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        September 2, 2009

        The Mist Palace

        British Columbia, Canada

      

      

      “Ian, I understand that I’m about to enter a new war. Before I go, what advice do you have for me?”

      Ian, an intelligence analyst and my only surviving friend, leaned toward me from across the table. His entire demeanor shifted from nervous to forceful, veins near his balding temples swelling with intensity. Then he folded his hands together as if in prayer, and opened his mouth to speak.

      Before he could say a word, the guard standing over us held up his watch and announced, “Four minutes remaining.”

      I glanced at the guard irritably as he lowered his watch. Neither he nor the other guard made any effort to conceal their eavesdropping, even though they needn’t worry about missing a word—black orbs in the ceiling concealed security cameras, and I could only guess what was behind the one-way mirror covering the wall beside us. This level of paranoid security was normal here at the Mist Palace, a secluded wilderness compound serving as the headquarters of a transnational criminal syndicate.

      But Ian’s intense look drew my attention, and he spoke quickly. “Look, David, there’s no easy way to say it, but they’re sending you into total chaos, not a war. The Triple Frontier of Brazil, Paraguay, and Argentina is a breeding ground for narcos, terrorists, and gun runners. On one hand you have free-roaming cartel militias securing facilitation corridors. And on the other you have the world’s largest population of Lebanese expatriates, so there are Hezbollah training camps in the jungle.”

      “Sounds cozy,” I said.

      “There’s zero effective border control throughout the zone, and it’s filled with unregulated airstrips and waterways. Civilian spotters monitor all of them and report any movement to the cartels.”

      “Stay away from the rivers. Got it.”

      “You’ll probably run into primitive cocaine labs all over the jungle.”

      “How well defended are they?”

      He shook his head. “They were all decommissioned when the cartels shifted cocaine production out of the area. But trust me when I say those labs are about the only thing you don’t have to worry about⁠—”

      “Three minutes remaining,” the guard interrupted.

      Ian drew a breath. “Other than that, everything’s gotten even worse in the past year. The ongoing criminal war has further destabilized the region. A lot of new players are fighting for a piece of the frontier now that the previous kingpin was ousted by the Handler.”

      The Handler—the reason for the season, I thought bitterly. Hell, the reason for everything that brought us here. To the world of high order crime, the Handler was an enigmatic mastermind. He occupied the helm of the ultimate criminal syndicate; he was the king to whom all other criminal fiefdoms bowed.

      But to Ian and me, he was a target for revenge.

      The Handler had killed our entire mercenary team, the very people who proved to me that even after the military, life had a purpose and my skills had value. Only Ian and I survived. After our botched assassination attempt against the Handler eight months earlier, Ian was enslaved and forced to target the Handler’s highest-ranking enemies in South America.

      But I’d just turned all that around by negotiating Ian’s freedom. We’d only been granted a few minutes together before being separated forever. A private jet would whisk Ian away to spend the rest of his life under passive surveillance, while I would be shipped to the war in South America.

      Every word of our final minutes together would be scrutinized by the Handler’s intelligence agents. Ian knew that better than I did, as well as the harsh reality that if he said anything remotely suspicious, the deal for his newly-won freedom would be null and void. And yet, Ian’s body language and expression told me he was about to pass along a coded message, something that everyone would hear but only I would understand. He was smarter than they were, and he knew it.

      I just had to pick out the clues—but I’d heard nothing so far besides information I’d surely receive later in a mission brief. Was Ian laying trivial groundwork for the real code?

      But Ian’s tone switched from informative to almost wistful as he continued, “You know, David, now that my career is over, I’ve been thinking a lot about the past. When you and I worked together on Boss’s team, it was a golden era. We were one of a dozen or so teams handling mercenary work at any given time. But all that changed after Boss’s last mission.”

      I nodded distantly, thinking of our team’s final job for the Handler. We’d delivered mission success in the form of a decapitation strike against his US-based criminal opposition.

      And for our efforts, the Handler had us massacred.

      The memory elicited a tumult of conflicting emotions in me—grief for Boss’s team, rage at the Handler, a desolate sadness that my last surviving teammate was about to walk out the door, and I’d never see him again.

      Ian shook his head. “Made me sad to think all those teams are gone now. And then, David, I realized that they’re not.”

      I frowned at him. But those teams were gone now, and everyone knew that. Many had fled the country, especially after a few of their fellow mercenaries inexplicably went missing. Other teams, like the one Ian and I served on, had been killed before being able to escape the Handler’s wrath.

      I rubbed my forehead and replied, “I don’t understand. What do you mean, those teams aren’t gone now?”

      There was a gleam in his eye as he leaned in to explain, “Don’t you get it? Boss’s team is still alive, in us. You and I carried the torch to the end.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so,” I agreed reluctantly. “As far as that type of work goes, I’d say this moment is the definition of the bitter end.”

      The guard announced, “Two minutes remaining.”

      Ian still appeared to be fondly reminiscing as he asked, “Remember the first mission you did for Boss?”

      If Ian had already passed a coded message, then it had sailed cleanly over my head—or was I wrong? Maybe he didn’t have a message at all. Perhaps I’d misread him completely, or he was just going batty after his long months of indentured servitude.

      I nodded. “My first mission—assassinating Saamir. Of course.”

      He shot me a knowing look. “Since I’ve been working here at the Mist Palace, I’ve been having dreams about Saamir. That he’s hiding out in his office, still alive.”

      “I recall killing him pretty clearly, but okay.”

      “I didn’t get it either, until today. This morning I realized why I’ve been having these dreams. When security found out you were inside Saamir’s building, Boss thought it was too dangerous for you. He ordered you to abort the mission. But you disobeyed. Against all odds, you shot your way to the roof to parachute off and escape.”

      My eyes were locked on his, waiting for some emphasis that didn’t come.

      “Hard to forget, Ian.”

      “The time between those two events—you disregarding Boss’s order to abort, and then actually freefalling off the roof—was the most scared I’ve ever been for an operative. In hindsight, it was the most memorable moment of my career.”

      “Glad I could contribute,” I offered, trying to leave an opening for Ian to speak further. “Anything else I need to know about South America?”

      “One minute remaining,” the guard called.

      Ian gave an almost parental grin at my impatience. “The most important part. No matter how bad things get—it’s an ugly war, David—keep hope. If you could blow off a mission abort and still come out of Saamir’s building alive, then you can make it back from South America.” He leaned back in his chair with a satisfied expression and folded his hands across his belly. This wasn’t the end, I thought. This couldn’t be the end. Not of the message, and not of my time with a friend I didn’t want to leave.

      I nodded helplessly. “I got it, but⁠—”

      “I won’t be able to help you,” he cut in, “but you don’t need me anymore. Remember that.”

      “Time’s up,” the guard called. He and his partner grabbed Ian’s wiry frame and hoisted him upward.

      I leapt up from my chair. “You motherfuckers⁠—”

      Ian put up a hand to stop me. “Don’t worry about me, brother. You’ve got a war to win.”

      The guards forced him toward the door. My last sight of his face revealed a smile and a wink as he yelled over his shoulder, “You will get out of this, David.”

      Oh, how the tables had turned.

      Eight months ago I’d returned from Rio de Janeiro and managed to smuggle a weapon into the Handler’s garden with the full intention of assassinating him. But when I instead found Ian a bound captive, I utilized that weapon to spare my friend’s life.

      And just before the Handler’s men separated us, taking Ian to a cell and me into a deep cover assignment almost certain to end in my death, my last words to him were, “I will get you out of this, Ian.”

      I’d now made good on that seemingly hopeless promise by securing Ian’s release. In return he’d just fed my own words back to me, presumably indicating I was headed into a trap myself.

      But what was it?

      A wave of despair crashed over me as I lost sight of Ian, the guards whisking him down the hall and letting the door slam in their wake. After Ian and I survived the decimation of our team, after we’d come so close to avenging them in a year-long journey, he was gone and I was left behind, truly alone.
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      After being locked in my bedroom for the night, I paced the small room like a caged animal.

      In a way, I was.

      It was the same room where I’d been kept earlier that year, rehabilitating from surgery to repair a trio of gunshot wounds. Surely glamorous accommodations existed somewhere in the secret compound, but this room certainly wasn’t one of them.

      Mine was more like a second-rate hotel room, though here I had no control over the keypad-controlled deadbolt whose code was unknown to me. I didn’t even know my location within the confines of the Mist Palace—I was always transported to and from this space while blindfolded and under guard.

      Now I’d be alone until the following morning, when the Handler would fly me to South America to meet my new mercenary team. We’d be off to wage war against the Handler’s enemies, an assignment I’d requested—but the long night ahead of me would be unbearable.

      I was plagued by mental claustrophobia, my thoughts swarming in a bar brawl fight to decipher Ian’s message. Or was there anything to decipher? His facts about the Triple Frontier were surely true at risk of the Handler’s people catching him in a lie—but what about the rest? Why reference Boss, or my assassination of Saamir? He’d said nothing that couldn’t be fact-checked there, either. The Handler had quoted my dead teammates during my Outfit interview, proving what I’d later been told—our team house was under surveillance the entire time.

      A sudden spike of pain ran up my spine, forcing me to stop pacing and sit on the bed. I lay sideways on the mattress, shifting uncomfortably to prevent the full-body ache from intensifying.

      The source of pain was obvious enough.

      When Ian was imprisoned eight months earlier, the Handler forced me into service as a deep cover agent. My mission was to uncover a disloyal operative, who turned out to be a beautiful redhead named Sage. She was an assassin and seductress of such skill that she alone stood capable of outsmarting and killing the Handler.

      And that’s exactly what she’d tried to do.

      To say that Sage had rescued me would be truthful but misleading. In this bizarre criminal underworld, she saved my life only by faking my death. I’d been a willing disciple to her assassination plot up until the bitter end, when I discovered that she intended to detonate the Handler’s nuclear device amid thousands of innocent people in Rio de Janeiro. It took considerable effort to dismantle her coup, and even more to kill her. I was quite handy with a gun, but she was a trained martial artist and quickly disarmed me.

      Now, my body still ached from the hilltop battle that ensued—one that had very nearly killed me. But in the end I’d cheated to win, using a poisoned pen to kill Sage. In the process I’d saved the Handler’s life, earned Ian’s freedom, and been assigned a mercenary team to lead in South America.

      I rolled to my side on the bed, tucking my hands beneath my head in a failed bid to get comfortable. The physical pain was, as usual, bearable. But far worse than the bruises and welts from hand-to-hand combat was the scene that unfolded in the Handler’s court upon my return. I could happily endure the judgment and hatred of him and his executive staff, but when his daughter Parvaneh entered, it took everything I had not to beg her forgiveness.

      She had fallen in love with me after I saved her life in Rio, but that sentiment cooled considerably upon her discovery that I was her father’s would-be assassin. Moments later, when she found out that my former mercenary team had mistakenly killed Roshan, her fiancée and the father of her daughter, any love Parvaneh felt toward me turned resolutely to hate.

      She was unable to even look at me in the courtroom, and her resentment had turned my participation in the upcoming war in South America from a career move into a welcome reprieve.

      The thought of Parvaneh made me restless, and so I heaved myself up from the bed and began to pace once more. Checking my watch, I saw that I’d scarcely been in the room for an hour.

      I forced my mind back to Ian’s message as I walked back and forth, turning on my heels when I reached the wall. His dream that Saamir was alive in his office—what had that meant? And why had he tried to assure me that I could return from South America alive?

      I had to figure it out—if I didn’t, the Handler’s people would.

      Or maybe they already had.

      Suddenly I heard the clatter of the keypad outside my door—someone was opening my cell, a process that inevitably ended in me being transported like a prisoner. The armed guards, the handcuffs and blindfold, the visionless shuffle to wherever they were leading me next.

      But no one was scheduled to get me until morning.

      They’d figured out something in Ian’s message, I realized, and were coming to take me away. The deal was broken, or the Handler had simply changed his mind.

      The door swung open and closed with alarming quickness, a single tall figure sweeping inside my room in the interim.

      Parvaneh.

      Her electric green eyes met mine as she stood before me.

      She made no move to advance further, though I could reasonably guess why she had come. I looked to her hands—to my surprise, they were empty.

      “If you want my life,” I said, “you can have it.”

      “I’m not here to hurt you. I came alone, and in secrecy.”

      I almost laughed in her face. “There are no secrets here. No one walks around the Mist Palace unnoticed.”

      “No one,” she said, with a confident smile, “except me.”

      “What about the guards, the cameras?”

      “I have my own way around those.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “I’m the only one who has seen this place through the eyes of a child.”

      I shrugged. “Meaning…what?”

      “Meaning no one is aware that I am here.”

      I remembered Sage’s description of the fort’s exhaustive defenses and security protocols, and felt at my core that no such secret route existed. It was simply inconceivable.

      I asked, “Then why have you come?”

      She cleared her throat uneasily. “You hadn’t yet met your team when they killed Roshan.”

      “I told you that in your father’s garden.”

      “I was…wrathful when my father confronted me with your past. I have a dark side, David, one that is, at times, difficult to suppress. When I left the garden, I took one look at my daughter Langley and realized how wrong I was. I became despondent that my anger overcame the bond we had in Rio, and I tried to reverse your assignment against Sage.”

      “The Handler made sure it was too late for that, I’m sure. He signed the operation into existence as soon as we left the garden.”

      “Of course. And when I heard you were killed…” Her eyelashes fluttered as she blinked back tears.

      “Sage said you ripped my death report out of her hand before she could even submit it.”

      “This is true. But I did so out of regret for my complicity. I mourned you, David. And Sage knew that as well as anyone. Finding out you were alive changed everything for me…I couldn’t even look at you in your court proceedings out of fear that I’d cry.”

      I stepped toward her, taking her hands in mine. “You can look at me now.”

      But she didn’t. Pulling her hands away, she began unbuttoning my shirt instead.

      I watched her closely, trying to discern her intent. It wasn’t seduction, but I didn’t understand what she was doing until she slid the shirt off my left side.

      Her fingers caressed my left shoulder and deltoid, and then swept across to my right shoulder—all scarred.

      “These are from you getting shot to save me in Rio?”

      I nodded. “And the surgery afterward. Fractured humerus, fixed with some titanium plates. All in all, a pretty simple fix.”

      She stripped my shirt off the rest of the way, and then looked lower on my left side.

      “What about these?”

      I looked down to the two nearly identical circles of raised pink flesh on my bicep and ribs.

      “Souvenirs from my job interview for the Outfit.”

      Her eyebrows drew together in a pained expression. “Who did this to you?”

      “Some sick bastard who works for your father. I don’t know his real name. I called him Cancer.”

      “Are you proud of your scars?”

      I was taken aback by her question.

      “Proud? No. They’re just…the cost of doing business. They’re nothing.”

      I knew she’d ask about the bruises next. The evidence of my hand-to-hand combat with Sage was mottled across my upper body.

      But instead, Parvaneh ran a hand across the side of my head, tousling my hair. “What about these scars? The ones that no one else can see.”

      I took her hand and lowered it. “Are you suggesting I have psychological issues as a result of prolonged exposure to combat, Parvaneh? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      Smiling, she pulled her hand away. “On our flight back from Rio I offered you a seat on my delegation.” She fixed her eyes on mine as her face grew solemn. “When you return from South America this time, I want you to take it.”

      “I don’t think your father will allow that.”

      “Let me worry about my father. You just worry about returning from this war in one piece, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “I’m not a diplomat, Parvaneh. Or a negotiator. I don’t know how much use I’d be on your delegation.”

      “You’ve got a good heart, David. I can teach you everything else.” She stroked my hair again. “And the human mind’s capacity for pain is not infinite. I want you to step out of combat and begin to heal. Besides”—her lips slid into a grin—“if nothing else, you could be a bodyguard. You’ve saved my life once. I’m quite sure you could do it again.”

      I took a breath, contemplating the offer. “After I return from the war, consider me hired.”

      Her lips parted slightly for a moment of disbelief. “Really?”

      “I’ve had some close calls to date. My number will be up soon if I don’t step off the path. Besides, I’d like to spend more time with you. You seem to have a calming effect on me.”

      “More than Sage?”

      “Too soon, Parvaneh.”

      She pushed a tendril of hair away from her eye, speaking quickly. “I’m not jealous, it’s just that⁠—”

      “If you want to know, I’ll tell you.”

      “I know what she was, David. You don’t have to tell me.”

      I nodded, remaining silent until she spoke again.

      “Did you know that I got a scar in Rio, too?”

      “No.” I looked over her sections of exposed skin. “When?”

      “During the initial ambush, when you got out of the car. It must have been a splinter from a bullet or something.”

      “Could be. Where did it get you?”

      She began unbuttoning her shirt, exposing her white bra and the long, lean abdomen below it. I thought back to when we changed clothes in the favela in Rio, to seeing her undress just as she was doing now.

      Tossing her shirt on the bed, she turned a hip to me and pressed a finger to her side, just above a hint of lace extending above her waistline.

      “Here,” she said.

      Kneeling, I squinted at the spot, then shook my head. “I think that’s a birthmark.”

      “Look closer.”

      Leaning forward, I kissed her warm skin. She put her hand on the back of my head and pulled me in, a soft gasp escaping her lips.

      She led me to the bed and then straddled me as our mouths met. She was slow and tender, and we made love for the most elated period of my life. All pain was gone—from my body and my mind. The chronic sufferings of combat and physical abuse and psychological trauma were replaced with tender intimacy and a wholly fulfilling closeness of human contact. Some spiritual dimension within me, long since dormant and thought lost, was reawakened with vibrant energy.

      I watched her from the bed as she got dressed, her face glowing with subtle satisfaction.

      Her last words to me were, “Happy hunting, David Rivers. Come back to me safe.”

      Without waiting for a response, she spun and approached the door, pausing for a moment before entering a code into the keypad. A quiet beep preceded a deadbolt sliding open before she pushed the door open and stepped outside.

      The door eased shut behind her, allowing me a glimpse of her form cutting left in the night before the heavy lock clacked back into place.
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        September 5, 2009

        Foz do Iguaçu, Brazil

      

      

      An Outfit support guy picked me up from the airport in Foz do Iguaçu, delivering me to my team’s safe house as the sun was just beginning to crest the horizon.

      I exited the car, noting the air had a hint of chill to it—probably sixty degrees, I guessed, but that was before sunrise. The coming day would be swelteringly hot.

      I glanced about as I unloaded my bags from the trunk, finding the neighborhood to be comprised of townhouses behind green iron fences. A man stepped out from the nearest gate to help with my bags—and to my surprise, I recognized him at once.

      “Sua Sponte, motherfucker,” he said, walking forward to shake my hand. His frame was large and well-muscled, though his face—and voice—were boyish, almost childlike in their enthusiasm.

      “Now there’s a familiar face.” I shook his hand, adding, “Never thought I’d see you again, Reilly.”

      He took one of my bags and escorted me toward the house, locking the gate behind us.

      “You can say that again,” he almost laughed, leading me through the front door. “One minute we’re discussing the ladies of Rio⁠—”

      “I think you were the only one discussing the ladies of Rio.”

      “—the next, I jump off the chopper and find you lying in a pool of blood and the traitor with his face blown off. The ambassador you saved was trying to stop your bleeding, but she had about as much knowledge of trauma medicine as I do of fidelity.”

      As he walked me into the safe house, I had an eerie sense of déjà vu—one that, I quickly decided, was attributable to Boss’s team house. Both bore the hallmarks of being occupied by a group of men, devoid of any feminine influence: worn furniture; scarred floors; dusty, cobwebbed corners. Dishes in the sink yet a neat alignment of liquor bottles on the countertop.

      Even the layout of rooms seemed similar, and as I glanced out the sliding glass door behind the chipped dining table, I half-expected to see the overgrown yard leading to the backwoods range where Boss’s team had trained me to kill Saamir.

      Instead I saw a cluster of banana trees framed by a brick perimeter wall, leaving me to wonder how much of the similarity had been my imagination.

      Reilly continued, “So after I saw you last, how’d you do at…uh, your destination?” He was referring to the Mist Palace, any mention of which was strictly forbidden among the Outfit. That rigid law hadn’t stopped Reilly from openly discussing the Handler’s inner sanctum with me when we were last alone in Rio—he must have been obeying protocol not for my benefit but for that of someone else in the house.

      “Sorry, I can’t tell you much,” I replied, matching Reilly’s guarded phrasing. “Special assignment. Compartmentalized project.”

      Reilly nodded, indicating that my vague response was a wise one. I made a mental note that a true Handler loyalist must be among the team here.

      And turning the corner of the downstairs hallway a moment later, I saw him.

      He was tall with a lean build and flecks of gray in his hair. He addressed me with a trace of Latino accent that I remembered well. “Hello again, David.”

      I grinned, incredulous, accepting his hand and shaking it.

      “Hey, Sergio. They send you down to supervise me or what?” I asked. He looked much as he had the last time I’d seen him at the Outfit airfield, just before I went to the Mist Palace for the first time, though I noticed that his eyes now harbored the darting alertness of a man recently removed from combat and his previously manicured goatee was now a sprawling beard.

      Sergio shook his head. “I’m on the team. As your second-in-command.”

      I tried not to appear surprised—he’d recruited me into the Outfit, had prepped me for my meeting with the Handler, and was easily my senior by a decade if not more. He’d also been a little more than upset when I’d been allowed to meet the Handler, a privilege he’d never received. Was his assignment here intended to slight him further, or serve as an obstacle for me?

      Before I could muster a response, he pointed into a bedroom. “Your room. Just set your stuff in there for now; we’ll get everything set up when we get back in thirty-six hours.”

      “Get back from where?”

      “Reilly didn’t tell you? Change of mission came in a few hours ago. We’re about to blow out on an operation.”

      Reilly and I set my bags down inside the room. My eyes were drawn to the bed, which was covered in tactical kit—a chest rig with magazine and grenade pouches, and a suppressed M4 assault rifle with optic, infrared laser and tactical light.

      That much was to be expected, as was the assortment of field rations, water bladders and canteens, a radio with spare batteries, and clothing.

      But a staggering amount of ammunition was present as well. I counted fourteen thirty-round rifle magazines lined up across the mattress.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered. “Double combat load?”

      Sergio nodded. “This isn’t Afghanistan, David. No resupply bird is going to swoop in if we shoot our load in one gunfight. We’ve got no support until exfil.”

      This rucksack was going to be enormously heavy, I thought with a sense of dread. And I hadn’t even counted the explosives—five fragmentation grenades and two Claymore anti-personnel mines. One was in a bandoleer with the usual components: hand-operated firing device and enough wire to allow the user a safe distance when he activated it.

      The second mine was rigged with a device I recognized but had never seen issued: a non-electric firing system with a time delay.

      I pointed to it. “What’s the time delay on that Claymore?”

      “Sixty seconds. If we need longer than that, we’ll have a chance to adjust the time setting. Everyone’s carrying the same load, save some specialty kit.”

      “How many guys on our team?”

      “Counting you and me, we’ve got five. Reilly’s our medic, Alan’s our sniper, and Viggs is our communications guy.”

      “Viggs,” I said thoughtfully, unable to place the name. “Why does that sound familiar?”

      Sergio smirked. “You’ll see. Come on upstairs, we’ll start your mission brief.”

      Reilly and I followed him up the steps. The last time I’d addressed Sergio, I was a throwaway operator intent on trading my life for the Handler’s within the next ten minutes. Sergio had borne keen witness to my youth, my cynicism, my frivolous disrespect of the Organization and its leader—both of which Sergio held dear. I may as well have slandered his religion, and now he was expected to obey and advise me as team leader.

      We entered a bedroom that had been modified into a planning bay—laptops and computer monitors haphazardly rigged across tables, one wall left open for a projector to cast mission briefs before an audience of empty foldout chairs. Black cloth had been pinned over the windows, preventing outside view.

      A huge bald man was hunched over one of the computers. He turned as I walked in and stood quickly, looking hesitant, as if trying to gauge my reaction to his presence.

      Sergio smiled. “David, this is Viggs. Our radio operator.”

      Momentarily taken aback at the sight of him, I tried to appear casual as I shook his hand.

      “Viggs,” he said.

      “I remember. David.”

      It was a struggle to remain professional. Viggs had beaten me before tossing me into freezing water to drown—but that was part of the Outfit selection process, I reminded myself. And in his defense, I’d started a fight with him by trying to break a beer bottle over his head. Besides, it wasn’t like he was the guy in the basement who put out cigarettes on my flesh.

      My first partner in the Outfit told me that if I worked there long enough, I’d one day be a part of running that sadistic selection process myself. Viggs probably didn’t have a choice in the proceedings, and were we to switch places, neither would I.

      Clearing my throat, I tried to defuse the tension. “How delightful to see you again. Better circumstances this time.”

      “’Course. This type of reunion happens all the time in the Outfit, hope you understand⁠—”

      “Forget about it. If you can fight in the jungle anything like how you can fight in a bar, then we’re all in good hands.” I briefly wondered if the Outfit selection process was designed to pit us against one another from the start, maintaining internal dissent among Outfit shooters so we couldn’t rise up against the Handler.

      “I’m even better in the jungle,” Viggs assured me. “Wait till you meet Alan—he’s on his way back from coordinating our infil at the departure airfield. The guy’s an Outfit legend. Three cash bonuses for valor in this current campaign alone, and that’s the least of his accomplishments.”

      “Great.”

      “Extremely accomplished sniper. Need target overwatch or a long-range shot? He’s your guy. And he’ll run to the sound of guns like no other.”

      Sergio interrupted, “David, please have a seat. We need to get you up to speed on the mission that just came down. Transport leaves for infil in three hours.”

      I took a seat in one of the foldout chairs as Viggs prepared the projector. Sergio stood beside the blank wall, ready to start his briefing.

      “Glad we’re not wasting any time,” I said. “What’s the infil platform?”

      Sergio replied, “Helo. And a bit of a walk to our target.”

      “Great. Who are we killing?”

      “We’re, ah, we’re not killing anybody. It’s a recce mission.”

      “Reconnaissance? Of what?”

      “Intel hit on a possible hiding spot for some of Ribeiro’s second-tier executive staff. If we’re lucky, people high enough to know which country—or continent—Ribeiro fled to. We need to confirm or deny if they’re present.”

      “But if they are, we can bang the target, right?”

      “Negative. There’s a direct-action force repositioning within strike range now. Once we infil, they’ve got priority of assets in case there’s a follow-on objective.”

      Reilly took a seat beside me, and I glanced from him to Viggs.

      Then I asked, “You guys been running recon together this whole time?”

      Viggs answered, “We haven’t been running anything together.”

      My face went slack. “I don’t follow.”

      “We were all operating separately before that. Sergio was advising host nation mercenaries in Venezuela on account of him speaking the language. Reilly was on a unilateral Outfit team operating in Colombia. Me and Alan were both recce between Brazil and Bolivia, so we’ve got the most recon experience in this area, but we were on separate teams before this.”

      I folded my arms, troubled. “So they pulled everyone from four different countries and threw you together as a team…when, exactly?”

      “Three days ago.”

      Exactly when the Handler had granted my request to lead an Outfit team in the war.

      “Why’d you guys get pulled together?”

      Viggs shrugged. “Said they needed to stand up a new team and were shipping down a fresh Outfit leader to run it. We were supposed to be a direct-action element, but the intel tip is across the border in Argentina, and we’re the closest unassigned people. So they said suit up for recon and get eyes on while they stage the assault force.”

      Only then did I realize an uncomfortable truth, one that explained exactly why the Handler had met my demand of leading a team in the
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