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​Chapter 1: Ghost in the System
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Jack Rennick sat alone in a Berlin café that smelled of burnt espresso and wet concrete. Rain streaked down the window beside him, blurring the neon lights outside into smeared colors. He wasn’t supposed to be here. Not in Berlin, not in Europe, not anywhere near the game he had walked away from three years ago.

But ghosts don’t get to choose where they haunt.

He stirred the untouched coffee in front of him, watching the steam curl upward, disappearing into nothing. The ritual calmed his nerves, though his nerves had been sharpened by years of tradecraft into something more like wire than flesh. Around him, the café buzzed with idle conversations in German and English. To anyone looking, he was just another traveler killing time on a rainy night.

But someone was looking. He felt it.

Rennick had learned long ago that paranoia was not a flaw—it was survival. He scanned the reflection in the window, his eyes catching the subtle angle of a man two tables back. The stranger wasn’t drinking. His phone sat face-down on the table, untouched. His posture was too rigid, his gaze too careful. Surveillance.

Jack let out a slow breath. He wasn’t supposed to be a target anymore. When he left the CIA, he hadn’t just turned in his badge—he’d buried his entire existence. New name, new life, a quiet disappearance. He had no debts, no enemies left unresolved, no strings.

Or so he thought.

The phone on his table buzzed once. Only once. A coded signal. Rennick stared at it. Nobody had this number. Nobody. Slowly, deliberately, he lifted it and answered.

A voice, low and cold, slid into his ear.
“Rennick. You’re compromised.”
The line went dead.

His heart didn’t speed up. It slowed. Cold. Controlled. Years of conditioning turned panic into calculation. He didn’t move at once. Movement got you killed. He sipped his coffee, eyes locked on the reflection of the watcher two tables back. The man shifted, pretending to read something on his phone. Amateur. Or bait.

Rennick slid a few bills onto the table, rose casually, and walked toward the exit. He didn’t look back. Never look back. He pushed through the glass doors into the rain, letting the cold hit him like a slap.

The street was alive with umbrellas and rushing footsteps. Rennick blended into the current, head down, stride purposeful but not hurried. He let instinct take over, making three quick turns, crossing into a side alley, doubling back. A shadow peeled off the street behind him. Confirmation.

The watcher had followed.

Jack’s mind moved fast. If they had his number, they had his location. This wasn’t random surveillance. It was a message. Someone wanted him to know he was seen. Someone wanted to pull him back into the shadows.

But who? And why now?

The alley dead-ended in a rusted gate. Perfect. Rennick didn’t hesitate. He vaulted the gate, dropped to the other side, and pressed himself against the wall. The rain hammered harder now, drowning out the sound of his breath. Moments later, footsteps splashed into the alley. The shadow.

Rennick waited until the man reached the gate, then moved. Silent, efficient. He locked an arm around the man’s throat from behind, twisting hard, pulling him back into darkness. The man fought, but only for seconds. Rennick whispered in his ear, voice steady as steel.

“Who sent you?”

The man choked, hands clawing at Rennick’s grip. He tried to speak, but Rennick applied more pressure. Silence was a deadly currency in this world, and most men spent it too quickly.

Rennick loosened just enough to let him answer.

“They’ll find you,” the man gasped. “You can’t run. Not anymore.”

“Who?”

No answer. Just a bitter smile, even as the fight drained from his body. Whoever had sent him had sent him to die. No intel, just intimidation.

Rennick let the man slide to the wet ground, unconscious but breathing. He stepped back, rain plastering his hair to his forehead. He hated this. Hated being dragged back into a world he had burned bridges to escape.

But ghosts don’t get to rest.

A black SUV rolled past the alley entrance, slow, deliberate. Tinted windows. No plates. Rennick faded deeper into the shadows. His pulse remained steady, but his mind catalogued every detail. Whoever was behind this wasn’t local. Too polished. Too bold.

He needed answers.

His burner phone vibrated again. Another message. He hesitated before looking, but instinct told him he had no choice. The screen lit up with a single line:

“Africa. Forty-eight hours. Protect the negotiator—or they die.”

No signature. No explanation. Just an order.

Rennick’s jaw tightened. He had sworn never to take another assignment, never to follow another protocol. But the wording was deliberate. They knew exactly what to dangle in front of him: duty. He wasn’t the kind of man who walked away from lives on the line.

And they knew it.

The rain eased, leaving the alley quiet, almost sacred. Rennick stared at the message, feeling the weight of a trap closing around him. Someone had resurrected the ghost he thought he’d buried. Someone wanted Jack Rennick back in play.

And for reasons he couldn’t yet explain, he was already halfway there.

He tucked the phone into his pocket, adjusted his jacket, and melted into the Berlin night.

The game had begun again.

And ghosts never die.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Call Back
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Jack Rennick’s apartment in Berlin smelled of cold coffee and old leather. His phone sat on the table, the screen still glowing with the cryptic message: “Africa. Forty-eight hours. Protect the negotiator—or they die.”

He paced, the apartment silent except for the ticking of a wall clock. Forty-eight hours. That was enough time to disappear completely—or to get caught in a trap that had been laid for him long before he even knew it existed. He wasn’t sure which terrified him more: the thought of failing or the inevitability that someone had already planned every move before he made it.

Rennick had walked away from this life once. Twice, if you counted the moment he’d left Berlin. But some ghosts were persistent. They didn’t care about your rules.

He picked up the phone, weighing his options. A normal man would have ignored it, deleted it, gone off-grid. But Rennick wasn’t normal. He never had been. Duty, instinct, and the kind of morality that thrived in chaos dictated his next step.

He dialed the number left on the message. It rang three times before a voice answered, clipped and professional:

“Rennick. Welcome back.”

The voice belonged to someone he knew by reputation, if not personally. A ghost from the CIA’s shadow operations, someone who existed in black files and encrypted whispers.

“I don’t do this anymore,” Rennick said evenly.

“That’s why we called you,” the voice replied. “You’re the only one who can. Listen carefully.”

They didn’t waste time with niceties. The briefing was brutal, compressed into a single, urgent transmission. A U.S. government negotiator named Lydia Kane had gone to Africa for a peace conference in a region known for violent militias and corrupt officials. Intelligence suggested a plot to kidnap her—or worse. Someone wanted the conference to fail, and they had resources, planning, and manpower. Rennick’s mission: get Kane out alive. No backup, no local support, no room for error.

He listened, absorbing every detail, every name, every possibility of betrayal. When they hung up, he felt the old familiar weight settle on his shoulders. The cold efficiency of the man he had once been returned in a heartbeat.

Rennick began planning. The first thing he did was strip the apartment bare. He bagged his essentials: weapons, fake IDs, cash, encrypted drives. He left a note on the counter, knowing it would be found later: “Gone for a while. Don’t look for me.”

The flight from Berlin to Nairobi was quiet. He boarded under a false name, blending with tourists and businessmen. But his mind was already working ahead, mapping every escape route, calculating every potential threat. He slept little. In a world this lethal, sleep was a luxury, not a right.

Upon arrival in Nairobi, the heat and humidity hit him like a physical force. The airport was bustling with travelers, officials, and the occasional suspicious figure. Rennick moved among them, invisible and watchful. He knew the region well enough to recognize the signs: local gang activity, mercenary movement, and the subtle markers of corrupt security forces.

His contact in Nairobi met him outside the airport, a lean man named Malik, eyes sharp and wary. Malik handed him a dossier: photos, maps, names, timelines. It was all here, but Rennick noticed what wasn’t—any indication of who the traitor might be, the one who had compromised Kane’s safety from within. That was the danger. The enemy was inside, just like before.

Malik spoke quickly. “They’re watching every move. You won’t have backup. You’ll need to think like them, move like them, kill like them if necessary. And Rennick...” He hesitated, lowering his voice. “Trust no one.”

Jack nodded. He already knew the rules. This was no ordinary mission. This was survival against a web of shadows.

His first step was to locate Kane. She was staying at a secure compound on the outskirts of the city, heavily guarded, yet Rennick knew that any guard could be compromised. Every checkpoint, every vehicle, every man with a gun was a potential enemy. He surveyed the perimeter from a distance, eyes tracing every movement, memorizing patterns.

Night fell, and Nairobi transformed. Streets emptied, alleys darkened, and the city’s pulse slowed to something more dangerous. Rennick approached the compound on foot, moving with the silence of a predator. He climbed over walls, avoided security cameras, and bypassed the electronic locks
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