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Dedication

To the silent warriors—

those who serve in the shadows,

who carry burdens they can never speak of,

and who never ask for thanks.

To the brothers and sisters lost along the way—

your courage echoes in every page.

And to those still out there,

who dare where others would falter:

this story is for you.







  
    
      


“In the silence between gunfire and shadow,

we are the knife that strikes before the war begins.”


    

    
      — Regimental Saying, Unofficial & Unconfirmed
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  Ghosts in the Sand

  
  




The Black Hawk skimmed low over the Saudi desert, its rotors slicing the midnight air into ribbons. No lights. No chatter. Just darkness and wind—and the occasional hiss of static in the team’s earpieces. The world outside the open door was an ocean of black dunes, luminous only through the phantom green of NVGs: a drowned, prehistoric seabed frozen in waves of bone.

Inside, six soldiers sat in silence, faces painted, eyes locked forward. Ghost Team. SASR.

Captain Jack McCormack crouched near the open side door, one hand on the frame, the other on the sling of his SIG MCX. Through the haloed glow of the NVGs, the dunes rolled beneath them like the backs of sleeping leviathans. He ran the checklist without looking: suppressor threaded; secondary Glock seated; encrypted comms paired; drone uplinked; beacon off; IR strobe taped. Everything ready. Everything familiar. Everything that had ever mattered to him fit inside the silhouette of his kit.

“Three minutes,” came the pilot’s clipped voice, tinny in the headset.

Jack tapped twice on the bulkhead—two soft knocks swallowed by the rotor wash. “You heard him. Masks on. No noise.”

The team pulled down their balaclavas. Velcro sighed. Nylon rasped. Every movement was deliberate, every breath controlled. Even their fear—if they had any—moved in time with the rotors.

Across from Jack, Lieutenant Michelle Richards checked the biometric case braced between her boots. Inside, vials nestled in foam like glass caterpillars. Green caps, blue caps, black. Cold and innocent. Her fingers hovered, then pressed each seal, eyes counting silently. The mission wasn’t a man. It wasn’t money. It was data.

Synthetic compounds stolen from Pine Gap, trafficked through private biotech contracts, routed through mercenary logistics. A ghost pipeline for a ghost drug.

The buyer? Unknown.

The price? Blood.

“Approaching LZ,” the pilot said.

The chopper sank lower, hugging the planet’s skin. They skimmed past a black rock outcropping shaped like a talon carving at the stars. A brief flicker of infrared blinked twice from the darkness below—their drop zone—and then was swallowed by the night.

“Go,” Jack ordered.

They roped fast. The sand took them with a dull hush and a tick of settling pebbles. One by one the silhouettes detached, coiling rope and moving to cover like ink bleeding into paper. The Black Hawk lifted, banked, and vanished into the horizon, nothing but a fading tremor in the bones.

Silence reclaimed the desert. Real silence. Not the city kind—this was the planetary kind, the predator’s kind, old and patient.

Jack took a knee, swept the ridge with his NVGs. Heat rippled, dunes breathing in long glacial rhythms. “Raptor One in position,” he murmured. “Moving to breach.”

They moved like vapor, a staggered file that unfurled across the sand with surgical geometry. Each step tested for mines. Each crest got a slice of white light through thermal optics. Every shadow earned the suspicion it deserved.

Ahead, the compound loomed: an old oil research station in concrete and sheet metal, reborn as a private black lab. The perimeter fence ran squat and mean, double-layered, the kind of cheap steel that still kills. A gantry rose from the heart of the compound like a gallows, cables drooling from a platform stacked with generators.

Intel said twelve guards. All ex-Spetsnaz. Four inside. Two on the roof. One roaming perimeter. Numbers that sounded reasonable in a briefing and fatal in real life.

“Pauly, trigger the drone,” Jack whispered.

A palm-sized quad slipped from a pouch and leapt into the sky with a breathy whine, its lights dead, its soul infrared. On their AR overlays, the compound came alive in heat: two hot beads pacing a rooftop track, one soft smear in an interior corridor, a sliver of warmth behind a frosted pane.

“Roof clear on north side,” Pauly breathed. “Eight-second window between sweeps.”

Eight shadows sprinted, low and fast, between sweeps. Sand whispered under boots. The night did not protest.

The perimeter guard never saw them. A gloved hand took his mouth; a combat blade did the rest, clean and expert, a note in a song the desert already knew. He folded into himself and became part of the sand’s long memory.

“Stack on me,” Jack said.

They stacked at the service entrance: two high, two low, Michelle in back with the case. Jack checked the hinge welds, traced the paint flare around the lock—new hardware, sloppy install. He reached for the door—

BOOM.

An explosion rolled the far side of the compound like a wave hitting steel. The air thumped their ribs. Heat licked the night.

“Diversion’s early,” Michelle muttered, voice steady but eyes sharp.

Jack’s brow tightened. “No. That’s not ours.”

Screaming came next—high, messy, wrong. Then gunfire, a crackle with no discipline, the kind that comes from panic. Static chewed their comms for a half-beat.

“Command, this is Raptor One,” Jack hissed. “Unknown contact at the objective. Possible third-party interference.”

“Negative,” came the reply, brittle with distance. “No assets in your AO. Proceed with caution.”

A new voice cut in—guttural, warped, as if the desert itself spoke through broken glass. “Leave now… or die with them.”

For a second, the air turned to ice inside their masks. The team twitched micro-inches toward each other—tiny tells of very large instincts.

Jack’s hand tightened on the MCX. “Breach. Now.”

Bill dropped a hockey puck of PETN, blew the service door inward with a cough of pressure and a flurry of sparks. Smoke rolled low and lazy across cold tile.

They flowed through.

Jack entered first. The corridor accepted him with fluorescent flicker and the metallic smell of blood. Red smeared along the wall in hand-width strokes, like something had been dragged and tried very hard not to be. A man sat folded against a doorway, eyes wide, lungs hiccuping those last small breaths that sound like lies the body tells itself.

Deep gouges scored the plaster. Not scratches. Trenches. Long, jagged, and clean, carved through cinder block as if the structure were pastry.

Michelle’s gaze slid to the floor—a cracked biometric case, foam bitten open, vials missing. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

A sound rose out of the dark ahead, low and wet, like a radiator purging or an animal remembering how to breathe.

“Contact left!” a soldier snapped, voice taut wire.

Muzzle flashes turned the corridor into a strobe-lit gallery. Brass tinked off tile. The roar of suppressed fire filled the space with an intimate thunder.

What came out of the darkness wasn’t human.

It moved close to the floor, shoulders coiling, a blur of sinew slick as oil. Black skin—not skin, not exactly, but something that wore the idea of skin. Its eyes were coals stoked hot and mean. When it showed its teeth it was not a warning; it was a thesis statement.

Michelle’s breath clipped. “What the hell is that?”

“I don’t know,” Jack said, tracking it with his sight, heartbeat hammering. “Not in the brief.”

It studied them with that furnace gaze, like it could smell the angles of their fear and their unwillingness to run. The Ghosts didn’t flinch. Weapons held. Foot positions anchored. Breathing measured. Machine precision, human resolve—a posture predators distrust.

The thing growled—a vibration more than a sound—and the hair on Jack’s arms lifted. Then it dissolved into shadow, gone between the beats of a heart. Only its breath lingered, a cold curse in the air.

“Team Two—rendezvous now,” Michelle snapped into comms, voice ironed flat.

Bill slid up, thumbs a metronome on his detonators, face unreadable. Somewhere beyond, the compound groaned with distant alarms and nervy gunfire.

Jack checked his weapon, gloves whispering over cold metal, then looked back at the team—face paint, NVGs, patience. No fear. No doubt. He felt something old settle into place in his chest—an old promise he never said out loud.

“Eyes on me,” he said softly. “Two formations. Move.”

They pushed through the foyer. A bank of security screens flickered, tearing static across images of corridors, labs, empty rooms. A draft whispered from deeper in, metallic and damp—the scent of blood atomized and old water weeping from pipes.

Bill stepped to the heavy steel door that led inward—factory guts beyond. He set a small charge with the intimacy of a locksmith and glanced at Jack.

Boom—controlled, sharp. The door’s hinges retired forever. A sheet of smoke took the threshold, peeled away.

Beyond, the factory opened like a steel lung: catwalks stitched across high voids, fluorescents flickering like old gods refusing to die. Crates stacked to shoulder height ran in aisles that were almost corridors. Forklifts dozed with their forks raised like prayer.

Jack raised a hand and they slipped into the maze.

It was colder here, the kind of cold that clings to steel in desert nights. Somewhere above, something moved. He didn’t look up; he let the sound slide through his reference library and land where it should: ventilation shift, not feet.

He cut down a lane of crates, the team ghosting from cover to cover. On the nearest crate, stencilled in tidy black: SUPERNATURAL. He filed it. Noted the weight marks. Noted the fresh scrapes where crowbars had bit.

A doorway yawned open to their right. He cleared it with a slice—sterile lab, stainless tables, glass cabinets. In a row of jars, malformed embryos floated with the indifference of the dead. Cages lined one wall—tigers sedated into stillness, primates slumped, birds hooded and motionless. The air had that vinegar tang of disinfectants layered over fear.

Sonja paused by a jar holding a two-skulled rat. “This place is wrong,” she whispered, like the walls might overhear and take offense.

Will cracked a fridge. Cold rolled out, medicinal and sharp. He lifted a tray of phials—green-capped. “Supernatural,” he read softly, like a word that taste-tested the tongue.

Jack slid a red folder off a terminal. Touch. Hearing. Smell. Taste. Sight.—SUPERNATURAL. He didn’t read further. Reading was for later. This was for living.

Pauly hovered at his shoulder, eyes moving the way only a hacker’s do—scanning without looking, parsing without touching. “Prototype sensory enhancers,” he murmured. “Turn the dial past redline. Predators with pilot lights.”

Jack’s jaw set. “Overclocking the human senses. Brains aren’t built for that.”

“Brains are very breakable,” Sonja said, gaze still on the jar. “Anything can be a weapon if you make it violent enough.”

The lights flared to full.

“Torches off!” Jack snapped, already squinting through the sudden burn.

Comms crackled—Michelle’s voice tearing through. “Help! We need help! Contact—rear factory room!”

Gunfire embroidered the transmission—short, panicked lines of sound. Then a scream that cut too clean and too human.

“Michelle, respond!” Jack barked. “Ghost Team, move—now!”

They blew out of the lab into a corridor already alive with muzzle flashes. Iraqi guards in tactical kit, firing in disciplined volleys from an angle that said training. Plaster shredded, panels pinwheeled out of the ceiling. Jack and Bruno dove to the intersection, dust falling like gray rain.

“Pauly!” Jack shouted. “Where is she?”

Pauly’s wrist display fluttered—his drone feed a jittering river of heat. “Far end—last door on the left. They’re boxed—no exit!”

At the far end, a tall man in a black turban stepped from behind a stack of crates. Scarred face. Calm hands. He lit a cigarette like he had all the time in the world and barked in Arabic: “Taharku! Khudhhum al-aan!” Move. Take them now.

Ten guards adjusted in a breath—five kneeling, five standing—classic two-tier kill box. Professional. Efficient. Merciless.

Bruno risked a slice around the corner, lying flat, and swore under his breath. “Not letting them die like that.”

He locked a grenade into his M203.

“Bruno, wait—” Pauly started.

Boom.

Fire tore the corridor down the spine. Heat punched Jack’s teeth. Glass screamed, metal screamed, something human screamed. Ceiling segments collapsed in sizzling pancakes.

They pushed through on the wave of smoke and debris. Beyond the ruined hallway, the factory yawned wider, a shipping hub with stacked containers and metal walkways spooled overhead like spider silk. The air tasted of burned plastic and penny-copper blood.

Then the stillness. The terrible, calculated stillness.

Michelle’s team lay scattered—some dead, some trying to remember how to breathe. Jack’s stomach went the cold kind of tight that doesn’t release.

From the shadows, something moved.

It came fast—a smear of motion, the weight of a nightmare running. Claws flashing in the flicker. Limbs tore. Blood sprayed the crates as if painting them for war.

Bruno’s face blanched. “Oh my God…”

For a heartbeat, Jack saw it clean: massive, sinewed, slick black like oil on muscle. Eyes molten. Teeth like a roomful of knives.

It turned—head cocked—tasting them across the distance. Hunger. Malice. Consideration.

And then it changed.

Bones cracked—a wet bag of sticks crushed underfoot. Skin rippled like a curtain in a storm. The thing folded inward, reorganized. A man stood where it had been, the same scarred face, the same black eyes that knew too much and cared too little. The man in the turban.

He smiled and lifted a silenced pistol. The muzzle looked at the world like it knew secrets.

Michelle stared up at him from the floor, shock carving white into her face.

The pistol never barked. Not here. Not now. (That moment belongs to another chapter, another hell.)

He held her in the sight for a heartbeat longer, like a promise, then turned and melted backward into the maze with a speed that didn’t belong to human ankles.

Jack’s thumb found the detonator in his pocket without him telling it to. The stacked crates beside him bore the same label as before: SUPERNATURAL. The word felt like an instruction and a dare.

“This is for them,” he breathed—no one and everyone.

Click.

The factory went to fire.

One explosion became two, became six, became a chain of bright-ending lights. Heat punched outward. Air shoved them in the chest. Steel complained. Glass fell in bright rain. Cages howled—then didn’t anymore.

Jack waved the survivors, the bleeding, the breathing, into the smoke, into the shadow, into the night that had the decency not to ask questions. They didn’t run. Ghosts don’t run. They vanish.

Behind them, the lab burned. A hellish pyre. A red flower opening in the desert, petals made of everything they couldn’t save.

On the ridge beyond the compound, Jack turned once. The wind brought ash and the faint taste of chemical sweetness. He thought of the gouges in the wall. He thought of black eyes in a not-face. He thought of how some enemies don’t come with a flag.

He didn’t say a word.

They moved.

Whatever had vanished into the shadows… it was still out there.

And Jack knew, as they disappeared back into the desert’s throat, that this mission was no longer about stolen vials.

It was about survival.

It was about something older than war and hungrier than politics.

It was about a thing that wore a man when it wanted to.

And it had noticed them.
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The heavy steel doors sighed open on tired hinges, coughing out a draft that smelled of disinfectant and hot wiring. Jack slipped through first, the Ghosts fanning in behind him, swallowed by a vast entry hall where darkness pooled in the corners and pulsing blue LED floor strips ran like veins of electric ice. The glow skimmed polished concrete and turned metal edges alien—every angle a blade, every reflection a trick.

Bruno tipped his NVGs down, tested the image, scowled. “This place creeps me the hell out.”

Wolfgang tried his own. The world dissolved to useless haze. “They don’t work for shit.”

“It’s the blue lights,” Pauly murmured, tracing a strip with his beam, fascinated despite himself. “Scrambles NV—wrong wavelength balance, overloads the tubes.”

Jack’s jaw hardened. He kept his voice low. “Torches on. NVs are useless in here.”

White cones lanced out, slicing a grid across slick corridors and glass-walled offices. The place looked more like a boutique biotech startup than a black lab—tasteful signage, frosted panels, brushed steel, ergonomic chairs sitting like patient insects.

They moved with the silence of habit: feet rolling, muzzles floating, breath pulled through balaclavas in careful sips. At the first intersection, Jack raised a fist. The team froze. Voices bled through the air, thin and urgent, riding the ducting.

He motioned them down.

Two researchers stepped from a door marked RESEARCH—lab coats, badge lanyards, shoes squeaking softly. One had the soft round shoulders of a man who belonged to screens; the other had a sharper posture, a neat beard, a voice with a thick Middle Eastern cadence.

“These latest results are good enough,” the bearded one said, low, the kind of certainty born of long nights and bad bargains.

“It took six months to crack Supernatural,” the other replied. “The politician better be pleased.”

They turned the corner, oblivious to the shadows that watched them leave.

Jack’s hand flicked forward. Ghost Team flowed, soundless.

At the RESEARCH door, Jack split the unit with a glance. Michelle’s element peeled off, shadows slipping to secure the next block. Jack took his core—a knife of four—and slid inside.

The temperature dropped a few degrees. Sterility lived here. Stainless benches glinted. Fume hoods purred. Glass tanks held malformed embryos suspended in preserving fluid, their chalk-white eyes milked over. One had a second jaw budding from its throat like a cruel idea. Another had limbs budding where ribs should be.

Cages lined the far wall—tigers drugged and breathing in slow tremors, monkeys slumped like discarded coats, owls and eagles hooded and motionless. The air tasted like iodine and pennies. Somewhere a compressor coughed and settled.

Sonja leaned into the cold glow of a jar and stared at a rat with two skulls fused along the temple. Her voice came out near a whisper, as if the room might correct her. “This place is wrong.”

Will worked a fridge, breath ghosting on the gasket, and pulled rows of colour-coded phials that clinked gently in their rack. He held one up: green cap, label neat and minimal. “Supernatural.”

Jack slid a red folder off a terminal, cracked it with his thumb. Touch. Hearing. Smell. Taste. Sight. — SUPERNATURAL. The headings stacked like a threat. He didn’t read the rest; he didn’t need to understand it to hate it.

“Pauly, what the hell is this?” Jack asked without looking up.

Pauly angled the vial under his torch, eyes narrowing, brain already mapping molecule families he couldn’t see. “Prototype enhancement. Sensory pathways. Looks clean on the outside—what matters is the carrier and the dose curve.”

“To what end?” Jack said.

Sonja didn’t move her gaze from the jar. “Predator instincts. Give a man a tiger’s nose and a hawk’s eye, he’ll start thinking like a blade.”

Jack grunted. “Overclock the senses and you cook the brain. We’ve seen what happens when soldiers get more input than judgment.”

The lights snapped to full, panels booming up the lumens. Their torches were suddenly ridiculous, too bright on bright.

“Torches off,” Jack snapped, pupils fighting.

Comms tore themselves open with a burst of static and panic—Michelle, clipped and breathless: “Help! We need help! Contact with hostiles in rear factory room!” Gunfire ran under her words—controlled, disciplined, then skidding into something uglier.

“Michelle, respond!” Jack barked. “Ghost Team, we move—now!”

They spilled out into the corridor and straight into a storm of muzzle flashes. Iraqi guards in matching kit, firing in trained volleys. The ceiling sloughed plaster. Drywall spit out puffs like chalk bombs. Rounds chewed ragged holes inches from Jack’s cheek.

Jack and Bruno slid behind the intersection jamb, dust waterfalling over their shoulders.

“Pauly!” Jack yelled without looking. “Where’s Michelle?!”

Pauly’s wrist display blazed—a thermal map spooling like a heartbeat. “Far end—last door left. They’re boxed—no out.”

At the corridor’s far end, a tall man in a black turban stepped neatly out of shadow. His face was a map of healed violence, a lattice of pale scar tissue. He lit a cigarette with a slow match, watched it take, and spoke in Arabic without raising his voice: “Taharku! Khudhhum al-aan!” Move. Take them now.

Ten guards changed shape—five dropped to a knee, five stood behind—a perfect two-tier wall. Their muzzles leveled as one. A kill box drawn by someone who’d built them before.

Bruno flattened himself to the tile and risked a glance around the corner, the angle bad, the picture good enough. “We’re not letting them die like this.”

He slid a 40mm into the M203 with a click that sounded like a promise.

“Bruno, wait—” Pauly started.

BOOM.

The grenade tore down the corridor with heat and metal. Fire rolled low and fast. Glass screamed. Ducting ripped itself free. The ceiling remembered gravity and surrendered in sheets.

They charged through smoke and floating grit. The corridor belched them into a wide-bellied space: the factory floor turned shipping hub—containers stacked by forklift choreography, steel walkways webbed overhead, winches hanging like iron fruits. Fluorescents flickered, stuttering the world like bad film. Somewhere a warning siren trilled once and died, as if it had thought better of it.

Stillness now. The aftershock kind.

Michelle’s team were on the deck—two not moving at all, another trying to breathe through a punctured lung, a fourth clutching a thigh and leaking. Jack’s blood went cold in that particular way that keeps you alive and ruins you after.

Something moved in the negative space.

Fast.

It came like gravity, low and heavy and wrong, a blur of muscle wrapped in black lightning. Claws flashed in the strobing light; the sound it made when it hit bone didn’t belong in a human building. Limbs tore loose as if they’d only ever been taped on. Blood sprayed the sides of containers and tagged them with a design language older than language.

Bruno’s voice lost colour. “Oh my God…”

For one hiccup of time, the thing was clean in Jack’s sight picture: massive shoulders, a slick oil sheen on not-skin, knee joints working like a big cat’s, eyes a forge’s throat. Its mouth was not a mouth—it was a decision.

It looked at them. Head cocked. Evaluating. Hungry. Malicious. Curious, in the way storms are curious where cities put their windows.

Then it folded.

Bones cracked like gravel under a boot. Muscle rippled and withdrew. The black became cloth. The shape uncoiled itself and stood in the shape of a man. The scarred face. The same cold eyes. The black turban tightening as if a hand had twisted it.

He smiled with a kind of weary amusement. A silenced pistol came up in his hand as if grown there.

Michelle, half-sat, half-fallen, looked up at him—recognition flickering with something like betrayal, confusion, fury.

Bang.

The sound was small. The moment was not.

She tipped sideways. Her scream lived only in Jack’s memory, sawed off at the start.

Jack’s vision tunneled. The world contracted to the thin circle of his breath. Rage didn’t surge; it condensed—diamond-hard, purpose-shaped.

They moved like one organism. Bruno and Sonja and Will ripped charges from their carriers, planted them along the stencilled words—SUPERNATURAL—on the nearest crate stacks. Pauly threw a block to Jack; it smacked his palm and he slapped it home, thumb lingering on the familiar ridges of the detonator.

“This is for them,” he whispered, and the night took the vow.

Click.

Heat bloomed in a daisy chain. One crate became six became twenty. The floor kicked. Fire chased itself through ducting, found oxygen in the right wrong places, and roared. Glass lenses burst with popping sounds like cheap applause. The cages howled—then toppled and went silent. A chemical sweetness curled into the back of the throat, stuck there like an old lie.

They didn’t run. They did what Ghosts do—vanished between the beats of a siren, bodies finding the negative space between flames and sightlines, feet remembering the way out they hadn’t taken in.

Outside, the desert was still terrible and still honest. The night accepted them without comment. The lab burned behind them, a red wound stitched across the horizon, black smoke unrolling into a starless sky.

On the ridge, Jack looked back once, the heat brushing his face like a hand. Somewhere inside the blaze, the memory of Michelle’s half-smile and sharp voice refused to be burned.

“Captain,” Bruno said, quiet, a statement and a question.

Jack nodded once. “We’re not done.”

They moved, shadows against sand, fire at their back, a new war walking in step with them.

Because whatever that thing had been—whatever wore a man’s face and smiled before it killed—it was still out there.

And now, it knew their names.
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5:00 A.M. — THE RIM







The mansion slept like money sleeps—heavy and sure of itself. A crescent drive cupped the house in pale gravel. Cypress trees drew black stitches against a paling sky. No birdsong. No wind. The kind of stillness that felt curated.

Two guards lay where momentum had abandoned them—one facedown near the intercom pillar, limbs spilled at counterfeit angles; the other half under a hedged box tree, boot soles turned politely toward the road. Out back, the pool held the moon like a dropped coin. A man floated in the blue with his throat opened to the cold, crimson unfurling from him in velvet threads. In the quiet, the pool pumps whispered, patient as undertakers.

Inside, the air-conditioning thinned the air to hospital crisp. Marble kept the night’s cool; rugs softened what the marble couldn’t. Digital frames cycled through photos of fundraisers and ribbon cuttings, smiles paused mid-dazzle.

The grand foyer wore bodies like discarded coats—two at the foot of the staircase, one in the hallway before the study. Each held the same punctuation mark: a small, matter-of-fact hole where breath had once negotiated with bone. No splatter flung wild, no panic carved in furniture—a clinical quiet that said someone had rehearsed this room in their head.

A shadow moved without announcing itself.

Matte black. Textured to break up lines. Gloves that swallowed light. The figure’s weight lived in the balls of his feet; his pistol seemed to float ahead of him, silencer sniffing at the air. He neither hurried nor lingered. He walked through the house as if he’d already mapped it with his hands.

The master suite door sighed inward.

John Stikes—Minister for Defence, four-term veteran of the game—slept with one arm crooked over his eyes. Fiona slept turned toward him, a hand inside his elbow, their long-accustomed geometry. The sheer curtains shivered where the window latch had been persuaded by something clever.

A breath of cold crept in.

The assassin’s muzzle aligned with a patience that seemed like mercy.

Pew. Pew.

Two rounds. Fiona’s fingers unclasped. Stikes’s arm slid from his eyes. The bed took their final weight as if it had been built for this moment. The assassin exhaled once—habit, not relief—and stepped backward, already erasing himself. He closed the window; he wiped the latch. He paused at the dresser, eyes drifting to a framed photo of the couple at a charity gala. Something unreadable moved in the glass; then the shadow was gone.

The house remained. The power stayed on. The alarms stayed quiet.

The night held its breath a few seconds more and became morning.

12:00 A.M. — EARLIER THAT NIGHT

The penthouse sat in the sky like a lacquered box. Music swam through it—Smokey Robinson’s voice smoothing the edges off midnight: Let me be the clock, tick-tock… The bathroom was a small cathedral of marble, candlelight peeling itself along the walls, lavender oil steeping in the steam.

Josephine Martin reclined, towel tented over her eyes, not asleep but near it—Deputy Foreign Affairs on a night with no briefings. The city glimmered floor-to-ceiling beyond the glass, a quilt of white squares with little plans inside them.

A pair of Black Redback Terra boots ghosted across the entry hall runner. The assassin paused beside the console table, the light painting him as a presence without features—hat brim low, coat matte, a black sling bag kissing his hip. He waited until the music hit the chorus, then moved—through the living area with its tidy stacks of journals and its bowl of perfectly unblemished pears, down the corridor where the spotlights belonged to an interior designer’s thesis. A camera nodded in the ceiling; it blinked and then forgot to remember for thirty-eight seconds.

The bathroom door gave under a patient hand.

Candlelight warmed steel and blacked corners. The assassin’s reflection survived in fragments—in faucet curves, in the scrying dish of the bathwater—never as a whole thing. He lifted the hairdryer from the vanity, thumbed its weight, lifted a brow at the brand. He turned it on for a bare second to hear the motor’s note, then clicked it off and cradled the plug in his palm.

Josephine slipped the towel up, ready to quip at a lover, a line forming about timing and taste.

Her eyes found a silhouette and froze.

“You?”

The dryer kissed the water.

Splash.

Electricity spoke in a language the room understood immediately. Lights hiccuped and died with a brittle pop. The candle flames leaned away like witnesses. Josephine’s body arched to an impossible angle, breath welded to the white heat in her chest. The towel slid and bled into the bath. A bloom of ozone lifted above lavender. It took only seconds. The seconds contained a lifetime.

Silence reassembled itself. The Bluetooth speaker stuttered and went dumb.

The assassin retrieved the dryer—gloved fingers sure, the casing re-sealed over a bridged RCD like a magician palming a coin. He set it on the vanity where a neat person would have left it and wiped the handle with a disposable cloth that shed microfleece lint too clean for cheap brands. On the steamed mirror, a clear oval remained where a face had hovered and breathed—a halo or a taunt.

He looked at her one last time, and if his posture bent at all, it was only to pick up a copper staple that had misbehaved on the tile.

He left by the service corridor, where a maintenance tablet’s MAC address purred a friendly lie to the building’s brain, and an elevator forgot, briefly, how to count.

LATER THAT MORNING — JACK

Birdsong made it through the slats before the sun did—three notes repeated from a gum tree determined to own the block. From the kitchen, the first appliance clicks stitched themselves into a rhythm: kettle relay, toaster lever, the tired cough of a fridge that should have retired years ago. The apartment smelled like dust warmed by light and coffee thinking about being coffee.

Jack McCormack came awake the way old soldiers do: carefully, and then all at once. He sat up slow, a hand pressed to the place under his ribs where grief kept its small, crowded pantry. The sheets were twisted into something that looked like he’d lost a fight. In the bathroom mirror he looked like a man who’d watched himself get older in the wrong direction—jaw rough, eyes bruised in their corners, shoulders still strong in the way buildings are strong before bulldozers.

The shower steamed the mirror into benevolent amnesia. He stood under it longer than he meant to, water drumming the back of his skull until the night dissolved into the drain. Towel over shoulder, he moved through the apartment in the old route—sink to pan, pan to bench, fingers one-two-three on the espresso machine. The muscle memory soothed and mocked him.

The TV talked to itself in the living room, volumed low. Jacoline Robson stood outside the Northern Territory Courthouse in a coat that moved like money. BREAKING – BARKER ARRESTED ran the ribbon below her, a headline with the satisfaction still unspent.

“Phil Barker,” she said, clean consonants cutting through the static, “a frontbench powerhouse, has been suspended following a series of disturbing allegations.”

The shot cut to Barker ducking his head into a police van. The lens loved him even now—square shoulders, face like a coin stamped with a nation that didn’t exist anymore.

“Once hailed as the next J.F.K.,” Jacoline said, allowing herself the tiniest curl of lip, “Barker’s fall has left a vacuum in the party’s reformist wing. And questions—serious ones—about corruption and cover-ups in the private health sector.”

The bacon hissed. Eggs found the pan with a small, civilized violence. Hash browns crackled and surrendered. Jack grated a tomato with salt, the smell of it tugging at a long-ago kitchen where the radio was always a half-beat off and a pair of feet danced on tile for no reason at all.

He plated food he would mostly ignore and carried the mug to the TV. Thumb on the remote—news, doco, politics, until McHale’s Navy found him like an old coat you forget fits. The laugh track insulated the edges of the day.

His phone rang.

It vibrated before it sang, a small insect panic on the counter. Unknown.

Jack stared at the screen long enough to consider not answering. He answered.

Silence. Then breath, gravel in it, a voice turned sideways by a cheap handset. “…Alright. I’ll be there soon.”

He ended the call and looked at the room as if it might have shifted while he listened.

The calm drained off his face by degrees, replaced by an old architecture—jaw set, eyes narrowed to work. He put the mug down. He didn’t taste the coffee.

He moved to the shelf where frames leaned: Ghost Team in desert light—Bruno with that shy-bear smile, Michelle mid-eye roll, Wolfgang flipping the bird behind a shemagh, Pauly refusing to look at the lens; Heidi caught mid-laugh in a waterfall of curls; Alicia at twelve, hair like sunlight, front tooth chipped from a scooter fall he hadn’t been there for. The Victoria Cross sat in its velvet with the mean shine of a thing that confers honor and steals sleep.

He touched the edge of it with one knuckle, as if knocking.

“Back to work,” he said to the empty room, and the room believed him.

He dressed without thinking about it—charcoal shirt, black slacks, holster that felt like a handshake. He slid the phone into his pocket, the folder into his bag, and the man he’d promised not to be again into the driver’s seat.

Outside, the city unrolled itself under a pale sky—the kind of morning when everything looks like it belongs to somebody else. Jack’s silver Porsche idled, a low, patient growl. He checked the rearview. His own face watched him watch it.

He turned the key fully.

The car eased into the street and slipped into the long river of people who thought this day would be like the one before it.

Jack knew better.

He was going back to war.
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