywhere.

As he picked his way through, he kept his eyes peeled for survivors, as well as warm pieces of clothing. He found neither.

At the front of the tail section, he had to step outside to get to the next portion of the plane. Carefully, he leaped down onto the ground.

Immediately, he was hit with a blast of razor-sharp snow. It was driven by one of the coldest, bitterest winds he had ever felt.

As the crystals raked his exposed skin, he knew he would have only minutes in this temperature—five tops—before numbness would commence and the cold would begin to overtake him.

In the fading light, the crash wreckage was scattered as far as the eye could see. It looked to Harvath as if they were in the middle of a snow-covered field, surrounded by forest. He could make out where the plane had torn through the trees. A long scar of burning debris and snapped pines led back into the woods.

Hip-deep in the snow, he crossed to the next section of fuselage and climbed inside. Because this section faced upwind, the freezing air blew through with a vengeance.

With the spare magazine clenched between his teeth, he held the flashlight away from his body in case anyone saw the beam and wanted to take a shot at him. A few moments later, he found another Spetsnaz operative.

The motionless man was still strapped into his seat. His head hung at an obscene angle, his neck probably broken. Harvath grabbed him by the hair and lifted up his head so he could look into his face.

He didn’t know the soldiers’ names. They had only used call signs around him—words in Russian he didn’t understand. What he did understand, though, was what they had done.

After handcuffing him at the house on Governors Island, this Spetsnaz operative had delivered a searing blow to his kidney. Harvath’s knees had buckled. No sooner had he hit the floor than the Russian had grabbed a fistful of hair. Yanking his head up, he had forced him to watch as Josef had murdered Lara, Lydia, Reed, and the Navy Corpsman.

Harvath had thought they were going to kill him, too. And for a moment, he had wanted to die—right there with Lara, whom he loved more than anything in the world. But then he had been jabbed with a needle and everything went black.

When they brought him back around, it was obvious that he had been moved. They were in a dank, cold basement someplace. He didn’t know where, or how long he had been out.

He had a splitting headache, his clothes had been removed, and he had been tied to a chair. A video camera had been set up. Half an hour later, Josef had come down the stairs and the interrogation had begun.

Whenever he hesitated, whenever he refused to answer a question, it was the man with the broken neck who had struck him. In the beginning, Josef was playing good cop; trying to build rapport. It wasn’t until they boarded a private jet that things had gotten really ugly.

Letting the dead man’s head drop, Harvath placed his fingers against his neck, just in case there was a pulse. There wasn’t. “You got off easy,” he said, sizing up the Russian.

The other two soldiers had been monsters—barrel-chested thugs, well over six feet tall. This one was closer to his height and build of a muscular five feet ten.

Wearing nothing but scrubs and the equivalent of prison slippers, Harvath had already begun shaking from the cold. He needed to conserve whatever heat he had left and quickly stripped off the Russian’s uniform.

Snatching an American, especially one of Harvath’s stature, was an act of war—particularly when carried out on U.S. soil. It would have been a completely black operation.

If Harvath had to guess, everything they needed—civilian clothing, fake IDs, credit cards, even weapons—had been arranged via Russian mafia contacts in the United States.

Once the private jet had touched down, the soldiers had changed out of their American street clothes and into cold-weather military uniforms. The man with the broken neck was wearing long underwear, wool socks—the works. Harvath took all of it.

The only thing the Spetsnaz operative wasn’t wearing was a coat. They had boarded with them, though, so there had to be at least one somewhere.

Buttoning up the clothes with stiffening fingers, he pulled on the man’s boots and laced them up. Then he continued his search.

Picking his way through the wreckage, he came upon a small crew closet.

It had been jammed shut by one of the rows of seats that had come loose during the crash. Harvath had to burn precious calories to shove the seats out of the way, but it was worth it.

Inside was a thinly insulated Russian Air Force jacket with a faux fur collar. He pulled it on and zipped it up. There were no gloves in the pockets, but there was a beret. It wouldn’t keep his ears warm, but it would help retain some heat and was better than nothing.

He was about to close the closet when he heard a noise from the other side. Without hesitating, he put two rounds through the door. The plane’s flight officer fell down dead on the other side.

Closing the door, Harvath saw what he had done. He hadn’t intended to kill any of the flight crew unless absolutely necessary. Though Russian military, they weren’t directly responsible for what had happened. That responsibility lay with Josef, his Spetsnaz operatives, and whoever had tasked them with kidnapping Harvath and murdering the people he cared about.

But after everything that had happened, he had zero capacity for remorse. Russia, and every Russian in it, was his enemy now.

Pushing forward into the wind, he cleared the rest of this section of the fuselage. There were no additional survivors.

Trudging through the snow, he arrived at the final section of the plane—the nose. It included the badly damaged cockpit, which was consumed by flames. From what he could see, the pilot and copilot were both dead and still strapped into their seats. The fire was too hot, though, for him to get any closer. Getting his hands on a map, a radio, or some sort of flight plan was out of the question.

Staying in this part of the plane was also out of the question. As much as he needed the warmth, the thickening toxic smoke forced him out.

Stepping into the snow, he pushed back toward the tail section, making sure to keep his eyes open for Josef and the remaining Spetsnaz operative.

He had no idea where they were. For all he knew, they had been torn from the plane during the crash.

Sweeping back through the center segment of the aircraft, he hurriedly gathered up anything he could safely burn to keep warm, including a heavy aircraft manual the size of a phonebook and two wooden pallets.

When he returned to the tail section, he checked on the loadmaster. The Russian’s pulse was thready. His eyes were glassy and his skin was ashen. He had lost far too much blood. Nevertheless, Harvath was determined to do what he could to save him.

Dragging over a sheet of metal, he set it as close to the loadmaster as he dared and used it to build a fire on. There was a shovel clamped to the wall. After breaking down the pallets, he found a small piece of flaming wreckage outside, scooped it up, and brought it in to get the wood burning.

Tearing the dry pages out of the technical manual, he crumpled them into balls and tossed them in to stoke the fire higher. As soon as it was burning good and hot, he set his attention to helping the man who had saved his life. He had to stop the bleeding.

None of the soldiers had been carrying tourniquets, so Harvath was forced to improvise. Grabbing two carabiners from the vest of the Spetsnaz corpse nearby, he collected several strips of cargo netting. It was a spit and baling wire solution, but it was all he had.

Using one of the carabiners as a windlass, he applied the improvised tourniquet to the man’s left leg, cinched it down, and employed a length of wire and the other carabiner to hold everything in place. Then, adding even more fuel to the fire, he moved in closer to warm up.

Because of the angle of the tail section, the wind here wasn’t blowing straight through, but that was a small blessing at best. Outside, the temperature continued to plunge. Harvath needed to figure out some way to help better wall them off from the cold. He also needed to find blankets and a way to get IV fluids into the loadmaster. There had to be some sort of medical kit on the plane. Whether it had survived the crash was another question entirely.

In addition, he still needed a lever and fulcrum to raise the container off the man’s crushed legs, to gather up any food and water he could find, and come up with some sort of a pack in which he could carry as many supplies as possible that would aid in his escape.

It was a long list. The sooner he got started on it, the better—for both of them. He had no idea how soon a rescue team would arrive.

“I return,” he said, in his limited Russian.

The loadmaster didn’t respond.

It was a bad sign. Even so, Harvath had promised the man that he would help him.

Further back, near the cargo ramp, he opened a series of metal cabinets. Each contained a range of equipment, but none that he needed. If there was a med kit on board, it wasn’t in this part of the plane. Maybe it was kept up near the cockpit. And if so, it was a lost cause.

Harvath did, though, find what resembled some kind of moving blanket. His luck, at least in part, was holding out.

Removing it, he turned to hurry back to the loadmaster. But as he did, he came face-to-face with the remaining Spetsnaz soldier. The man was bleeding from a gash above his left eye and had a suppressed ASM-Val rifle pointed right at him.

“Zamerzat!” the man ordered, blood dripping down his face. Don’t move.




CHAPTER 6

GOVERNORS ISLAND

GILFORD, NEW HAMPSHIRE

Whoever the killer was,” said Chief Tullis, “he or she knew what they were doing.”

“You think this was done by one person?” asked McGee.

“Not necessarily. Based on the footprints outside, there were likely multiple assailants. The victims, though, were all lined up, on their knees, and shot execution-style. Judging by the wounds, we believe it was done by the same shooter with the same weapon.”

Pointing at the bodies, he continued, “Based on the shot placement, specifically rounds being directed to the head, the chest, or both—the killer appears to have training. None of the shots went wide. We didn’t dig anything out of the walls, the ceiling, or the floorboards. No rounds went through any of the windows. Cool, calm, and collected. If I had to guess, I’d say the killer had probably done this sort of thing before.

“Then there are the cameras. Most of the seasonal properties up here have them in case of burglary or vandalism. This house has four and should have showed us anyone coming or going.”

“But?”

“We can’t review any of the footage.”

“Why not?”

“It was recorded to a DVR in a crawl space above the front hall closet. It has been smashed, and the hard drive is missing.”

Before he had even landed, there was no doubt in McGee’s mind that this was a professional hit. His two most pressing questions at this point were Who was the hitter? and Where was Harvath?

“How about the adjoining properties?” he asked. “How many of them have cameras?”

“Several,” the Chief answered. “I already have officers working on accessing the footage.”

“How soon will your team start in on hair, prints, and fibers?” asked Militante.

“All of that gets handled by the AG and the State Police. Our job is to secure the crime scene and preserve all possible evidence.”

“If there’s any assistance the FBI can give, all you have to do is ask.”

“Thank you,” Tullis responded. “I’m sure the Major Crime Unit will appreciate that.”

While McGee knew that forensics were often key in solving homicides, they didn’t have that kind of time. Whoever did this already had a big head start. In fact, if it was a professional, he or she was probably already out of the country. Time and distance were two of their biggest impediments—and those would only grow.

“What else have you found?” he asked.

“The shooter,” the Chief stated as he held up another evidence bag, “appears to have policed up all of the brass, except for one.”

McGee accepted the bag from him and, along with Militante, studied the shell casing.

“Nine millimeter,” the FBI Director concluded. “Popular round. Likely consistent with the gunshot wounds of the victims.”

The CIA Director nodded and handed the bag back to Tullis, who set it back on the table.

“Now it’s your turn,” replied the Chief.

Militante knew the police officer wasn’t speaking to him. He glanced at McGee, who had turned away and was staring out the window at the flat, gray lake.

“This was supposed to be a safe house,” the DCI revealed.

Tullis wasn’t surprised. With what he knew of the CIA, anything was possible. “Who were you keeping safe?”

“The man in the hospital bed.”

“Who was he?”

“One of the best our business ever saw.”

It was evident from his voice that the DCI held the man in high esteem. Out of respect, the Chief allowed a moment of silence to pass before continuing. “What was his name?”

McGee turned to face the den, and with it, the hospital bed. “Reed Carlton.”

“Was he CIA?”

“He was. Served decades as a case officer, ran stations around the world, and helped establish the Counter Terrorism Center. They broke the mold with him. No mission was ever too tough or too dangerous.”

Tullis looked at the body lying in the hospital bed. “Whom were you protecting him from?”

The DCI grinned. “Everyone.”

The Chief raised an eyebrow. “So he had enemies.”

“Lots of them.”

“Why the hospital bed? What was wrong with him?”

“He had Alzheimer’s.”

“My mother had Alzheimer’s,” Tullis responded. “It’s a terrible disease. Why wasn’t he in a hospital or an assisted living situation?”

“Part of the disease,” the CIA Director explained, “can involve the brakes coming off. Patients can say things they shouldn’t.”

Remembering his own ordeal, the Chief mused, “Tell me about it.”

“Reed had a lot of very sensitive information stored in his head. Some of those things, if they fell into the wrong hands, could have been harmful to the United States.”

“The CIA could have hidden him anywhere in the world, though. Why Governors Island?”

It was a reasonable question, but it hadn’t been the CIA’s call. It had been Harvath’s. He had been not only Reed Carlton’s protégé but also his heir apparent and in charge of all of his affairs.

“Reed summered here as a boy,” the DCI recounted. “His grandparents had a cottage on the island. The hope was that he’d be comfortable here—maybe even relive some of his oldest memories.”

“I wish you had let us know,” said Tullis, the compassion evident in his voice. “We could have looked in on him. Added extra patrols. My officers would have taken a lot of pride in helping to protect a man like Mr. Carlton.”

The DCI turned to face him. “I don’t doubt it. Thank you. In the end, we felt the fewer people that knew he was here, the better. It’s how we do things.”

“In secret.”

McGee nodded.

Chief Tullis regretted causing more pain, but he needed additional information. “I know it’s difficult, but what can you tell me about the other victims?”

The knot in McGee’s stomach hadn’t gone. In fact, it had only tightened. “Lydia Ryan worked for me at the CIA. She was one of the best field operatives I have ever known.”

“Any idea what was she was doing here?”

“She worked for Reed.”

“As in used to work for him? Back at the CIA?” Tullis asked.

McGee shook his head. “When the time came, Reed retired from the CIA. He gave it a good try. He played golf, took a couple of cruises, even joined a group of ex–case officers who got together weekly for lunch, but the lifestyle didn’t agree with him. He missed being in the game.

“By the time he tried to come back, though, the things he disliked about the Agency—particularly the bureaucracy—had only gotten worse. So, he decided to see what he could do from the outside and started his own company, The Carlton Group.

“Things went well for several years until he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. When that happened, he recruited Lydia to become the company’s new director.”

“What kind of company was it?”

“It’s a private intelligence agency.”

The Chief looked at him. “Is that like private contracting?”

“Kind of,” the DCI acknowledged. “They hire ex-intelligence and ex–special operations people to assist CIA missions.”

Tullis was intrigued. “What kind of missions?”

“I’m not able to discuss that.”

“Why not?”

“The operations that The Carlton Group were involved with are classified.”

That didn’t surprise the Chief. “What can you tell me about the other two victims?”

Gesturing toward the male corpse, McGee said, “Navy Corpsman. He was part of a rotating team. There was always someone in the house with medical expertise, keeping an eye on Reed.”

“Were they always armed?”

“Just in case.”

Tullis made a mental note of that and then, gesturing toward the final victim, inquired, “Do you recognize her?”

“I do. Her name was Lara Cordero.”

“She was carrying credentials identifying her as ex–Boston PD. Did she also work for The Carlton Group?”

The DCI shook his head. “No.”

“Any idea what she was doing here?”

“She was friends with Reed. And with Lydia.”

Tullis hadn’t handled a lot of murders, but he had conducted a lot of interrogations. He could tell when someone wasn’t being fully truthful.

“So, just up for a visit, then?”

“I guess so,” replied the CIA Director.

“Huh,” said Tullis as he removed a spiral notebook from his pocket. Flipping several pages in, he scanned his notes. “Based on the suitcase and clothing in the guest room, we assumed the Corpsman was staying here in the house. Lydia Ryan and Lara Cordero, though, had key cards for rooms at a nearby hotel.

“Ryan’s room was single occupancy, but Lara Cordero checked in with a man, a man whose clothes are still in their room and who hasn’t been seen for at least the last two days. Any idea who that might be?”

The knot in McGee’s stomach ratcheted ten degrees tighter. Pointing at the evidence bag containing the cell phone, he asked, “Is it on?”

The Chief nodded. “It is. It even has some battery left, but it’s locked.”

The CIA Director didn’t care. He had people who could open it. Though he had recognized the case, he just wanted to be certain it was Harvath’s.

Taking out his own cell phone, he pulled up his call log and redialed the number he had been calling and texting before leaving Langley.

It took only a moment for the call to connect.

As the phone inside the evidence bag began to vibrate, one of McGee’s worst fears was confirmed.




CHAPTER 7

The CIA Director was no stranger to death, but identifying the bodies of three close friends had taken a toll. He needed to get some air and clear his head. Until he did, he wasn’t going to be able to think straight.

Tullis could sense the DCI needed a break and suggested they all step outside. One of his officers had just made a run into town for coffee.

“Hope black is okay,” he said as he handed him a cup.

McGee, who was leaning against one of the patrol vehicles and studying the house, thanked him.

The pair stood in silence for several moments as the steam rose from their cups.

“What can you tell me about this Scot Harvath?” Tullis finally asked.

McGee chose his words carefully. Harvath was one of the country’s most valuable intelligence assets. “He’s one of the good guys. And tough as hell. He reminds me a lot of Carlton.”

The Chief let that sit for a moment. He didn’t want to ask his next question, but he had to. “Is Harvath capable of what happened inside?”

“Absolutely not.”

“You sound pretty certain.”

“I’m positive,” McGee declared. “And if you knew him, you’d be positive, too.”

“Then help me out. Who is he? Tell me about him.”

The only reason McGee was here was that Tullis had extended him a professional courtesy. The CIA had no jurisdiction. And short of some as-yet-undiscovered federal nexus or an official request for help, neither did the FBI. The least McGee could do was cooperate. “Where do you want to start?” he asked.

“How about we start with his full name?”

“Scot Thomas Harvath.”

Tullis had his spiral notebook back out, along with his pen. “And what was his relationship to the victims?”

“He worked for Reed Carlton.”

“At The Carlton Group?” the Chief asked.

“Yes.”

“In what capacity?”

McGee raised his cup and took a sip of coffee. “I believe he was Director of Operations.”

“You don’t know for certain?”

“It’s complicated. Harvath wasn’t big on titles. All I know is that Lydia carried out the day-to-day business, while Harvath took care of the ops side of the house.”

“Which entailed what?”

“He dealt with the assignments. Staffing them. Executing them. That sort of thing.”

Tullis took a few notes and then asked, “Tell me about his background.”

“He was a Navy SEAL for many years.”

“Which team?”

“If I remember correctly, he started out at Team Two—the cold-weather specialists—and ended up at SEAL Team Six. He caught the eye of the Secret Service and did some work for them, then ended up at the CIA doing contract work before joining Reed’s operation.”

“What kind of contract work?”

“I can’t discuss that.”

The Chief made several more notes. “Any PTSD?”

McGee shook his head. “The joke in our industry is that guys like Harvath don’t get PTSD, they give it.”

“So no issues that you are aware of.”

“Zero.”

“Any medications?”

“None that I know of.”

“What was his relationship with Cordero?” asked Tullis. “Were they romantically involved?”

“Yes.”

“Married?”

McGee shook his head once again.

“Engaged?”

“Not that I know of.”

“So were they boyfriend-girlfriend?” the cop probed. “Or was it more casual? A friends-with-benefits sort of thing?”

“They had been dating for a while. In fact, Lara had recently moved in with him.”

“Where was that?”

“Virginia, right on the Potomac. Just down from Mount Vernon.”

“Any problems? Any stress in their relationship that you knew of?”

McGee looked at him. “No.”

“How about at work? Any problems between him and Carlton?”

“No.”

“Any problems between him and Lydia Ryan?”

“No.”

“Was there anything beyond business going on between him and Lydia Ryan?”

“Absolutely not,” the CIA Director asserted, getting annoyed. “I’m telling you, Harvath’s not the killer.”

Tullis looked up from his notebook. “I have to ask these questions. I’m just doing my job.”

McGee took another sip of his coffee. He needed to remain professional. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“You’ve lost people. I understand. But what I need you to understand is that until we’re able to rule him out, Harvath is going to remain a person of interest in this case. Based on everything you’ve told me, you must want his name cleared as soon as possible.”

“I do,” McGee replied. “Absolutely.”

“We have that in common, then.”

“What else can I do to help?”

The Chief trailed backward in his notes until he found what he was looking for. “When Harvath checked into the hotel with Cordero, he listed the make, model, color, and tag number of the car he was driving. It was a rental, picked up from Hertz at Manchester-Boston Regional Airport, about an hour and fifteen minutes south of here. It hasn’t been seen either.

“The AG’s people will likely issue a subpoena for the rental agreement. In the meantime, if you can provide a photo of Harvath, as well as his Social Security number, a copy of his driver’s license, as well as any credit card and banking information, you’d be giving the investigation a huge leg up.”

McGee’s mind, partially cleared, was already two steps ahead. “By law, I can’t give you anything from his file, not without a subpoena. But as a private citizen, concerned over his whereabouts, I might be able to get you a photograph.”

“That’d be very helpful.”

“In the meantime, how thoroughly have you searched the area?”

Tullis pointed to the K9 SUV parked halfway down the drive. “We secured a piece of his clothing from the hotel. So far, our canine unit hasn’t had any luck.”

McGee knew that detecting viable scent differed from dog to dog. It normally depended on the handler and how the animal had been trained. The longer the scent was in the wild, though, the harder it was for most dogs to pick up, much less track.

“Any blood or sign of a struggle outside?” he asked.

“None,” answered Tullis.

“Have you checked the shoreline?”

“I have two Marine Patrols working the water. So far, nothing there either.”

McGee wasn’t quite sure how to process that information. On one hand, it sounded as if Harvath hadn’t crawled off somewhere and was lying in the woods dying. On the other hand, how the hell had he been able to walk out of a situation like this? Either he was in pursuit of the killer, or he himself was the killer, which was absolutely a nonstarter.

There was, though, a third possibility: that everyone inside the cottage had been killed as part of an operation to snatch Harvath.

But why kill them? Why be so heavy-handed, so excessive? As the question entered McGee’s mind, he was reminded of the North Korean dictator having his half-brother assassinated in plain sight, in the middle of the Kuala Lumpur International Airport. Then there were Russia’s high-profile assassinations of former spies living in the UK. The Saudis had been arrogant enough to send a fifteen-man hit team, complete with their own forensic pathologist and a bone saw, through Turkish customs to murder a dissident journalist at their embassy in Istanbul.

None of the perpetrators had been afraid to operate on foreign soil, and none had chosen to be understated with their methods. Subtlety and the dark arts no longer seemed to go hand in glove. The world was indeed a dangerous place—and getting more so all the time.

McGee was confident that he had heard and seen enough. He was ready to leave. The sooner he was on the jet, the sooner he could begin relaying instructions back to Langley. Wherever Harvath was, he was going to find him. He only hoped that when he did, Harvath was still alive.

Looking over to where the FBI Director had been chatting with one of the detectives, he saw both men approaching.

“Good news,” the detective said. “We finally made contact with the owners of the home across the street. They have a hide-a-key in back and have given us permission to enter and review their security footage.”

“That is good news,” Tullis replied. “Maybe we just caught a break.”




CHAPTER 8

MURMANSK OBLAST

Hands!” the Spetsnaz soldier shouted in Russian.

Harvath was cradling the moving blanket, and underneath it, out of view, his pistol. Instead of dropping the blanket, he dropped to the floor, repeatedly pressing the trigger as he did.

The rounds struck the Russian in the stomach and in the chest. And as he fell, he fired back.

Harvath rolled as the bullets tore up the fuselage around him. They came dangerously close, but fortunately none found their target.

When the shooting stopped, Harvath stood up and, keeping his pistol pointed at the soldier, approached.

The man was in rough shape. Bleeding badly, he had dropped his rifle when he’d hit the ground. Harvath now kicked it away.

This soldier was the worst of the muscle from New Hampshire. He was the one who had forced everyone, except the Old Man, who was bedridden, onto their knees, in advance of being executed.

When Lara had reached out to Harvath, this Spetsnaz operative had punched her in the gut. Helpless, his hands cuffed behind his back, Harvath had watched in agony as she doubled over in pain.

The Russian then grabbed her by the throat and yanked her to her feet, only to body-slam her to the ground. When she tried to get up, he viciously kicked her in the ribs.

Next to Josef, this was the man Harvath had most wanted to get his hands on—and not in a gentle way.

He could have just put a bullet in his head, ended it, and walked away. But he didn’t. Harvath wanted revenge.

Drawing his boot back, he kicked the man in the side harder than he had ever kicked anyone in his life. Then he did it again, and again, and again, knocking the wind out of him and shattering his rib cage. It was only the beginning.

Kneeling down as the man gasped for air, Harvath wrapped his left hand around the Russian’s throat and began to squeeze, slowly cutting off his oxygen supply.

A bloody froth appeared at the corners of the soldier’s mouth as he fought to suck in air. Harvath kept applying pressure.

He dialed it up until the man’s eyes began to bulge and his skin started to turn blue. Once that had happened, he pushed down as hard as he could, crushing the man’s windpipe. But his bloodlust wasn’t satisfied. Not yet.

Grabbing the man by the hair, he gave in to his rage and pistol-whipped him with the Grach.

Back and forth he swung the weapon, harder and harder with each blow. He struck him for Lara. He struck him for Lydia. He struck him for Reed Carlton. Even the Navy Corpsman.

Totally out of control, he went from pistol-whipping to bludgeoning.

He didn’t stop swinging until he couldn’t lift the pistol anymore. By then, he had beaten the soldier to death.

With his body trembling, his lungs heaving for air, and every ounce of his strength gone, he collapsed against the wall.

Rivulets of sweat ran down his face. Part of him wanted to throw up. Another part of him wanted to revive the Russian, just so he could beat him some more.

Revenge was a bitter medicine. It didn’t cure suffering. It didn’t provide closure. It only hollowed you out further.

Harvath didn’t care. In his world, you didn’t let wrongs go unanswered—not wrongs like this, and especially not when you had the ability to do something.

Vengeance was a necessary function of a civilized world, particularly at its margins, in its most remote and wild regions. Evildoers, unwilling to submit to the rule of law, needed to lie awake in their beds at night worried about when justice would eventually come for them. If laws and standards were not worth enforcing, then they certainly couldn’t be worth following.

The Russians wanted to enjoy the peace and prosperity of a civilized world, without the encumbrances of following any of its laws. They wanted their sovereign territory respected, their system of government respected, their ability for self-determination respected, and on and on.

What they didn’t want was to be forced to play by the same rules as everyone else. They fomented revolutions, invaded and annexed other sovereign nations, violated international agreements, murdered journalists, murdered dissidents, and strove to subvert democratic elections and other democratic processes throughout the Western world.

If the Russians were allowed to sit at the global table without adhering to any international norms, why would the totalitarian regimes of the Middle East, Africa, or Asia bother to comply? It was much easier to amass wealth and hold on to power by subverting rather than by respecting the rule of law.

But bad behavior, be it by an Osama bin Laden, a Saddam Hussein, or a Muammar Gaddafi, couldn’t simply be wished away. There was no moral equivalence among systems of government, their leaders, or cultures. Any society that did not respect human rights or the rule of law could not consider itself the equal of those that did. Cancer was cancer. Only by tackling it head-on could you hope to beat it.

And in a sense, that had always been Harvath’s job—going after cancer. When everything else failed, he was called in to kill it, by any means necessary.

Sometimes he was given a strict set of rules by which to operate. Other times, things were so bad that his superiors agreed to look the other way, as long as he got the job done. And he always got the job done, just as he would get this job done.

With his strength returning, he reached down and unsheathed the man’s knife. Then, leaning forward, he grabbed him by the hair and began slicing.

When rescuers eventually showed up, Harvath wanted it to be clear what had happened here. The Russians were not only superstitious but also congenital gossips. The tale would make its way through their military and intelligence services. By the time it was done being told, he would be credited not only with killing some of their most elite operators but with bringing down the plane as well. If nothing else, they would think twice about ever coming for an American like him again.

After swapping out the magazine in his pistol, he checked the man’s wrist. This was the asshole who, on top of everything else, had also stolen his watch.

Sure enough, there it was—his Bell & Ross Diver. Removing it, Harvath put it in his pocket and finished patting down the dead soldier, helping himself to anything of value, including his rifle. Gathering up the blanket, he then returned to the loadmaster.

Though he hadn’t been gone long, he found the man worse than when he had left him.

In his hand, the loadmaster held a tattered picture of his family. Even if Harvath had found something to use as a lever, he wasn’t going to make it. All he could do at this point was make him comfortable.

Draping the blanket over him, he stoked the fire and sat down next to him. It was bad enough he was going to die; he shouldn’t have to die alone. His to-do list could wait.

As he listened to the wind howling outside, he kept one hand on his pistol, one hand on his flashlight, and both eyes on the ruptures in the fuselage. There was one last passenger still unaccounted for: the one in charge of the operation, the man who had given everyone else their orders, the most important passenger of all: Josef.

As he sat there, all the horrific images from New Hampshire began to flood back into his mind, but he didn’t have the energy for them. His focus needed to be on staying alive. The biggest part of that strategy depended on information.

Reaching over to the loadmaster, he gently put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said to him in Russian, and he meant it.

The man opened his eyes halfway and looked at him. “Spasiba,” he responded. Thank you.
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