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			JUNE 12

			ATHENS, GREECE

			It was hot, and noisy, as Michael Avery picked his way through the late-afternoon crowds clogging Athens’s famous Plaka district. Behind him, two Diplomatic Security Service agents mixed with the throng. A block over, a contingent of heavily armed Marines and an NSA communications expert followed in a nondescript van. There should have been a drone, but things had moved too fast.

			Avery, the U.S. ambassador to Greece, had been told to come alone. The White House, though, had other plans. Too much was at stake.

			In his white polo shirt and blue blazer, Avery looked like any other upscale Westerner visiting Greece during the height of the tourist season. He even carried a backpack casually slung over one shoulder. But unlike the other backpacks around him, his contained an encrypted laptop, complete with a wireless modem and sophisticated remote-viewing application.

			He was passing a small outdoor café with a dramatic view of the Acropolis and the ancient Parthenon atop it, when his cell phone rang.

			“Stop there and take a table,” said a voice with a heavy Greek accent. “You know what to do next.”

			Yes, Ambassador Avery did know what to do next. A thumb drive with a final set of instructions had been delivered to the embassy that morning. The instructions indicated that the drive could be used only once and that any attempts to copy or crack it before the appointed time would result in all of its data being destroyed.

			Avery sat down at a table and, after ordering coffee, removed the encrypted laptop from his backpack and powered it up. The drive glowed as it was plugged in. Within moments, a private-message screen popped up, and the words Good afternoon, Mr. Ambassador. Thank you for coming. appeared.

			Back in the van, the NSA communications expert could see in real time exactly what the ambassador was seeing, thanks to the laptop’s remote-viewing application, and he began trying to locate the source of the transmission.

			Are you prepared to transfer the funds? appeared next.

			How do we know the merchandise is authentic? typed Avery.

			One word was returned: Watch.

			The ambassador’s screen split into two separate windows. Next to the dialogue box, an image came up, titled JFK/ATC. He discreetly tilted his head and spoke toward the microphone sewn into the lapel of his blazer: “Are you getting this?”

			“All of it. So is Washington,” replied the tech in the van. A satellite uplink was beaming everything to the States for verification.

			Avery pressed the mini-earpiece farther into his ear as he anxiously awaited word. Seconds later, it came.

			“Verification complete,” the tech said. “Mr. Ambassador, you are looking at a live picture of JFK’s Air Traffic Control system.”

			Knowing what might happen next sent chills down Michael Avery’s spine. His hands shook as he typed the following message: We are ready to proceed.

			One by one, aircraft started disappearing from the screen.

			Forty-five seconds later, the NSA man’s voice came back over the ambassador’s earpiece. “JFK is reporting a major ATC system malfunction. They’re losing track of all their inbound aircraft. The merchandise is authentic.”

			Initializing funds transfer, typed the ambassador as he began the predetermined sequence. The green status bar seemed to take forever. When the Transfer Successful message finally materialized on the screen, aircraft flying in the New York area began reappearing on ATC radar.

			Simultaneously, a third window appeared on the ambassador’s laptop. In it, he could see a live picture of the device the United States had just paid so handsomely for. As the image widened, he could see the Parthenon in the foreground.

			“We’re on it,” said the Marine commander over Avery’s earpiece as the van took off to claim the merchandise.

			The ambassador continued to watch the feed as a pair of hands came into view, picked up the device, and secreted it inside the nearest trash can, as agreed, for pickup.

			“Sir,” said one of the Diplomatic Security Service agents as he approached the table. “There’s a car waiting. We’d like to get you back to the embassy.”

			Avery nodded and was just about to shut down his laptop, when he noticed the camera from the Acropolis being moved. There were jerky flashes of legs and feet as someone hastily repositioned it to overlook the road below. Seconds later, the white embassy van with the Marines and the NSA tech entered the frame. The camera followed its approach.

			How the hell did they already ID the van? Avery wondered. “Are you seeing this?” he asked the lead Diplomatic Security Service agent.

			The agent looked at the ambassador’s screen.

			“Why would they want us to watch our own guys?” Avery continued.

			The agent raised his sleeve and spoke into the microphone. “Beachcomber, this is Point Guard,” he said. “Be advised, someone is filming your approach. You have been compromised. Repeat. You have been compromised.”

			But before the men in the white van could respond, the entire Plaka district shook with what sounded like a giant knife tearing through the fabric of the afternoon sky. The ambassador watched, aghast, as the video feed showed a shoulder-fired missile slamming through the windshield and the van exploding.

			The lead DS agent didn’t waste any time. Grabbing the ambassador and the laptop, he and his partner sped Avery out of the café and down the closest side street.

			All around them, people rushed out of the shops and restaurants to look up and stare at the plume of black smoke rising from the Acropolis.

			As the ambassador and the DS agents turned the next corner, they could see the embassy’s dark armor-plated BMW. The street was completely abandoned. “Faster!” the lead agent yelled. They were almost there.

			Reaching the car, the lead agent flung open the rear door. As he began to shove the ambassador inside, a motorcycle screamed down the sidewalk.

			The DS agents reached for their weapons, but it was too late.

		

	
		
			ONE MONTH LATER

			DODECANESE ISLANDS

			SOUTHEASTERN AEGEAN, GREECE

			Lying in the tall grass less than a hundred meters from a sprawling, whitewashed villa, Scot Harvath could hear the ocean pounding against the rocky shore below. He used the Leopold Mark 4 scope and Universal Night Sight atop his SR25 Knights Armament rifle to search for any sign of the home’s owner, Theologos Papandreou.

			U.S. Intelligence had fingered Papandreou as the mastermind behind what were being called the “Acropolis attacks.”

			Despite the fact that a firebomb had been tossed into the car after the shooting and the bodies were burned beyond recognition, ballistics reports indicated that the weapon used to kill Ambassador Avery, as well as the two DS agents accompanying him, was a .45-caliber automatic—the same .45-caliber used in a string of high-profile assassinations attributed to the Greek terrorist organization 21 August.

			The group took its name from the date of their first terrorist attack—August 21, 1975—when they assassinated the CIA’s Athens station chief, along with his deputy.

			They were a Marxist-Leninist organization that despised capitalism. Their number one goal was to rid Greece of all Western influence, particularly American influence, and install a more “equitable” system of government, no matter what it took.

			Papandreou was heavily connected to the group and apparently didn’t like that the U.S. Defense Department had teamed up with a Greek technology company on a revolutionary new device.

			Though the device was originally created to remotely tweak the navigational routes and fuel efficiency of large container ships via satellite, the Pentagon had seen an even bigger potential for it. With the right enhancements to the software, a missile could be diverted mid-flight, a ship sent in a completely different direction, or a plane could be taken back from hijackers without a hostage rescue team ever stepping foot on board.

			 The Pentagon considered it one of the most exciting, and dangerous, pieces of technology ever developed.

			Forty-eight hours prior to Ambassador Avery’s assassination, a mobile version of the device had been stolen. Shortly thereafter, an unidentified organization contacted the U.S. embassy and offered one chance to buy it back. With the blessing of the White House, Avery and his people had put together a hasty recovery operation.

			The President of the United States was furious—and not just with the terrorists. He couldn’t believe that in a country of only eleven million, the Greeks couldn’t lay their hands on what every Western intelligence agency agreed was a terror cell of no more than ten to fifteen people. The “Athens Problem,” as it had become known in intelligence circles, had been a problem for too long, and the president wanted it stopped.

			Adding to the mission’s urgency, the CIA had just learned that 21 August had a buyer for the device—an unidentified Iranian national, and the transaction was going to take place any day. Harvath had been sent to Greece to recover the mobile device as quickly as possible, and by any means necessary.

			As a Navy SEAL, and now as a covert counterterrorism operative for the U.S. government, Harvath had spent the better part of his professional life pulling a trigger. One of the sadder truths he had learned was that there were a lot of people in the world who needed to be killed. He tried to remind himself that more often than not, the people on the receiving end of his lead-tipped missives were beyond being reasoned with. They posed serious threats to the stability and safety of the civilized world and had to be taken out.

			Tonight, though, Harvath had his doubts. There were too many unanswered questions, starting with why Avery had been outside the security of the embassy with such a light guard. Only two DS agents? On an assignment like that? In Athens, of all places, especially considering its history?

			In his briefing in D.C., he had pushed back on the CIA’s intel so many times, his boss pulled him out in the hallway so he could give him a thorough dressing-down. Harvath, though, didn’t care. The dots didn’t connect cleanly enough for him, certainly not cleanly enough to take a man’s life. Nevertheless, he had his orders.

			Glancing at his Kobold tactical wristwatch from his place in the grass, he wondered where the hell his target was. Papandreou should have been here by now.

			Suddenly, the sound of the ocean crashing on the rocky beach below was replaced by the sound of tires crunching down the villa’s long gravel drive. Harvath leaned into his rifle and pressed himself flatter against the damp earth.

			A blue Land Rover rolled to a stop before the large double doors of the house. When the driver’s door opened, Harvath peered through his scope, but it was no good. He couldn’t see the man’s face.

			“Norseman, have you ID’d the target?” said a voice over his headset, thousands of miles away in the White House Situation Room.

			“Negative,” replied Harvath. “Stand by.”

			Straining through the scope, Harvath tried to get a positive identification.

			“Norseman, satellite is giving us only one, I repeat, one individual in that vehicle. Can you confirm the subject’s identity? Do we have our man?”

			Command-and-control elements in the rear always wanted to know everything that was going on in the field. Harvath, though, couldn’t give them a play-by-play and pay full attention to his assignment, so he gave them the field operative’s polite equivalent of shut the hell up. “Clear the net,” he commanded.

			The chatter on his headset fell silent, and Harvath watched as the driver exited the vehicle. From where he was positioned, he’d have to wait until the man came around the Land Rover and made it to the double doors of the villa before he had a clear view of his face.

			“Ten seconds until subject ID,” said Harvath, more for his own benefit than for the men and women gathered in the Situation Room.

			Three more steps, Harvath thought to himself as the man rounded the grille of the Land Rover. But as the man’s head came into view, a shot rang out, and with a spray of blood, the target fell face-first onto the gravel drive.

			“What the fuc—”  Harvath began to whisper into his microphone.

			“Norseman,” came the voice from the Situation Room. “What just happened?”

			Harvath scanned the area as best he could with his scope. “Subject has been shot. Subject is down.”

			“Did you shoot him?” the voice from Washington demanded.

			“Negative. There appears to be another shooter on site.”

			 “Can you ID the target?”

			Harvath stared through his scope at the man lying in the driveway. “Negative. Identification is impossible from my position. The subject’s facedown in the gravel.”

			“We need you to ID the target.”

			Harvath tried to keep his anger in check. “We’ve got an active shooter. I need you to pinpoint him for me first.”

			“No can do,” said the voice from the Situation Room. “Infrared satellite is only showing you, and the subject adjacent to the vehicle.”

			“Not even a heat signature from a recently discharged weapon?” asked Harvath, though he knew if they could see it, they’d tell him.

			“That’s a negative. No heat signature.”

			Whoever the shooter was, he was very good and being very careful.

			Harvath was truly up against it. There was no way he could move to the driveway, not when the other sniper could be out there waiting for someone to approach the body. He needed to create some sort of a distraction.

			Waiting for him two hundred meters offshore was the Amalia, a weather-beaten Greek trawler manned by the only two people in Greece Harvath trusted, Ben Metaxas and his brother, Yannis. Harvath had met Ben while his SEAL team was training in the Aegean with the Greek navy. He and Ben had become fast friends, and to this day Harvath still spent a good amount of his vacation time every year kicking back at Ben’s beach bar on the island of Antiparos.

			Changing his radio frequency, Harvath raised Ben on the Amalia, told him what had happened and what he needed him to do. When Ben’s flare broke over the water four and a half minutes later, Harvath was already up and running.

			He never bothered ID’ing the body—it would have been suicide. Instead, Harvath grabbed the man by the collar, kicked open the villa’s double doors, and dragged him inside the courtyard. It was only then that Harvath rolled the body over and was shocked by what he saw.

			It wasn’t Papandreou at all. It was another man whose photo Harvath had seen while being briefed back in the States. Constantine Nomikos owned the technology company the Pentagon had partnered with.

			What the hell was he doing here? Harvath wondered. Changing freqs, he updated the Situation Room.

			With no other vehicles inbound, Harvath was told to forget everything and try to locate the device.

			Easy for them to say, he thought. With the Metaxas brothers floating offshore on the Amalia, Harvath had no one to cover his back. Somewhere close by was a killer who had been sent with likely the very same orders.

			Suddenly, the landscape lighting in the courtyard went out. Someone had just cut the power. Harvath needed to move.

			He found the front door unlocked and slipped inside. Papandreou’s study was down a long hallway to the left. He moved soundlessly over the white marble floor toward it.

			When he arrived at the study, he stopped at the door and listened for any sound coming from the other side. Nothing. Slowly, he pushed the door open with the toe of his boot.

			In less than two minutes, he found Papandreou’s safe secreted behind a false panel. It was an American-made Safari-brand, extremely difficult and time-consuming to crack. He would have to blow it. The only question was how much C-4 to use.

			Because of the thickness of the steel, he was going to have to use everything he had. If the device was inside and that meant potentially damaging it, then so be it. He knew Washington would be glad just to know it was out of commission.

			After removing the charges from his pack and setting them, he took cover behind Papandreou’s desk. He then triggered the detonator and blew the door off its hinges in an enormous explosion.

			He didn’t wait for the smoke to clear. Rushing forward, he prepared to grab the device and haul ass, but the safe was empty.

			Damn it, he cursed under his breath. The CIA had all but assured him that the device was being kept at the villa—most likely in Papandreou’s safe. Now what was he going to do?

			Knowing that blowing the safe had drawn the attention of the shooter, Harvath quickly exited the study and began making his way back down the hallway, his SR25 up and at the ready.

			He passed several rooms, and was about to pass the kitchen, when something caught his eye. In the middle of the kitchen floor, a rug had been pulled back and a trapdoor of some sort stood wide open.

			He swept in and cleared the kitchen, but then hesitated near the opening. A series of stone steps corkscrewed down into the darkness. Was it a trap? Or would it lead to the device? Both were possible. Double-checking the tactical light mounted on his rifle, he decided to find out.

			The steps led to a low-ceilinged, rough-hewn corridor carved from the bedrock. It was illuminated by a long string of bare bulbs. Harvath hated tunnels. They usually provided insufficient cover and had an undesirable propensity for funneling enemy fire right at you.

			Hugging the wall, he followed the corridor for several hundred meters. He was well beyond the grounds of the villa above when he began to smell salt water.

			Soon thereafter, the tunnel and its string of bulbs ended at narrow fissure in the rock. Harvath couched down and looked inside. As best he could tell, it went back several feet and then made a jagged turn to the right.

			He used his tactical light sparingly as he picked his way along this much smaller passageway winding its way through the rock like a snake trying to escape a grass fire.

			Thirty-five meters later, the tunnel opened onto a brightly lit grotto with a strip of sand. Upon it were beached two heavily armed Farallon DPVs, or Diver Propulsion Vehicles. Any doubts Harvath may have harbored about the quality of the CIA’s intelligence were quickly melting away.

			From just beyond the sand, a sudden flash of sparks and a high-pitched, grinding whine caught Harvath’s attention. A metal canister was propped between two large rocks, and someone dressed in black was attempting to cut into it using a circular saw.

			Harvath’s instinct was to call in what he was seeing to Washington, but he had lost all radio contact the minute he descended the stairs beneath the kitchen.

			Finding a narrow footpath, he carefully picked his way down, sweeping his eyes back and forth across the grotto for threats. When his feet hit the sand, he moved forward as silently as a shadow.

			With sparks flying and the screech of metal grinding upon metal, the black-clad figure was oblivious to Harvath’s approach. It wasn’t until he gave two bright bursts from his tactical light that the wet-suited man even knew he was there.

			Slowly the man set the saw down and turned to face him. As he did, Harvath was nearly speechless. “Ambassador Avery?” he asked. “I don’t understand. I thought you were dead.”

			The silver-haired ambassador quickly masked his surprise at being discovered. “Obviously I’m not,” he replied. “Who the hell are you?”

			“My name’s Harvath. I was tasked by the Pentagon to find your killers.”

			“The Pentagon? They couldn’t find their ass with both hands. I suppose you’ve also been tasked with retrieving the device.”

			There was something about looking into the eyes of a dead man that caused Harvath to mentally pull back and play it dumb until he could get a handle on what was going on. “The device, sir? What device?”

			“Don’t bullshit me,” barked Avery. “That’s what this is all about. Put your weapon down and give me a hand. We haven’t got much time.”

			“Where’s Papandreou, sir?”

			When Avery didn’t respond, Harvath repeated, “Where is Papandreou?”

			“He went for a swim,” said the ambassador, motioning over his shoulder toward the water. “I don’t think he’s coming back.”

			Harvath looked to where the beach dropped off into the deep water of the grotto. Several feet below the surface he could make out the shape of a man wrapped multiple times in what looked like heavy anchor chain. Had he driven the other DPV into the grotto, only to be double-crossed by Avery?

			The hair on the back of Harvath’s neck was standing up. He didn’t like this. Steadying his SR25 on the center of the ambassador’s chest, he ordered, “Get your hands up where I can see them.”

			“What the hell are you doing?”

			“Taking you into custody.”

			“No, you’re not. I’ve got an assignment to complete. If you get in my way and fuck this up, I’ll make sure you burn for it.”

			“Just the way you did in Athens?” Harvath replied, recalling the crime scene photos he’d seen of the ambassador’s burned out vehicle. Everyone believed the killers had firebombed the BMW to impede the eventual investigation. Little did they know how right they had been.

			“I ought to put a bullet in you right here,” continued Harvath. “Good men on your detail died. And for what? Money?”

			“Lots of money,” a voice suddenly said from behind. “Twenty-five million and counting. Now drop your weapon.”

			Harvath did as he was told.

			Turning, he saw the one of the two DS agents from the ambassador’s security detail, the one known as Point Guard. He was a large man, much bigger than Harvath. He was wearing an Infrared reduction suit and carried a fully automatic French FA-MAS rifle with a high-powered scope.

			“So much for the difference between porcupines and BMWs,” said Harvath.

			Point Guard stared at him. “What are you talking about?”

			“Usually with a BMW, the pricks are on the inside. But in the case of you and the ambassador, the pricks actually were on the outside.”

			Stepping up to Harvath, the agent raised his MAS and butt-stroked him across the jaw.

			Harvath saw stars and fell to one knee.

			“We’ve all gotta do what we’ve all gotta do,” said the ambassador as he stripped Harvath of his weapons and equipment and tossed them into the water.

			“And in your case,” replied Point Guard as he kept him covered, “you’re going to join Mr. Papandreou for a swim.”

			Harvath spat a gob of blood from his mouth. “Probably not a good idea. I just ate before I got here.”

			“Very funny, wiseass.”

			“How long have you been working for 21 August?”

			The ambassador smiled. “We don’t work for them. They work for us. Mr. Papandreou screwed up very badly a while back. I just happened to be there and offered not to turn him in if he would be my eyes and ears inside the organization.”

			“Did the State Department or CIA know about this?”

			“Of course not; Papandreou was too valuable an asset to be shared.”

			“And Nomikos?” Harvath asked. “What was his role in all of this?”

			“Papandreou was an investor in his company. When the device went missing, Nomikos started putting things together. He wanted to talk, so Papandreou invited him out here tonight. He was a loose end that needed to be dealt with.”

			Harvath had to hand it to them. “You skate with the money and the device, ready to start a new life anywhere you choose. And everything gets blamed on 21 August.”

			“Precisely,” replied Point Guard.

			“And the device’s rumored Jordanian buyer?”

			“Will be meeting us in a hotel on Sicily in three days,” said Avery, “so I’m sure you can appreciate that we need to get on with our business.”

			Handing his weapon to the ambassador, Point Guard grabbed a length of anchor chain and approached Harvath.

			Harvath made a move to take his legs out from under him and get control of his sidearm, but he wasn’t fast enough. The DS agent dodged left and brought an elbow crashing down into Harvath’s temple.  He saw stars once again and fell to the ground.

			Point Guard worked quickly, wrapping the anchor chain around Harvath’s wrists and ankles and then began half-dragging, half-carrying him into the water. All Harvath could think about was staying alive, but no matter how hard he struggled he couldn’t get free.

			As Harvath felt the bottom sloping beneath the bigger man’s feet, he knew that any moment now he was going to be let go.

			Drowning seemed like an ignoble death for a SEAL, and yet that was exactly what was rushing headlong to meet him.

			He counted to three and then as fast and as hard as he could rolled his shoulders forward, his hands grasping for any item of his killer’s clothing.

			 As he did, there was a snap, followed by a searing pain in his upper arm. Somewhere in the back of his mind something told him it was serious, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was staying alive.

			Trying again, struggling with all of his might to break free, he heard another snap and a second later blood began dripping into his eyes. But upon looking up, he realized the blood wasn’t his.

			It was only a quick look—something lodged in Point Guard’s throat, and blood was spurting out all around it. And then the powerful hands that had been dragging him into the water released their grasp.

			In an instant, the heavy chain pulled him under. It happened so quickly he’d had no time to fill his lungs with air.

			He scrambled desperately to locate the upward slope and inchworm his way back to the beach, but it was no use. The sand was too soft, and each time he moved he only sank deeper.

			His chest felt like it was pinned beneath a thousand pounds of concrete. Every fiber of his body screamed for air. His vision was dimming at the edges, and he knew it was only going to be a few seconds before his mouth reflexively opened in one final, desperate attempt at life and his lungs sucked in and hopelessly filled with water.

			Harvath had no intention of dying and redoubled his fight. But as he did, he felt something strange bump his back. It felt, maybe, like the nose of a shark, which was all too possible, as the grotto was connected to the sea.

			The bump came again, followed by another. Soon he was being pulled away. He strained to see what it was, but his vision was almost completely black, and the water was filled with blood. Harvath told himself it would all be over soon.

			Finally, there was quiet. Deep, cold, the-end-is-finally-here quiet.

			No sooner had the quiet settled over him than he had the eerie sensation of breaking the surface. Immediately, his eyes shot open and he began sucking in searing, greedy gasps of air.

			Thrashing in the shallow water, he swung left and right, trying to find the shark.

			“Easy,” said a voice as a pair of weathered hands began unwinding the chain from around his wrists and ankles.

			Harvath looked up and saw the face of Ben Metaxas. “Ben, what—”

			“Careful, my friend, don’t move,” he said.

			“Why? What’s going on?”

			“Yannis is a much better shot than I am, I’m afraid.”

			Harvath didn’t understand. “What are you talking about?”

			“Your arm,” said Ben.

			Looking down at his arm, Harvath saw a long metal shaft and realized what had pierced the throat of his killer: a speargun. Harvath’s own wound was almost as serious. The spear had gone straight through his left biceps and almost punctured his rib cage.

			“How did you get here?”

			Ben held up his mask and swim fins, “There was another boat offshore. We saw lights under water come this way. When we couldn’t reach you on the radio, we came to find you.”

			Harvath remembered the ambassador. “The other man. What happened to the other man?”

			“The man on the beach?”

			“Yes.”

			“He’s dead,” said Yannis as he made his way back toward them. “I shot him with this.” Yannis held up Point Guard’s weapon.

			“What about the canister?” asked Harvath, fighting back the shock beginning to take over his body.

			“He dropped it in the tunnel. Don’t worry.”

			But Harvath was worried. They had to secure the canister and get the hell out of there. “We need that canister. Go get it.”

			Harvath collapsed onto the sand and waited for Yannis to come back with the device. While he lay there, Ben found a pair of shears and clipped off as much of the spear’s shaft as he could and then dressed the wound. It was an incredibly painful procedure.

			The longer Yannis was gone, the more Harvath began to worry. When he did finally return, it wasn’t with good news. “I can’t find it.”

			“What do you mean?” said Harvath as Ben helped him to his feet.

			“The canister is gone.”

			“That’s impossible. We’re the only ones here.”

			“It’s gone,” he repeated.

			Suddenly the bottom dropped out of Harvath’s stomach. The second DS agent from Athens. “We’ve got to get upstairs.”

			He led the way as quickly as he could through the low tunnel, down the corridor, up the stone steps into the house, and out into the courtyard—right up to the spot where Constantine Nomikos’s blue Land Rover had been sitting less than half an hour before. But now, it was gone.

			Harvath reached for his radio, only to realize that Ambassador Avery had pitched it into the water, along with the rest of his gear.

			Defeated, Harvath leaned back against the outer wall of the courtyard. He tried to tell himself that it would be impossible for the DS agent to hide forever, but he had been around long enough to know that with enough money, anything in life was possible.

			He had also been around long enough to know that the good guys didn’t always win.

		

	
		
			AFTERWORD

			Years ago, Vince Flynn and had a conversation about “going back.” As in, Would you ever go back and revisit one of your earlier novels?

			“No way,” Vince had said. “Absolutely not.”

			His rationale had been that as a writer, you would drive yourself crazy with everything you might want to change. It was an opinion I shared. Once my novels are released out into the world, they have to survive on their own. It’s kind of like how some people view children. Once they hit adulthood, shove them out the door and change the locks. If you have raised them right, they’ll do well. If you haven’t, your mistakes will haunt you forever.

			Obviously, there is a big difference between releasing a novel and preparing a child for a successful, productive life. As a writer and a father, I feel pretty safe saying that. But you do need to be prepared in both instances to step back. With The Athens Solution, though, I thought I would jump back in—and it has been a blast.

			The Athens Solution is the first, and only, short story I have ever published. It was published on June 1, 2006, as part of the highly successful Thriller anthology, benefiting the International Thriller Writers Association. I had published my very first novel, The Lions of Lucerne, just four short years before in January 2002. Almost a decade later, I still love this story—particularly its setting.

			I had fallen in love with Greece—if you can believe it—through two advertising campaigns. One was a television commercial for American Express, shot on the island of Santorini and featuring the song “Rescue Me” by Fontella Bass (which I have playing right now by the way). The other was Claudia Schiffer’s iconic, black-and-white magazine photo spread for Guess, shot on the island of Mykonos.

			I was studying abroad in Paris, and spring break was quickly approaching. French friends encouraged me to visit Greece. It was very affordable and nicely fit my student budget. I spent two weeks there traveling—a couple of days in Athens and then the rest in the islands.

			On the island of Paros, where I would return that summer and two summers later to work in a great little bar, I had the seed of the idea for the Athens Solution story. It was about an assassin who had traveled to Greece to carry out an assignment, only to be stymied by a terrible change in the weather.

			I had envisioned the assassin scaling the outside of the hotel, where I was living at the time, in the pouring rain. One bad turn would lead to another, and another, ultimately defeating an otherwise brilliantly conceived plan. In the end, much like Scot Harvath, the assassin was unsuccessful in achieving his ultimate goal.

			Not until revisiting The Athens Solution did I realize that it was the culmination of that idea born on a rainy day more than two decades ago on that little Greek island.

			I tried to keep as true to the original story as possible. Some things, though, I had to change. I hope those few changes made the story even more enjoyable for you.

			Going forward, I have a lot of short-story ideas, so expect to see many more from me. If they are even half as much fun to work on as this one was, we’re all in for a very good time!

		

	
		
			Read more of Brad Thor’s bestselling writing in Code of Conduct—and be sure to pre-order his next pulse-pounding thriller, Foreign Agent, available June 14, 2016, wherever books and ebooks are sold.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			

			

			WASHINGTON, D.C.

			When word leaked that the President had been taken to the Bethesda Naval Hospital for observation, panic set in. If the President of the United States wasn’t safe from the virus, no one was.

			Scot Harvath swerved around the car in front of him and sped through the intersection as the light changed. The traffic was worsening. Quarantine rumors had sent people rushing to stores to stock up.

			“We don’t need to do this,” the woman sitting next to him said.

			What she meant was that he didn’t need to do this. He could leave too. He didn’t have to stay behind in D.C.

			“I’ve already talked to Jon and his wife,” he replied. “You’ll be safe there.”

			“What about you?”

			“I’ll be okay. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

			He was lying. It was a white lie, meant to make her feel better, but it was a lie nonetheless. They were already talking about shutting down air traffic. That’s why he needed to get her out tonight.

			“What if we’re overreacting?” she asked.

			“We’re not.”

			Lara knew he was right. She had seen the projections. Even the “best case” numbers were devastating. The cities would be the hardest hit. Hospitals were already at surge capacity, and were being overrun by otherwise healthy people who had convinced themselves they were showing one or more of the symptoms. It was beginning to make it impossible for real emergencies like heart attack and acute asthma sufferers to be seen. And it was only going to get worse.

			Cities, towns, and villages from coast to coast scrambled to figure out how they would continue to deliver essential services, much less deal with the staggering number of bodies if the death toll reached even half of what was being predicted. In a word, they couldn’t.

			As they succumbed to the virus, or stayed home to protect their own families, fewer and fewer first responders would be available. Soon, 911 call centers would go down. After that, water treatment facilities and power plants. Hospitals, pharmacies, and grocery stores would have all long ceased operating—the majority of them looted and burned to the ground. Chaos and anarchy would reign.

			The only people who might hope to survive were those who had exercised some degree of caution and had prepared in advance. But even then, there was still no guarantee. Riding in the wake of Death and his pale horse was another force that would prove just as devastating—those who planned to take advantage of the chaos.

			Suddenly, two blue-and-white Department of Homeland Security Suburbans spun around the corner and came racing toward them, their lights and sirens blaring.

			Harvath jerked his wheel hard to the right to get out of their way. Even then, he came within inches of being hit before the DHS vehicles swerved back into their lane.

			Lara turned in her seat as they sped past. “Jesus!” she exclaimed. “Did you see that? They almost hit us.”

			The chaos had officially started.

			Before he could respond, his cell phone rang. “Good,” he said, after listening to the voice on the other end. “We’re ten minutes away.”

			Disconnecting the call, he pressed harder on the accelerator and told her, “The plane just landed. Everything will be ready by the time we get there.”

			Nearing the private aviation section of Reagan International, there was a sea of limousines and black Town Cars. He wasn’t the only one who had seen the writing on the wall. Those who could get out were getting out now.

			Not wanting to get tied up in the parking lot, he pulled to the side of the road near the entrance and hopped out to get Lara’s bag.

			Opening the rear of his Tahoe, he plugged his combination into one of the drawers of his TruckVault and pulled it open.

			“I already have my duty weapon,” Lara said. “Plus, my credentials and extra ammo.”

			She was always armed. He knew that. Removing a small, hard-sided Pelican Case, he handed it to her. “Just in case,” he said.

			Lara popped the latches and flipped open the lid. “Sat phone?” she asked.

			Harvath nodded. “If this gets worse, the cell phone network won’t stay up for long.”

			“Is my cell even going to work up there?”

			“Once you leave Anchorage, you might as well turn it off until you get to the lodge. There’s no cell service there, but you can make calls over their WiFi.”

			Removing the battery cover, he showed her where he had taped the number for the sat phone he kept in his bug-out bag. If everything failed, the sat phones would be their fallback.

			Closing up the Tahoe, he picked up her bag and walked with her to the Signature Flight Support building. Inside, it was pandemonium.

			Wealthy families jostled with corporate executives to speed the departure of their jets. There were mountains of luggage and from what he overheard, a vast array of destinations—Jackson Hole, Eleuthera, Costa Rica, Kauai—likely second or third home locations where they hoped to ride out the storm.

			Harvath spotted their copilot who took Lara’s bag and the Pelican Case and walked them out to the jet.

			Harvath didn’t want a long goodbye. He wanted them in the air as quickly as possible.

			Wrapping his arms around her, he kissed her. It felt detached, distant. His mind had already left the airport. It was on to the dangerous assignment that lay in front of him.

			“It’s still not too late,” she said.

			It was and she knew it.

			“You need to get going,” he replied, giving her one more kiss as he broke off their hug.

			“See me onto the plane.”

			It was too loud on the tarmac to hear the chime, but he felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. Pulling it out, he read the message. Now he really needed to go.

			“I can’t,” he said, kissing her one last time. “Let me know when you get there.”

			With that, he turned and walked back to the Signature Flight Support building.

			•••

			As soon as he was inside, he called the person who had texted him. “Are you positive about this?” he asked.

			“One hundred percent,” the voice on the other end responded.

			“How long do I have?”

			“Could be hours. Could be days. What are you going to do?”

			“What would you do?” Harvath asked.

			“Get my affairs in order and hope it’s painless.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

						

			

			ITURI PROVINCE

			DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO

			ONE WEEK EARLIER

			The heavy truck rolled through the early morning darkness. Mist clung to the damp jungle road.

			Scot Harvath pulled out his phone and watched the video again. How many times had he seen it now? A hundred? Two hundred?

			It was shaky and parts were out of focus. A team in biohazard suits could be seen going into a small medical clinic. Moments later, there were muzzle flashes and gunfire. Then nothing.

			The footage had been emailed to CARE International, the U.S.-based charitable organization that had helped establish the clinic. The video quickly made its way to CARE’s founder, businessman cum philanthropist, Ben Beaman.

			Over the next several hours, Beaman tried to contact the Matumaini Clinic in eastern Congo. No one replied. Finally, he hit the panic button and reached out to the most senior person he knew at the State Department. But with no Americans at the clinic at the time, there was little the State Department could do. It was “outside their mission,” as his contact informed him. The man offered to make some calls on his behalf, but told Beaman not to get his hopes up.

			Beaman saw CARE as a family. An attack on one of them was an attack on all of them. He made no distinction whether the person was from Kinshasa or Kansas City. If the State Department wouldn’t help, he’d have to look elsewhere.

			But where? Even if he knew someone there, the FBI and CIA were just as likely to say no. Some tiny African clinic in the middle of nowhere was outside everyone’s “mission.” But there had to be someone who could help him.

			Which had gotten him thinking.

			When one of his doctors had been kidnapped from the CARE hospital in Afghanistan, a particularly resourceful man had been hired to fly over and get her back. That was the kind of help he needed.

			It took Beaman several phone calls to track Scot Harvath down. He was working for a private intelligence company that didn’t advertise. They didn’t need to.

			The majority of the Carlton Group’s work had previously been via black contracts through the Department of Defense. Now, though, they were finding themselves repeatedly tasked on covert operations by the White House and the Central Intelligence Agency.

			There had been a rough patch when the Carlton Group had no choice but to take anything that came their way, but that was in the past. They seldom took private assignments anymore. When they did, there had to be a compelling reason.

			Similar to Doctors Without Borders, CARE went where few dared and even fewer wanted to go. From Mumbai to Mogadishu, they had set up shop in some of the worst poverty-stricken backwaters of the third world.

			While there, CARE’s western volunteers not only treated locals but helped local medical personnel improve their skills. They were good people who did good things for those in desperate need. The organization was also one that was no stranger to violence.

			Over the years, their facilities and personnel had experienced a handful of attacks. They took security seriously, but there was only so much they could afford to do. They wanted to use as much of their money as possible helping people. That was their mission.

			They had been planning to open two more clinics in Congo, but Beaman had put a temporary stop to those. Until they knew what had happened at the Matumaini Clinic, they weren’t moving on anything.

			While the U.S. Government didn’t like to use NGOs for covert operations, the Carlton Group’s founder had a different view. He had a couple of relationships already, but nothing like CARE. Getting them into his back pocket could be invaluable.

			Even better, Beaman had offered to pay the Carlton Group a significant premium. It was a dangerous assignment and Beaman appreciated the risks. He only had one stipulation. He wanted Scot Harvath leading the operation.

			Right out of the gate, they had a problem. Technically, Harvath wasn’t available.

			He had been working at a furious tempo and had just come off of a hellacious operation in Syria. Everything at home had been put on hold, and that included his relationship.

			She lived in Boston and Harvath lived outside D.C., near Alexandria. The distance made things difficult enough. What was making it almost impossible, though, was how many times Harvath had rescheduled with her or had left the country entirely without giving her any notice at all. She had asked him to put one week on the books, then set it in stone, wrap it in bulletproof Kevlar, and bury it under fifty feet of concrete.

			Harvath picked one, went to Carlton, and had him sprinkle holy water on the dates. The deal was done.

			They would take in New England’s fall colors. She pulled strings at work to have the same week off. She rented the perfect cottage on the water and convinced the Realtor to take delivery of two cases of their favorite wine. It would be a great surprise.

			They would stop at her favorite general store on the way and stock up on supplies. Once they arrived at the cottage, the wine would be there and they wouldn’t have to leave for anything. The master bedroom had enormous windows and they could watch the colors peak from there. It was exactly what they needed.

			When Reed Carlton, or the “Old Man” as Harvath referred to him, called, he got right to the point. “You’ve got a meeting in the office tomorrow morning. Be here by seven-thirty. Wear a suit.”

			Obviously, somebody important was coming in, but Carlton hadn’t offered up any details. Typical. The old spymaster never revealed more than he wanted anyone to know.

			Harvath didn’t mind. He was used to it by now. He was also already half checked out, looking forward to a week away up in New England.

			The next morning, the five-foot-ten Harvath showed up at the Carlton Group’s offices in Reston, Virginia, coffee in hand, wearing a coal gray Ralph Lauren suit, white shirt, and a dark blue tie. With only cardio for his workouts overseas, he had dropped about ten pounds from his already fit frame.

			His blue eyes stood out against his tan skin, and his sandy brown hair appeared lighter. In the mirror that morning, he had looked more like a beach-going Southern California college student, than a U.S. Navy SEAL turned covert counterterrorism operative.

			The Old Man was already in the conference room with their guest. Harvath stepped in and was introduced to Ben Beaman, the Director of CARE International.

			After Harvath asked how the doctor he had rescued in Afghanistan was doing, Carlton invited everyone to take their seats and then steered the conversation to the matter at hand.

			Beaman had brought his laptop and ran both men through a quick PowerPoint about the Matumaini Clinic. The slides included pictures of the facility, its staff, and the people they served, mostly families with children.

			The clinic’s name came from the Swahili word for hope. It was deep in the jungle near the border with Uganda—the only medical facility for over two hundred kilometers. It boasted fifteen beds, an exam room that doubled as a laboratory, and a small dispensary.

			Beaman’s final slide contained the video of the attack. He pushed the play button and the three men watched.

			When it was over, Beaman closed his laptop and sat back in his chair. “That’s all we know,” he had said.

			The Old Man activated a flat screen beyond the conference table. On it, he explained, was recent satellite footage he had acquired.

			When he clicked a small wireless device, the image was magnified, coming to rest on a small clearing that had been hacked out of the dense jungle. In the center was Beaman’s clinic.

			There was no sign of anyone anywhere near it.

			Carlton held up his index finger as if to say, “There’s something else,” and then drew their attention back to the screen.

			Manipulating the wireless device, he refocused the image, northwest of the clinic. There, they could see what looked like a long, scorched trench at the base of a hill. Tendrils of black smoke curled into the air from it.

			“Any idea what that is?” the Old Man asked.

			Beaman shook his head.

			“Looks like a burn pit,” Harvath replied. “A big one.”

			Carlton nodded. “I agree. Any thoughts on what they were burning?”

			“I don’t think it was trash.”

			Beaman looked from one man to the other, and the volume of his voice dropped. “Do you think they were burning bodies?”

			The Old Man switched off the satellite footage. “It could be anything.”

			“But what if it is bodies?” he replied. “What if those are women and children? Our staff and patients?” He shifted his gaze to Harvath and asked, “If it’s not trash, what is it?”

			Harvath had been to more war-ravaged areas than he cared to remember. He had seen things beyond horrible. The worth of a culture, in his opinion, could be boiled down to one thing—how well that culture took care of its weakest members, particularly its women and children.

			The satellite image of the burn pit brought back a flood of memories, none of them pleasant, none of them things he wanted to remember. Something about it, though, was odd. He tried to put his finger on it and when he couldn’t, he relegated it to the back of his mind.

			“Mr. Carlton is right,” Harvath conceded. “It could be anything.”

			For a moment, Beaman didn’t know how to respond. “But we all agree, it probably wasn’t trash.”

			Harvath looked to the Old Man, then back at Beaman, and nodded.

			An uncomfortable silence fell over the conference room. Finally, Beaman broke it. “Mr. Harvath, I want to find out what happened. Scratch that,” he said, correcting himself. “I have to find out what happened. I owe it to those people, to all of my people. If this had happened to a team you were responsible for, I don’t doubt that you’d feel the same way.”

			Harvath began to understand where this was headed. Beaman wanted him to lead the operation.

			If their places were reversed, of course Harvath would want to know what had happened to his team. But this wasn’t about a team of his. This was about Beaman’s people, and there was a lot more to this story. It wasn’t as simple as flying over and figuring out what had happened.

			Congo was the world’s deadliest conflict zone. Five and a half million dead in less than twenty years. Invasions from neighboring countries, wars, political instability—it was like a match factory, if match factories also stored buckets of gasoline and hung lit sparklers from the ceiling. Calling it unstable was too generous by half.

			The danger and instability of the region were just two of the many problems Harvath saw with this situation. There was also a host of unanswered questions. No one even knew who had sent the video to CARE and worse still, no one could explain why the gunmen entering the clinic had been wearing biohazard suits.

			According to Beaman, Matumaini was a small family medicine clinic. They didn’t treat highly communicable illnesses. They didn’t have the capacity. The furthest they went was performing minor surgeries. If something exotic or unusual walked in their door, they knew to call for help.

			But as far as Beaman, or anyone at CARE knew, no such call had gone out.

			Harvath didn’t like it any of it. He hated loose ends. There were too many things stacked one upon another that didn’t make sense.

			Beaman was also running out of time. The longer it took to get a team over to Congo, the colder the trail would become. If something wasn’t done soon, they might never know what happened and who was responsible.

			Once again, a rush of unpleasant images moved across the screen of his mind’s eye. The scenes of families were the hardest to stomach. He had witnessed what monsters could do. He knew what monsters continued to do when not stopped. In this case, the monsters embodied an amplified evil. They had preyed not only on the sick and infirm, but also upon those who had helped to care for them.

			His mind then drifted to his trip to New England, but only as an afterthought. He had already decided what he was going to do. What he told himself he had to do. The Carlton Group didn’t have anyone else who could take on this kind of assignment with so little advance warning.

			If he didn’t agree to take charge, it wouldn’t get done. The State Department had passed, and Beaman was right, the FBI and CIA weren’t going to help him either. Harvath was CARE’s only hope.

			It would be an absolute ballbuster of an assignment, and he would have to figure out a lot of it on the fly, but he knew he could do it. Just like he knew he could convince Lara that he had no choice but to postpone their trip to New England. He would find leaves for her someplace else, someplace even better. It would all work out.

			And with his decision made, he had jumped in with both feet. Logistics, equipment, funds, support . . . it was chaos, but he relished the challenge because chaos was the arena in which he excelled. The Old Man had left him with one final directive. “Get in and get the hell out as fast as you can.”

			Within twenty-four hours, he was on the ground in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Twelve hours later, he had assembled his team and they were on their way north to the Matumaini Clinic.

			Exiting out of the video player, he took another look at his text message screen before returning the phone to his pocket and powering down the tiny Iridium cube he used to access the satellite network. He had texted Lara when he had touched down to let her know that he had arrived safely. She had not responded and Harvath tried to put it out of his mind. He needed to get his head in the game.

			If everything went according to plan, they would be in and out. At least that’s what he had told himself. He had also told himself that he’d be able to sway Lara about cancelling, or as he had put it, rescheduling their trip. That had not gone over well with her at all.

			But Scot Harvath had a bad habit of telling himself things he knew weren’t true.
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