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  GHOST COUP

  
  




CHAPTER 1




“Get him up.”

The voice was a low grunt, thick with a language Brill didn’t speak but understood perfectly. It was the universal language of men with guns talking about a man without them.

The zip tie bit deeper into Brill’s wrists as a hand grabbed the back of his collar, hauling him from the soft leather seat of the Gulfstream. He didn’t resist. He let his body go with the motion, a dead weight, making the guard do all the work. The guard grunted again, this time with effort.

The heat hit him first. It wasn’t just heat; it was a physical presence, a wet, heavy blanket of air that smelled of jet fuel, damp earth, and something else, something vaguely sweet and rotten, like overripe fruit. He stood blinking on the top step of the jet’s ramp, the African sun a white-hot hammer in a bleached-out sky.

The airstrip was a long, cracked ribbon of blacktop cut into a landscape of vibrant, aggressive green. A handful of old, Soviet-era Hind helicopters sat silently under camouflage netting, looking like giant, sleeping insects. Two dozen soldiers in mismatched fatigues stood in a loose formation near a line of armored vehicles, their rifles held with a lazy familiarity. They were watching him. The prize. The ghost who had been caught.

Colonel Djallo was waiting for him at the bottom of the ramp. He wore a crisp, khaki military uniform now, adorned with medals Okoro had probably invented for him. He was smiling, a wide, genuine smile of pure, malevolent satisfaction.

“Welcome to Kando,” Djallo said in his thick, precise English. “The President sends his regrets that he could not be here to greet you personally. He is a very busy man.”

Brill didn’t say anything. He just looked at Djallo, his eyes taking in the man’s posture, the way his hand rested near the butt of his holstered pistol, the sweat beading on his upper lip.

“He asked me to convey a message, however,” Djallo continued, enjoying his moment. “He wants you to know that your accommodations are ready. The finest our country has to offer.”

Two of Djallo’s men, big men from the Presidential Guard, grabbed Brill’s arms and shoved him down the ramp. His boots hit the tarmac, the heat rising from it in shimmering waves. They pushed him toward a waiting vehicle, a BTR-80, a hulking, eight-wheeled Soviet-era armored personnel carrier painted in jungle camouflage. Its engine was idling with a low, throaty rumble.

They threw him into the back. The rear hatch slammed shut with a clang of heavy steel, plunging him into a dark, suffocating box that smelled of diesel fumes, sweat, and old fear. He landed hard on the metal floor. The two guards climbed in after him, taking seats on the narrow benches that ran along the sides. The vehicle lurched into motion.

Brill sat on the floor, his back against the vibrating hull. He didn’t try to get up. He just sat, listening, feeling. He felt the vehicle turn, rumble across the tarmac, and then hit a rougher road. He could hear the shouts of the soldiers outside, the sounds of the city beginning to filter in.

The two guards ignored him. They started talking in their native tongue, their voices relaxed now that the prisoner was secure. One of them took out a pack of cheap cigarettes and lit one, the flare of the match briefly illuminating their faces. They were young, their faces still holding a hint of the village, but their eyes were hard.

Brill didn’t understand their words, but he understood their tone. They were talking about women, about money. They were talking about the bounty Okoro had placed on his head. They were talking about what they would do with their share.

He closed his eyes. Not to rest. To map the journey. He counted the turns. Left. Right. A long straightaway. Another right. He felt the vehicle slow, then stop. He heard the chaotic sounds of a city market—shouting vendors, the bleating of goats, the incessant buzz of motorbikes. He could smell spices and charcoal fires and open sewers. This was the capital. Okoro’s capital. A thin veneer of military power laid over a deep, sprawling poverty.

The journey continued for what felt like an hour. The sounds of the city faded, replaced by the sounds of the jungle. The road became rougher, the BTR bouncing and swaying. The air in the steel box grew hotter, staler. The guards fell silent.

Finally, the vehicle slowed and stopped. The engine idled for a moment, then cut out. The silence was jarring. Brill could hear a new sound now. The sound of the sea. The rhythmic crash of waves against a shore. And another sound. The cry of gulls.

The rear hatch opened, blinding him with a square of brilliant, painful sunlight.

“Out,” one of the guards grunted.

Brill pushed himself to his feet, his muscles stiff. He stepped out of the BTR and onto a stone pier. The air was thick with the smell of salt and rotting seaweed. They were on the coast. A small, rusty patrol boat was tied to the pier, its engine chugging out a plume of black smoke.

And out on the water, maybe a mile offshore, was an island. It wasn’t a tropical paradise. It was a jagged black rock rising from the sea, its sides sheer cliffs. Perched on top of it, like a vulture on a corpse, was a fortress. It was old, colonial, built from dark, volcanic stone that seemed to absorb the light. Its walls were high, its watchtowers crumbling. It was a place built for forgetting people.

“The Black Citadel,” Djallo said. He had followed them in another vehicle. He stood on the pier, a silhouette against the bright sea. “Built by the Portuguese in the sixteenth century to hold slaves before they were shipped to the new world. Refurbished by the British in the nineteenth to hold political prisoners. And perfected by me, last year.” He smiled his terrible smile. “It is very secure.”

They pushed Brill toward the boat. He walked down the pier, his eyes on the fortress. He was studying the walls, the watchtowers, the way the waves crashed against the base of the cliffs. He was looking for a way out before he was even in.

The boat ride was short and rough. The patrol boat pitched and rolled in the swells. The spray was warm on Brill’s face. The Citadel grew larger, more menacing, with every wave. He could see the details now. The rust stains bleeding down the stone walls from the iron bars on the windows. The razor wire coiled along the top. The single, massive iron gate that faced the sea.

The boat docked at a small, crude pier at the base of the cliff. A set of steep stone steps, slick with green slime, had been carved into the rock face, leading up to the gate.

Djallo’s men dragged him from the boat and up the stairs. The iron gate groaned open as they approached.

They stepped inside. The gate slammed shut behind them with a sound of utter finality, a sound that echoed off the stone walls of the courtyard. The air inside was still and dead, the sun blocked by the high walls. The place smelled of despair.

Djallo walked up to Brill, his face inches away. “You killed the President’s brother,” he said, his voice a low, vicious whisper. “The President is a man of justice. He believes in an eye for an eye. But he is also a patient man. He will not grant you a quick death. You will sit in this place. You will rot. The world will forget you ever existed. Your ghost will die here, in this Citadel.”

He nodded to his men. They grabbed Brill and began to drag him across the courtyard, toward a low, stone building with a single, iron-banded door.
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“On your knees.”

The guard’s voice was flat, bored. It was the voice of a man who had said the same words a thousand times. Brill knelt on the rough stone floor of the processing room. The room was small, windowless, and smelled of unwashed bodies and lye.

A knife, crude and sharp, sawed through the zip tie on his wrists. The plastic parted, and blood flowed back into his hands with a pins-and-needles fire. He didn’t rub them. He just let them hang at his sides.

“The clothes,” the first guard said.

Brill stood and stripped without being told twice. The anonymous coveralls he’d taken from the motel, the worn t-shirt, the socks. He pushed them into a pile with his foot. He stood there, naked, under the glare of a single, bare bulb.

The second guard, a younger man with a nervous tic in his left eye, began the search. It was not a gentle process. His fingers probed, prodded, and dug. He checked Brill’s hair, his ears, the inside of his mouth. He ran a rough finger along his gums, searching for a hidden key, a poison capsule. He found nothing but fillings. He seemed disappointed.

“Nothing,” the young guard said to the older one.

The older guard, a man with a belly that hung over his belt and a face like a tired bulldog, grunted. He walked over to the pile of Brill’s clothes and kicked it with his boot. “What about these?”

The young guard picked up the clothes and searched them with a practiced efficiency, ripping the seams, checking the collar, the waistband. He found nothing. No hidden blade, no lock pick, no compass. The clothes were just clothes. He threw them into a rusty metal bin in the corner.

Brill stood there, naked and empty-handed. He had nothing. No weapon. No tool. Not even a name. He was a blank slate. It was a kind of freedom.

“This one,” the older guard said, nodding at Brill. “Cell Block C. The deep end.”

The young guard unlocked a heavy, iron-banded door at the far end of the room. He shoved Brill through it. They were in a long, narrow corridor carved from the same dark, volcanic rock as the rest of the fortress. The air was colder here, and the smell of the sea was stronger, mixed with the stench of human waste. Torches in iron sconces cast flickering, unreliable shadows on the damp walls. It was a place from another century.

They walked past a series of heavy wooden doors with small, barred slits. Faces appeared in the slits as they passed, pale and haunted, the eyes of forgotten men. A hand snaked out from one of the cells, its fingers thin as twigs, reaching for Brill. A guard smashed it with the butt of his rifle. The hand vanished with a thin, reedy cry.

They stopped at the last door on the left. The older guard slid a massive iron bolt back with a grating screech of metal on metal. He unlocked a huge, ancient padlock. He pulled the door open.

The cell inside was a black, waiting mouth.

“Home,” the guard said with a humorless chuckle.

They shoved Brill inside. He stumbled on the uneven stone floor, catching himself against the far wall. The door slammed shut behind him, the sound a physical blow. The bolt slid home. The padlock clicked.

He was alone in the dark.

He didn’t move for a full minute. He just stood there, letting his eyes adjust, letting the sounds and the smells of his new world settle over him. The darkness wasn’t absolute. A faint, gray light filtered in from a narrow slit high up on the far wall. It wasn’t a window. It was an arrow slit, a relic from when the fortress was used to fight men with swords, not to cage them.

The cell was a box of rough-hewn stone, maybe six feet by eight feet. The floor was uneven, damp. The air was thick with the smell of salt and despair. In one corner was a bucket. In the other was a thin, lumpy mattress that looked like it was filled with rags and disease. That was it.

Brill didn’t feel fear. He didn’t feel despair. Those were luxuries. They were noise. He felt the mission shift. The objective was no longer evasion or rendezvous. The new objective was simple. Survive. Observe. Escape.

He began his work.

He started with the sounds. He stood in the center of the cell and listened. He could hear the constant, rhythmic crash of waves against the base of the cliffs. He started to time them. The rhythm was steady. The sea was a clock. He could hear the guards’ footsteps in the corridor. Two men. One had a heavy, shuffling gait. The other was lighter on his feet. They passed his cell every thirty-two minutes. Their route was predictable. That was a weakness.

He moved to the walls. He ran his hands over the cold, damp stone. The blocks were massive, perfectly fitted by Portuguese masons five hundred years ago. But the mortar was old. In some places, it had crumbled away, leaving deep crevices. He tested it with his fingernail. It was soft, sandy. He could dig it out. With what, he didn’t know yet. But it was a possibility.

He went to the door. It was three inches of solid, iron-banded timber. The bolt on the outside was heavy, but the hinges on the inside were exposed. They were massive, hand-forged iron. The pins were thick as his thumb, seated deep in the wood and stone. Getting through the door was not an option.

He turned his attention to the arrow slit. It was ten feet up the wall, too high to reach. And it was only four inches wide. Not even a child could squeeze through it. But it was his only connection to the outside world.

He needed to see.

He looked around the cell. The bucket. The mattress. That was it. He went to the mattress. It was heavy, soaked with years of dampness and human misery. He dragged it across the floor and propped it against the wall under the slit. It gave him two feet of height. Not enough.

He looked at the bucket. It was plastic, flimsy. It wouldn’t hold his weight.

He went back to the wall, to the crumbling mortar. He began to dig at a crevice with his fingernail, patiently, methodically. The mortar came away in a fine, sandy powder. After ten minutes of work, he had deepened the crevice by half an inch. He had a handhold.

He found another one a foot higher. And another. It took him an hour. His fingernails were broken, his fingertips raw and bleeding. But he had created a crude ladder of handholds and footholds in the ancient stone.

He climbed. The holds were shallow, treacherous. His bare feet slipped on the damp stone. But he was strong, his movements precise. He pulled himself up, his muscles screaming, until his eyes were level with the arrow slit.

He pressed his face to the narrow opening. The view was limited, a vertical slice of the world. He could see a section of the courtyard, paved with the same dark stone. He could see the opposite wall of the fortress. And he could see a sliver of the sea, a brilliant, impossible blue under the harsh sun.

He watched. For hours. He watched the sun track across the sky, noting its position, using it to get his bearings. The sea was to the east. He watched the guards in the courtyard. Their movements were lazy, bored. They were jailers, not soldiers. They felt safe here. That was their biggest weakness.

As the sun began to set, painting the sliver of sky he could see in shades of orange and blood red, he watched the tide. The waves, which had been crashing high on the rocks at the base of the fortress, began to recede. The water level dropped. Ten feet. Twenty feet. It exposed a ring of black, seaweed-covered rock at the base of the island that had been submerged before.

And it exposed something else. The dark, round opening of a pipe, half-hidden by the rocks. A storm drain, maybe. An old sewer outlet. It was only visible for an hour, at the lowest point of the tide, before the sea came rushing back in to reclaim it.

Brill stared at the dark opening, his mind racing. It was a long shot. A suicidal, impossible chance. But it was a way out.

He lowered himself back down to the floor of his cell. He sat on the damp mattress in the growing darkness. He had been here for less than a day, but he knew more about this prison than the men who guarded it. He knew its rhythms. He knew its weaknesses. He had a plan. It was a terrible plan. But it was a start. He sat in the dark and began to refine it, his mind a cold, clear engine of survival.
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