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  Prologue


Rain hammered the tin roof, each drop a sharp metallic clang that echoed off battered walls and half-packed crates. In the low glow of a single lantern, Jack Callahan sat cross-legged on a wood-plank floor, the stock of his battered HK416 stripped and gleaming in his lap. He ran a square of oiled rag over the bolt carrier with the kind of calm that only years in the field could buy—a calm that belied the restless tension gnawing beneath his skin. Every so often, a tremor in his hand made the rag hitch, but his eyes—faded blue, rimmed with sleepless red—never wavered from the gun. 
The world outside was nothing but blackness and noise, a jungle storm thrashing Santa Valeria like a wounded animal. Branches scraped the windows; the smell of wet earth and diesel seeped through every crack in the cinderblock walls. In the distance, when thunder didn’t swallow it, the angry bark of gunfire echoed from the foothills. The rebels were wasting their ammunition again, or perhaps executing another unlucky soul. Jack had seen it too many times: screams, a quick staccato burst, then silence.
His mind slipped unbidden to old memories—too vivid, too close. A night like this one, years ago, in a different hemisphere. Desert rain, the taste of cordite, the face of a boy who couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Jack squeezed his eyes shut, willing the flashback away. He forced himself to focus on the weapon, snapping the parts together with the brisk efficiency of ritual. The world was safest when it made mechanical sense.
The radio crackled to life, static flattening every other sound in the room. Jack snapped upright. He moved with deliberate care, wiping his hands on a rag, then twisting the old Soviet knob to the right frequency. The voice was a whisper, gutted by interference—a woman, clipped and efficient with the vowels of Virginia or North Carolina.
“Alpha Sierra. Do you copy?”
Jack pressed the transmit key. “Read you five by five.”
There was a short, coded burst—eight tones, a pause, then two more. He didn’t need the cipher book; he’d memorized the sequences the first night. The woman’s words came through, steely and clear, as if she were just outside the hut.
“Target confirmed. Extraction at dawn. Repeat: extraction at dawn. Acknowledge.”
Jack’s tongue scraped the back of his teeth. “Acknowledged. Will be ready.”
She hesitated. “Check for signal flare at sector two. Handler will brief. No deviations, Callahan. No improvisation.”
He let the transmission end before she could say more. Jack turned the radio off and sat for a moment, just listening to the rain. Extraction. At dawn. Which meant he had less than six hours to prep, move, and hope the rebels didn’t sniff him out before then. No improvisation, she’d said. As if the jungle cared about plans.
A slow creak from the next room. Jack eased his sidearm from its holster, tense, then relaxed as the hut’s battered door opened and a tall, thin man in a poncho stepped inside. The American handler—name never given, just “Mr. Harris” for the paperwork, as if anyone believed him—looked every inch as haunted as Jack. Eyebrows like steel wire, a mouth set in a bloodless line. The poncho sluiced water onto their boots, puddling mud on floorboards.
“You got the message?” Harris’s voice was a rasp, the battered edge of too many late nights.
Jack nodded, holstering the pistol. “Extraction at dawn. Yeah. What’s the package?”
Harris approached, rummaging in a battered satchel for a photo—creased, dog-eared, its color faded by too many hands and too many rainstorms. He slapped it on the crate between them.
“Elena Morales,” he said. “Political. Prisoner in name only. They’ve got her locked up in an outbuilding—far corner of the northern compound, closest to the river. Comandante Ruiz runs the show. Sadist, real piece of work.”
Jack studied the photo. The face staring back was younger than he expected—mid-twenties maybe, long black hair, features smudged by a bruise along the cheekbone. Eyes that hadn’t quite quit yet, though he saw the stubborn gleam even through the grainy Polaroid. He set the picture down, knuckles gone white.
“What’s she to us?” he asked, though he could guess.
“Intelligence,” Harris said quietly. “She’s the only one left with access to the real files. The rebels think she’s a spy; the government wants her because she knows where the money is. We need her because she can prove this whole mess started with our own damn guns.”
A long silence. Rain battered the windows. Jack flipped the photo over. The date in red ink: last week.
“Pull her out alive?” Jack asked.
“If you can. She’s no good to anyone dead.” Harris’s eyes flicked up. “But you know how it is. Clean, if you have to.”
Jack’s stomach twisted. “You ever met her?”
“No. But I met Ruiz.” The handler’s lip curled in contempt; his eyes flicked, just for a second, to the ugly scar running from his temple to his jaw. “He doesn’t let anyone go. Not unless they’re in pieces.”
Jack pocketed the photo, tucking it into his vest. “Get some sleep,” Harris muttered. “I’ll signal you when it’s time.”
The hut was silent again. Jack went back to his weapons, his thoughts spinning in dark, narrowing circles. He remembered the last time this had happened—a high-value target, desperate allies, everyone needing something they could barely name. He thought of a buried steel case, maybe still out there under a cluster of kapok trees, stuffed with American dollars and battered M4A1’s, back before the Company admitted they’d ever set foot in Santa Valeria. It was probably just a story, something passed around the fire to keep the green kids brave. But after what he’d seen, he wasn’t so sure. Maybe ghosts left things behind.
A scream ripped through the storm, shrill enough to shake the splintered rafters. Jack froze, gun halfway to his hand. Another scream—shorter, choked off, followed by the unmistakable drumbeat of automatic fire. He moved to the shuttered window, flattening himself against the wall as headlights flared onto the muddy hillside. Inside the perimeter wall, three men dragged a body limp as wet canvas. The dead man wore civilian clothes, a white shirt plastered red against his chest.
The rebels didn’t bother to hurry. One spat a glob into the mud and kicked the corpse, laughing. Another bent down and yanked something from the dead man’s neck—a necklace, maybe, or a dog tag. Jack’s jaw set. Informant. He recognized him now—a local, Pablo, who’d brought supplies and news to their drop spot just three days ago. Now he was just another warning. The message was clear: betray us, and you die screaming in the rain.
Jack forced himself to watch, to remember the stakes. No one here was safe—not the locals, and not the Americans who played at puppet masters. He thought of Elena Morales, somewhere in the compound, maybe close enough to hear the same gunshots. He wondered if she was still alive.
Across the camp, another window flickered with light. Jack adjusted his angle and peered through the rain. There, framed in yellow glow and warped glass, he saw her—Elena. Different from the photograph, her face swollen, one eye almost shut. But her back was straight, her chin lifted in defiance as she sat chained to a wooden chair. In front of her, a man leaned forward, voice raised in anger—Ruiz. Jack could almost hear the cadence through the glass, even if he couldn’t make out the words. There was a rhythm to Ruiz’s threats, the same bullying monotone he’d heard from petty tyrants on every continent. Elena didn’t flinch.
She looked up, past Ruiz’s shoulder, toward the window. For one shattering second, her eyes met Jack’s. Even with the rain and distance, even through the fractured glass, something hard and desperate passed between them. Jack pressed two fingers to the window, but the moment was gone—Ruiz jerked her by the hair, forced her face down, shouted something obscene. Elena’s hands knotted behind her back. Jack’s pulse hammered in his throat.
Thunder tore the sky apart, and somewhere to the east, flares popped orange against the clouds. Harris was signaling—move now, no time. Jack turned from the window, heart pounding. The plan was in motion. There was no going back.
He took one last look at Elena’s ruined face, the set of her jaw, the resolve in her eyes. He strapped the rifle to his chest, checked his sidearm, and moved out into the storm. The jungle swallowed him whole.
Rain hammered the corrugated tin roof, drumming so hard it muffled even the distant artillery thuds rolling across the jungle basin. Jack Callahan crouched on the warped floorboards, cleaning his SIG Sauer by lantern light, the electric hum of adrenaline keeping his hands steady even as sweat prickled at his spine. The storm was a curse and a gift. In a place like this, it covered everything—the clatter of movement, the stench of fear, the confessions of men who knew they might die before morning.
Outside, water poured down in sheets, carving rivers through the red mud. Beyond the battered wooden walls of the safe house, the howler monkeys screamed, their voices climbing above the thunder and the crackling radio static. Jack's mind drifted, unbidden, to desert nights in Anbar, the sulfur tang of cordite heavy in the air, and to the terrible quiet that always followed the last shot. He forced himself back to the present, fingers working the slide, oil glimmering on his knuckles. He could still recall the look in Danny’s eyes as they waited in the dark together, breath held, praying not to be seen.
“Callahan.” The voice on the other end of the radio was a whisper, barely audible under the storm’s onslaught. The old Soviet military set crackled, spitting out the coded phrase he’d been waiting for all week: “Target confirmed. Extraction at dawn.”
Jack set the gun down, lungs drawing in a slow, deliberate breath. He wiped his hands on his jeans, then keyed the mic. “Copy. Awaiting package.”
The radio hissed a final reply—static, then silence. He shut his eyes for a moment. Dawn was only a few hours off, but out here, that meant an eternity. He wondered if the extraction bird would come at all or if the Agency would decide, again, that even its best could be written off.
Footsteps, soft and careful, approached from the back room. The door creaked; a silhouette loomed in the lantern light. His handler—Thompson, one of those men whose air of blank menace made you think of old blood under new suits—stepped in, rainwater trickling from his black poncho. Even here, miles from the embassy, the man smelled of whiskey, hunger, and a peculiar sort of American ambition.
“You got the message?” Thompson’s words were clipped, businesslike. He didn’t bother with pleasantries, just tossed a battered folder onto Jack’s pack. “The asset’s name is Elena Morales. You get one shot at this.”
Jack slid the folder open. A grainy photograph, glossy and black-and-white, showed a woman with smudged eyes, her hair falling messily across sunburned cheeks. She looked younger than he’d expected, but when he glanced back at Thompson, the handler’s face was stone.
“She was arrested last week—helped run a dissident newspaper. Ruiz has her in the main compound.” Thompson spoke as if this was already history, already written off. “The rebels will make an example out of her at sunrise. We want her out before then. You understand why.”
Jack bit back the retort that hovered on his tongue. Of course he understood. In places like Santa Valeria, you didn’t make martyrs. Martyrs burned down countries.
“Backup?” Jack asked, just to hear the word, already knowing the answer.
Thompson’s lips curled in a brief, bitter smile. “You’re it. Our local network’s been shredded. We got eyes on the river, maybe. That’s all. You want out, Callahan, do it before the sun comes up. She alive at sunrise, she’s not our problem no more.”
Jack closed the folder. The room felt smaller. The storm pressed harder against the glass, as if trying to squeeze them out, flood and all. “I need gear,” he said. “And confirmation the pilot’s going to wait.”
“What you need is luck,” Thompson replied, and vanished into the shadows again, leaving only the faint echo of his boots on the wood.
Jack waited until he was sure the handler was gone, then let his head fall into his hands. Elena Morales. He’d heard rumors—whispers that she was the only one not bought or broken in all of Santa Valeria. She’d taken the risk and survived long enough to matter, which, in this war, made her dangerous to both sides.
He replayed the photograph in his mind as he began to break down his weapon again, piece by piece, movements mechanical. He thought about the old stories, passed between Agency lifers after too many drinks. Somewhere in these hills, they said, a cache of CIA hardware—rifles, radios, gold coins for bribe or barter—was hidden, abandoned at the end of another dirty war. Most called it a myth, a tale to keep the greenhorns hoping. But on nights like this, with the rain beating secrets out of the jungle, Jack wondered if it could be the difference between extraction and execution.
A sudden flash of light—a mortar round, distant but close enough to make the glass rattle—snapped him alert. The rebels, or maybe the government, taking another shot at the ghosts in the trees. He checked the SIG, slipped it into his waistband, and pushed the window open a crack. Night pressed in, thick with moisture and the sickly-sweet smell of rot, diesel, and cordite.
He saw movement at the edge of the mud road. Two men in rebel fatigues dragged a third—barefoot, bound, thrashing weakly. Jack recognized him even in half-dark: Miguel, a local schoolteacher, who’d passed messages for the Agency for months. Miguel’s eyes rolled, rainwater mixing with the blood at his temple.
A rebel officer stepped forward, his machete gleaming under the lightning. Words were exchanged—accusations, denials. Jack’s Spanish was good enough to catch the gist.
“You think we don’t know? You think we can’t smell a traitor?” The officer’s voice was shrill, punch-drunk on power and terror.
Miguel shook his head, pleaded. The crowd jeered, muddy boots sloshing, rifles wagging like fingers. The officer didn’t wait for another excuse. The machete came down, hard and fast, the act almost casual.
Jack didn’t look away. He forced himself to watch as the crows scattered from the treetops, their caws lost in the crack of thunder. He owed Miguel that much. Afterward, the rebels melted away, shouting, dragging the body like it was nothing more than trash to be hidden before daylight.
Jack closed the window, fingers trembling. This was what happened to informants out here—men who’d risked everything and paid for it with their lives. The message was clear. There would be no second chances.
A fresh wave of nausea rolled through him. He sat back down, hands shaking now, forced himself to think of Elena Morales, of her face in that washed-out photo, because giving in to despair would get him killed and her lost forever.
Elsewhere, in the smoke-choked heart of the rebel compound, the storm had found new rhythm. Sheets of rain lashed the walls of the cinder-block cell where Elena was held. She sat on a metal chair, wrists cuffed tight behind her, bare feet planted on the freezing floor. Her face was battered—one eye swollen nearly shut, lips split—but her gaze was sharp, refusing to drop when Comandante Ruiz prowled in.
Ruiz wore crisp camouflage, the red sash of command slung over his chest like a parody of officialdom. He circled her, boots squeaking in the puddles. The only light came from a single bare bulb, swinging like a hanged man overhead.
“So. La periodista thinks she’s a martyr?” Ruiz leaned in, his breath sour with tobacco. “You think the Norteamericanos will come for you?”
Elena spat blood onto the floor. “No one comes for anyone here. Least of all for men like you.”
The rebel guards tensed, expecting Ruiz to lash out. But he only smiled, cruel and slow. “Tomorrow, the people will see you confess. You’ll tell them you served the regime. You’ll tell them you are guilty. It’s that, or I send your brothers to the same grave as your father.”
Elena’s jaw tightened. “You do what you must. I will do the same.”
Ruiz stared at her, searching for fear. When he found only hate, he laughed, sharp and unpleasant. “So brave. So foolish. Enjoy your last night, Morales. The world will forget your name by noon.”
When the guards left her alone, Elena slumped, breathing hard. But she did not cry. She’d made peace with fear days ago. Now, all she felt was a cold, clear anger—a promise she repeated under her breath like a prayer: *I will survive this. I will not let them win.*
Back in the safe house, Jack double-checked his pack. A strip of C4 in a waterproof pouch, a combat knife, silence pistol. Not much, but better than most. He glanced at the map spread across the table—rivers, grid lines, red circles marking known patrols and minefields. The jungle outside was alive with the sound of water and distant gunfire.
Thunder cracked again, nearer this time. Jack’s mind flickered back—desert, city, jungle, always someone watching, always a handler with a dossier and a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
He lifted the radio one more time, tuning to a frequency the Agency used only in emergencies. “This is Greyhound. Package in play. Advise on air support,” he said quietly.
The response was instant, but chilling. “Negative, Greyhound. Airspace not secure. You’re alone out there.”
Jack set the radio down, heart stuttering against his ribs. He caught sight of his own reflection, warped in the lantern glass—hollow eyes, beard grown wild, a man who could be anyone, or no one at all.
Out beyond the tree line, the rebel camp blazed with orange light—two trucks burning after a government gunship’s strafing run. The night filled with panic, soldiers running, shouting, rifles going off as they fired wildly into the shadows. Perfect chaos.
Jack took a breath, then slipped into the storm, boots sinking into the sucking mud. The jungle swallowed him whole. He kept low, moving from tree to tree, every sense straining for movement. Somewhere ahead, in the labyrinth of rain-soaked brush and shattered walls, Elena Morales waited. And if he failed tonight, no one would ever hear her name again.
Rain hammered the corrugated metal roof, the percussion sharp enough to drown out everything except the occasional, distant rumble of thunder. Flashes of lightning cracked open the night, revealing lush, bruised jungle outside the window—veins of water already carving rivulets through muck and black earth, the outskirts of Santa Valeria battered by the unruly monsoon.
Jack Callahan sat alone in the flickering candlelight, cross-legged on a crate, hunched over the parts of his disassembled SIG Sauer. Each piece was cleaned, oiled, reassembled with the priestly care of a ritual: slide, barrel, recoil spring, frame. He worked in silence, muscle memory running the show even as the past prowled through his mind. Rain on canvas tents in Kandahar. Coppery blood in the sand. A friend’s scream, cut short. Always, the same refrain: do your job, check your six, don’t miss.
He set the magazine beside the gun, checking the feed lips with his thumb, then hesitated. The battered radio on the crate across from him spat static, then a sharp burst—he leaned in, half-expecting nothing, half-dreading everything. At first, only garbled transmission and the crackle of electricity. Then, through the hiss, a voice: clipped, American, disguised but familiar. “Sierra-three, do you copy?”
Jack leaned in, pressing the talk button. “Read you five by five.”
“Target confirmed. Extraction at dawn,” the voice said. “Package location unchanged. Zero margin for error.”
Jack waited, the silence now louder than the rain. But the channel had closed, no reply, leaving him with the sound of his own heartbeat and the storm shaking the jungle outside.
The candle guttered in a stray gust, threatening to go out. Jack reached for his pack, felt the comforting weight of the old black-and-white Polaroid tucked into the side pocket: a forgotten sunset over a mountain ridge, a crude “good luck” scrawled on the bottom in Spanish. He tried not to think of the face attached to the handwriting. He tried to focus, to anchor himself in the discipline drilled into him since Langley, since the darker places before. But the rain, the isolation, never let him be.
He heard the soft pad of boots behind him—no attempt at stealth, but still careful, deliberate. The flap of the canvas door lifted and a man entered, rain trailing off his poncho in rivulets. The American, only ever called “Marcus,” his skin drawn sallow by years undercover, eyes sharp as broken glass. He didn’t bother to shake off the wet.
“Callahan,” Marcus greeted, voice measured. “Storm’s useful. Keeps the rebels huddled, but it won’t last.”
Jack nodded, eying the handler as he did a final safety check on his SIG. “Package confirmed?”
Marcus crouched opposite him, fishing a battered folder from inside his jacket. “Morales. Elena. Thirty-four. Former legal counsel to the defense ministry. She’s tougher than she looks.” He slapped down a single photo, paper wrinkled, ink running at the corners. Elena stared back, dark hair tangled, eyes burning with something that refused to surrender. “Rebels call her ‘La Abogada Maldita.’ She’s been held two weeks. Interrogations nightly. Ruiz is running out of patience, and time.”
Jack studied the photo, searching for a fracture, a weakness. “What’s the extraction window?”
“Gunship support at 0530, but not a second longer. Civilians can’t know. You get her, or you don’t come back.” Marcus’s voice was even, but his eyes studied Jack’s hands. “You with me?”
“Always,” Jack replied, though part of him wondered if that was still true.
Thunder rolled, shaking the window glass. Marcus straightened, gathering the folder, his silhouette momentarily painted in blue lightning. “I’ll signal at zero-four. Don’t improvise, Jack. Not this time.”
Jack watched him leave, the door flapping. The rain briefly surged, then steadied. He sat again, gun on his knee, the world shrinking to a pinpoint—a face across a table, a name, an order to extract at dawn. He tried to focus, but his mind slid sideways, unbidden, to memories he’d tried to bury in the stinking mud outside this city.
There’d been a night not unlike this, years ago. The briefing had been rushed, the coordinates incomplete. A cache, the legendary Langley crate, supposedly packed with enough cash and gear to buy an army—or start a new war. Half the team said it was urban myth, CIA fairy tales told around campfires. But Jack remembered the map burned into his mind, the X marked under the old ceiba tree, the way the rain felt that night—cold and close, like the jungle itself was holding its breath. He’d buried the memory deep. Tonight, it clawed its way up, mingling with the scent of oil and gunmetal.
His ears pricked at a muffled shout, far across the camp. He slipped the SIG into his waistband, ducked out into the rain, and moved along the shadows, boots squelching in the mud. The rebel camp was half-drowned, bonfires flickering, canvas tents stained dark with run-off. Men huddled in knots, AKs slung low, laughter brittle and sharp. At the edge of the clearing, a crude gallows had been hastily assembled—a warning, not just to government spies, but to anyone tempted to waver.
A knot of rebels dragged a local boy forward, maybe sixteen, hands bound, shirt plastered to his ribs. The crowd jeered. Jack recognized the informant; skinny, eager, perhaps too eager—he’d brought the wrong intel last time, and now someone had found out. Ruiz, the comandante, stepped forward—face obscured by the hood of his poncho, machete gleaming in one hand, pistol in the other.
Ruiz’s voice rose above the rain, sharp and theatrical. “Traitors feed the jungle. Who speaks for this one?”
Silence. The boy trembled, eyes darting for mercy, but finding none. Jack watched from the shadows, jaw clenched, every muscle taut. He knew this ceremony—the lesson etched in blood and terror for the benefit of the crowd. The hammer of a pistol cocked. In an instant, it was over—a flash, a crack, and the boy slumped, blood darkening the mud. No one looked away, and no one spoke.
Jack forced himself to breathe, remembering what Marcus had said. Get her, or don’t come back. He thought again of the CIA cache, of the ghosts that hovered just behind his eyelids, and he wondered how much of his soul he had left to trade for one more dawn.
Lightning forked overhead, casting the jungle in stuttering, frantic light. The distant whup-whup of a gunship’s rotors drifted above the storm—too early for the extraction, but close enough to remind the rebels of the government’s reach. They scattered, diving for cover, shouting orders. Ruiz barked something unintelligible. Sirens wailed. The air tasted of ozone and cordite.
Jack pressed himself behind a water barrel, breath held, eyes straining for a glimpse of his target. He scanned the camp’s makeshift prison—a shack lashed together from split bamboo and corrugated tin, window smeared with grime and rain. Inside, shadows moved. He caught a glimpse: a woman, hair matted, jaw set in grim defiance even as a hand grabbed her by the chin and forced her to meet another man’s glare.
Comandante Ruiz leaned in, stripping away his poncho hood to reveal a face both charismatic and cruel, the kind that inspired men to murder in his name. He spoke softly, a whisper that threatened worse than any shouted threat.
“Tell me about Minister Alvarez,” Ruiz said, each word a blade.
Elena Morales glared, unbroken despite the bruises swelling her eyes, lips cracked and bleeding, her hands twisted in her lap to conceal their trembling. “You want me to invent lies? Put it in writing and I’ll consider it.” Her voice was raw, thick with fatigue but iron-willed.
Ruiz’s smile was all canine teeth. “You write nothing unless I allow it. But I am not without mercy. Tell me what I want, and this ends.”
Elena spat at his feet. “Mercy? Save it for yourself when this is over.”
Lightning snapped again, painting Ruiz’s fury stark. He straightened, signaled to the guards, then walked out—leaving Elena alone, head bowed, fists clenched around silent rage.
Jack clocked all of this through the rain-streaked window, every detail burned into his mind. He checked his watch: a handful of hours until dawn. The rain would keep the camp distracted, but only for so long. He slid back into the shadows, heart pounding, all the world narrowing to the battered shack and the prisoner who waited behind its bars.
The gunship came in low, strafing the edge of the camp with a torrent of tracer fire, the jungle erupting in chaos. Rebels scattered, screaming. Jack used the confusion, moving fast, crouched low, boots splashing through the mud. He knew his approach had to be silent, surgical. One shot, one chance.
He reached the wall of the prison, pressed flat against the slick tin, pulse thundering. He risked a glance inside. Elena sat by the window, arms wrapped around her knees, eyes wide—not beaten, not yet broken. She must have sensed him; her gaze snapped up, meeting his through the filthy glass. For a breathless moment, neither moved.
Jack saw the fear there, and the resolve. Elena, battered but unbowed. Jack, a shadow with a gun and a promise to keep.
He tapped the glass—once, sharp and precise—then melted away just as a rebel guard turned the corner, rifle at the ready. A whisper of warning, a pact sealed in that brief connection. The rain blurred everything else, but not Jack’s sense of the stakes. If he failed now, the jungle would swallow them both without a trace.
He slipped into darkness, preparing for dawn.
Rain beat against the corrugated tin roof in erratic, percussive bursts as the midnight storm battered Santa Valeria’s jungle outskirts. Thunder rolled through the darkness, shaking loose damp hunks of black earth along the outer trail, and lightning flickered through the fronds, bleaching the world in ghostly blue-white. In the shanty’s single cramped room, Jack Callahan crouched behind a battered crate, the scent of gun oil and ozone sharp under his nose. He worked the bolt of his carbine with methodical precision, hands running through the familiar ritual: swipe, click, lock, wipe—again and again, his mind only half tethered to the flickering kerosene lamp or the weight of the storm outside.
Shadows danced up the makeshift walls, chased by every flare of lightning. But Jack wasn’t seeing them. Instead, he saw the muddy yard of a different outpost, years ago and a continent away. There was blood slicked across concrete, children’s shoes abandoned in the dust, shouts that became screams, and somewhere, a memory of a code phrase spoken into a crackling earpiece: “Target confirmed. Extraction at dawn.” Even now, Jack’s thumb kept finding the groove in his rifle’s stock, a divot worn by old anxiety and older ghosts.
A whistle—a series of three short, two long—cut through the storm, so faint Jack almost missed it. He tensed, muscles coiling, but recognized it for what it was: the drop signal. He replaced the bolt, tucked his weapon under a blanket, and slipped silently to the window.
Rain blurred the world outside, reducing the jungle’s edge to a shivering, ink-green smear. A figure crouched under the overhang by the latrine, wrapped in a poncho slick with rain. Jack’s heart quickened. He waited for the counter-sign—a gloved hand rising, two fingers crooked like the devil’s horns. Only then did he step out.
The man’s face was shadowed by a hood, but his voice when he spoke was clipped, American, laced with Potomac drawl—somewhere between D.C. and nowhere. “Evenin’, Callahan. Orders changed. She’s still breathing, for now.” His breath steamed in the wet air. “Pay attention. Name is Elena Morales. She’s the daughter, not the wife. That means more to the old men in Washington than the idiots in this jungle understand. Package needs to be upright and able to walk when we exfil. Preferably with all her fingers. Questions?”
Jack’s lips thinned. “Just one. Is this a live pickup or a body bag job if she can’t run?”
The handler shrugged, water sheeting off his plastic poncho. “That’s above your pay grade, son. But the governor’s daughter’s got a price tag. Try not to waste it.” He tucked a folded sheet of waxed paper into Jack’s palm—a map, coordinates, the time for the exfil: dawn. “Radio again at 0400. If you’re not at grid Lima-Twelve, we burn the op and you with it.” The man’s eyes caught the flare of lightning, pale and cold. “Don’t get sentimental. She’s replaceable. You’re not.”
Jack watched him slip back into the deluge, boots sucking at the mud, vanishing as quickly as he’d come. He unfolded the map, tracing the penciled X with a calloused thumb, then tucked it deep into his undershirt.
Across the valley, on the rebel side, another storm raged—one built from men and rage rather than thunder and rain. In a tent strung with naked bulbs, the rebel leader Comandante Ruiz stalked a tight circle around Elena Morales. Her face was a battered map of bruises, one eye blooming purple-blue, but her back stayed straight, shoulders squared in the plastic chair. Ruiz’s shadow loomed across her, broad and predatory. He slapped a file onto the battered table—government photographs, lists of names.
“You helped them,” Ruiz spat, voice thick with the campfire smell of rum. “I have the reports. The governor’s whore-child, hosting CIA in her father’s house. Do you know what we do to traitors here?”
Elena’s voice was a whisper, hoarse but sharp as a razor. “Torture me all you want. I know nothing.”
Ruiz’s hand shot out, lifting her chin so she was forced to meet his eyes. “You lie to me, Elena. Perhaps not for long.” He nodded to the guard. “Fetch the other one. Show her what government loyalty buys you in our republic.”
A scream split the night outside, sharp and short. Elena flinched despite herself, lips pressed tight to keep from trembling. She knew whose voice that was—Manuel, the local who had smuggled her father’s letters through the lines, who had promised he’d never give names. They would drag him in, make her watch.
From the edge of the rebel camp, through the distorted glass of a rain-streaked window, Jack watched the tableau. He saw the guards drag Manuel down to his knees—barely more than a boy, wrists bound behind his back with wire, face slick with terror and rain. One of the rebels raised a pistol, and Jack heard the click even from his vantage, even through the storm’s fury. There was no begging, just the crack of gunfire, and Manuel slumped forward, crimson blooming through the mud. The camp backed away from the body in grim silence. Jack pressed his palm against the wet glass, jaw tight. The message was clear—anyone who helped the government died, and anyone who crossed Ruiz died slower.
Jack’s memory flicked—the old stories, the kind told by men too tired to joke, about a CIA cache buried out here. Gold and weapons, stashed for a coup that never came. Some nights, the legends kept him alive; others, they just reminded him how few friends he had left. He wondered, not for the first time, if it was all just a lie cooked up to keep mercenaries on their toes.
Thunder boomed again, rattling the rickety window frame. Down in the camp, rebel soldiers pawed through prisoners' belongings—wallets, battered watches, tattered family photos. One, a girl barely old enough for school, pleaded in rapid Spanish; her words drowned in the rain as a boot cracked across her ribs. Jack forced himself to watch. He had to remember what happened here. What she, Elena, would face if he failed. His finger traced the map under his shirt. Hours yet until dawn.
His earpiece buzzed—a burst of static resolving into a single, coded phrase: “Target confirmed. Extraction at dawn.” He let out a breath, slow and even, then whispered back his acknowledgment, praying the signal didn’t give away his position. The gunship would come soon, as promised. But first, chaos.
It came not as a distant rumble but as a shrieking engine, a sudden staccato of rotors hammering the air. The night lit up—red tracer rounds slashing across the jungle fringe, heavy machine guns roaring. Trees shattered, tents exploded in flame, and the rebel camp erupted in terror. Jack broke from cover, sprinting low through the cascading rain as shouts and gunfire blurred into a single, howling cacophony.
He reached the edge of the main tent, pausing only to press himself flat against the canvas wall. The chaos masked his approach. He saw Ruiz shove Elena hard, yanking her upright by the collar, dragging her toward the rear escape path. Jack leveled his carbine, sighting down the barrel at Ruiz’s back. He hesitated—one careful breath—then tracked them as they moved.
A spotlight swept across the clearing, then snapped away. In its aftermath, Jack caught Elena’s eyes through a pane of glass—the window smeared by rain, her face a study in terror and fury. For a moment, their gazes locked, and something passed between them—resolve meeting desperation, the promise of help, or maybe just the last gasp of hope before it all burned away.
He raised one hand, two fingers pressed to his brow—a soldier’s vow. Stay alive. I’m coming.
Elena’s battered face flickered with understanding. Even as Ruiz jerked her forward, her chin lifted. Jack melted into the shadows, working his way around the burning tent, counting heartbeats against the thunder. He reached the body of a fallen rebel, stripped a pistol from the man’s slack grip, pocketed his ammo. Every step closer to the heart of the camp was a step deeper into the fire.
The gunship banked overhead, stitching the jungle with death. Panic rippled through the rebels’ lines—some broke for the trees, others fired wildly into the night, bullets hissing through the sheets of rain. Jack ducked and wove between the canvas tents, making for the rendezvous.
A mortar shell landed close by, flinging earth and debris into the air. Jack hit the ground, mud splattering his face. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, blinking hard. His heart hammered, but his mind was cold, calculating. He counted bodies, assessed lines of fire, mapped every possible extraction route in an instant.
In the haze and chaos, he saw Ruiz’s silhouette dragging Elena toward the armory. He sprinted, silent as the storm itself, closing the distance. As he rounded the last tent, he intercepted a rebel guard. The man spun, rifle up, but Jack’s fist struck first, knuckles cracking against the rebel’s jaw. The man crumpled with a grunt, and Jack caught the rifle before it could hit the mud.
He paused at the corner, daring a glance into the armory—it was little more than a wooden shack, stacked floor to ceiling with stolen rifles and crates of damp ammunition. Ruiz barked orders at two men inside, one of whom fumbled for a lantern. Elena struggled in Ruiz’s grip, twisting free for a heartbeat but earning a savage backhand for her courage.
Jack’s breath came fast and shallow. He chambered a round, finger barely resting on the trigger. He wouldn’t get a better shot. His eyes slid to Elena—she saw him, just for a second, and understanding passed between them again.
He squeezed the trigger. The shot punched through the night, catching one of Ruiz’s men clean in the shoulder. The man reeled back, screaming. Ruiz jerked Elena toward him, using her as cover.
Jack fired again, grazing Ruiz’s arm and forcing him to drop her. Elena stumbled free, crashing into a stack of crates. Ruiz spun, pistol drawn, searching the darkness.
Jack dove inside, landing hard. He rolled behind a crate as shots rang out, splinters exploding over his head. He returned fire, pinning Ruiz behind a metal locker. Elena scrambled toward him, face streaked with blood and mud. Jack caught her wrist, yanking her behind cover.
“Can you run?” he hissed.
She nodded, breath ragged. “Try me.”
Ruiz bellowed, unleashing a wild barrage. Jack emptied his clip into the locker, bullets smashing through thin sheet metal, then grabbed Elena’s hand. Together, they dashed out into the rain, the world behind them collapsing in fire and fury.
The path to the extraction point was a hellscape—flaming tents, bodies sprawled in the mud, shouts and gunfire echoing through the storm. But Jack didn’t look back. Not at Ruiz, nor at the lost cache buried in myth. The only thing that mattered now was the woman at his side, and the dawn that waited on the far side of hell.






  
  Chapter one
The Job


Sunlight knifed through the boarded gaps in the safehouse windows, decorating the cracked plaster walls with stripes of gold. Jack sat at a battered table, its legs uneven, the room thick with the scent of mildew and old sweat. His boots were caked with red clay. He’d left them muddy on purpose, a not-so-subtle reminder to anyone watching that he’d come from far outside the city—just another foreigner lost in the chaos. Across from him in the dimness, the American handler folded and unfolded a white handkerchief, as if battling the heat with ceremony alone. 
Jack waited, arms crossed, resting on the thick packet set before him. The dossier had Elena’s name stamped crookedly on the manila. His thumb pressed against it, feeling the rumple in the paper, the substance of the case he was about to take—or not.
The American, all angles and nervous tics, finally pushed the handkerchief into his pocket and cleared his throat. “Fifty up front. Fifty on completion. Plus hazard.”
Jack laughed softly, no amusement in his eyes. “Hazard is the job. If you want it done clean, it’s one-fifty. All in, cash. No crypto, no wire transfer, no promises from Washington.”
A flicker of irritation crossed the handler’s features. “We’re not in a position to—”
Jack leaned forward, voice low. “Then find someone else. But you won’t. Not here. Not now.” He tapped the dossier. “She’s not just any package. You want her alive. That’s expensive.”
The American wavered. Sweat drew lines along his jaw. He looked toward the battered door, as if expecting backup, or salvation, or both. None were coming.
Jack leaned back, silent. In this world, patience was as much a weapon as any rifle. He had seen too many men sell themselves short. He wouldn’t. Not anymore.
Finally, the handler blew out a breath. “One-fifty. Cash. But I need proof of life within forty-eight hours. Radio check-in, coded phrase—”
“Done,” Jack interrupted, standing, scooping the dossier under one arm. “We use the old channel. Frequency’s in here?” He held up the folder.
The handler nodded, lips thin. “Don’t screw around, Jack.”
Jack let the door creak shut behind him, the scent of gun oil and nervous lies clinging to his clothes. He walked out into the sun’s angry glare, the city beyond the safehouse a churning tapestry of vendors, children, and stray dogs weaving through the dust.
He ducked into a shadowed alley and flipped the folder open. Elena Savic. Forty-two. Former aid worker, now “person of interest.” Alleged ties to the rebel faction. The photos told a different story: a tall woman with fierce, dark eyes and a gaze that said she’d never learned to flinch. The notes were full of holes—the kind of narrative that looked good to a bureaucrat but felt wrong to anyone who’d ever seen a woman like this work. According to the file, she’d waltzed into rebel-held territory just as the compound went “dark.” Jack had heard the rumors. There was no “waltzing” in or out of the jungle these days without cost.
He read through the transcript of her last transmission. He pictured her, sweat-slick and tired, voice steady as she called in coordinates. Then static. Then nothing. The official version was neat: she’d gone native, maybe even sold out her contacts. Jack doubted it. The world didn’t work that way, not on the ground. Not when bullets were involved.
A memory slid in like a blade. Not here, not now, he warned himself, but it came anyway: the last extraction. Screams echoing through the rain. His partner’s hand yanking at his vest, voice in his ear, “We’re burned—move!” The pickup point had been compromised. The evac bird never circled back. Someone—someone close—had sold them out, left Jack running through mud with gunfire snapping at his heels, a pain in his thigh where shrapnel still lodged, a friend’s blood sticky against his palm. That was the last time he’d let anyone else write the story.
He shook off the past and tucked the folder under his arm, making his way toward the market square. Noise and color pressed close—vendors hawking fruit bruised by the heat, fish laid open on tarps, engines sputtering and dying. People moved like water around potholes and street dogs. Jack kept his head down, eyes scanning for rebel armbands, for men with the wrong kind of boots, the wrong kind of gaze.
He bought a bottle of water from an old woman who studied his face too long. “You’re foreign,” she said in the local dialect, her tone warning but not unkind.
“I’m just passing through,” Jack replied, forcing a tired smile.
She snorted, arranging more bottles in the wire crate. “No one ‘just passes through’ anymore. Not unless they know something. Or they’re running.”
Jack looked past her to the edge of the square, where a group of young men loafed in the shade, Kalashnikovs slung casual as guitars. “What’s the word? Patrols been heavy?”
The old woman’s eyes narrowed. “You should leave before nightfall. They don’t ask questions after dark. They just take.”
Jack nodded, thanked her, and moved on, weaving through the crowd until he found a spot behind a broken-down fruit stand. He pretended to study a crate of mangos, watching patrol patterns. The rebels were smart—never the same route twice in a day. But he saw where the checkpoints funneled, where the kids with radios lingered. There was a rhythm to the chaos. Underneath, always, there was order.
As the heat began to bleed from the day, a small boy shuffled over, clutching a folded scrap of paper. He looked up at Jack with the hardened eyes of someone who’d already seen too much.
“You’re Mr. James?” the boy asked, voice barely above a whisper.
Jack crouched, lowering his frame to the boy’s level. “That’s right.”
The boy handed over the paper, then vanished into the press of bodies. Jack slipped the note open. It was a map—hand-drawn, lines sketched quick and dirty, but clear enough. The compound’s perimeter. Guard towers. Entrance points. A small X marked the rear fence, where the jungle threatened to choke the building whole.
Jack folded the map, tucking it into his shirt. He left the square, heading for a shuttered shop where he’d stored his gear—a battered duffel, stashed behind boxes of outdated soda syrup. He moved quietly, keeping to alleys, avoiding the main roads. Every step made him more aware of the tension winding through his muscles, the frayed nerves coiled tight ever since that last job in the hills.
Inside the shop, Jack zipped open the duffel and checked his weapons. Sidearm cleaned, silencer threaded, extra magazines wrapped in oiled rags. A stubby pump shotgun with the serial filed off. A boot knife. He double-checked the batteries in his radio, clicked a cracked lighter just to be sure. The routine was a comfort—a ritual against the uncertainty of what was coming.
He stuffed a Red Cross armband into his pack, along with a battered medical kit raided from an NGO’s abandoned outpost. Disguise was insurance. No one shot at the Red Cross—at least, not right away. And he needed every second he could buy.
When he approached, a sergeant stepped out, rifle low but not slack. “Papers,” he barked. The accent was thick; the distrust thicker.
Jack handed over forged documents, face slack with exhaustion. “Red Cross,” he said, pointing to the battered med kit slung over one shoulder. “Got a call about an outbreak in Sector Four. Field hospital needs supplies.”
The sergeant squinted. “Who sent you?”
“Dr. Rami,” Jack answered, inventing the name. “UN log number seven-eight-two. He’s expecting me before nightfall.”
The sergeant conferred with a younger soldier, who looked barely old enough to shave. They murmured in the local tongue, glancing at Jack, then at the horizon, where thunderclouds were building like bruises.
After a moment that stretched too long, the sergeant shoved the papers back. “Go. But hurry. Jungle’s bad at night.”
Jack moved past, not letting himself exhale until he was well down the road, jungle pressing in on either side. The path was a scar hacked through dense undergrowth, vines clawing at his sleeves. He stopped twice to check the map, its corners already softening with sweat and humidity.
As darkness fell, Jack stripped off his city clothes and slipped on the Red Cross vest, muddying it until the emblems were barely visible. He tied a dirty bandana around his head, hoping the silhouette would pass under low light. Bugs swarmed, thick and hungry. He ignored them.
He moved fast, boots silent in the wet loam, every step a calculation. Twenty meters off the trail, he buried a spare pistol in a waterproof pouch, marking the spot with a line of stones. Insurance, in case things went wrong. They always did.
Stars blinked through the gaps in the canopy. The jungle was a living thing, breathing in the cool air, exhaling a thousand animal calls. Jack paused, listening for the sound of engines, of boots on leaf litter—anything out of place.
There was nothing, only the distant thud of drums from some village half a mile off. He crouched behind a fallen log, heart thrumming with anticipation. On the horizon, the shape of the compound emerged, half-eaten by vines, lit by the flicker of guard fires.
Jack checked his watch. Midnight. If Elena was alive, she was somewhere in that warren of shadows and secrets. He clicked the safety off his pistol and slipped into the darkness, the weight of the job pressing down, heavy and real. The story wasn’t written yet. And this time, he’d be the one to shape it.
Rain drummed against the rusting roof of the safehouse, a muted tattoo echoing through cracked plaster walls. Jack shifted his weight in the splintered chair, forcing himself not to glance at the boarded windows. The American handler—grey suit, worn at the elbows, eyes as cold as a winter dawn—sat across from him, arms folded. A battered briefcase rested between his Polished shoes, ticking with the faintest hint of restlessness.
“Half now. The rest when we confirm Dr. Sokolov is out of the zone,” the handler said. His accent was New England, clipped and precise, but there was an undertow—an exhaustion, maybe, or just the certainty of someone used to sending men into hell.
Jack kept his hands on the table, fingers away from the concealed SIG holstered at his hip. “Last job I took for your people, I ended up pinned under mortar fire for two days. I want half up front, and expenses, or I walk.”
A long moment. Then the handler’s lips twitched—a ghost of a smile, or maybe just gas. “We don’t negotiate with contractors, Mr. Weaver.”
Jack shrugged, careless on the outside, but measuring the man’s pulse, his eyes. “Then you don’t get your asset out. Find someone else willing to cross the DMZ for peanuts.”
The rain picked up, water tracing muddy lines down the inside of the window. The silence was sharp as a blade. Finally, the handler opened the briefcase, sliding a thick envelope across the table. Jack didn’t reach for it—waiting, savoring the power shift. “You’ll get the other half when Elena Sokolov is on our side of the river. And if you try anything—”
“I know how this works,” Jack cut in. He tapped the dossier lying between them. “You still haven’t told me why the Russians want her dead.”
The handler’s jaw tensed, eyes darting toward the window. “She’s a bioengineer. Vital work. That should be enough.”
Jack leaned forward, lowering his voice until the words were just for the two of them. “We both know it isn’t. You’re sending me in blind, and I hate being surprised.”
There was a flicker of something—uncertainty, annoyance, or maybe just fatigue. “Clock’s ticking, Weaver.” The handler stood, collecting his case. “You leave by midnight. Contact only through the agreed channels.”
He was gone before Jack could press further, heavy footsteps echoing down the rickety stairwell. The envelope sat like a dare on the table. Jack drew it closer, peeling the flap open. Cash, untraceable, in neat bundles. A battered thumb drive. And the dossier—photographs, redacted reports, a grainy scan of Elena Sokolov: sharp features, tired eyes, dark hair tucked under a nondescript scarf. Her gaze met the camera, uncompromising.
He flicked through the pages, scanning details. Last seen at the Medora refugee clinic, then vanished. Rumors of collaboration. No mention of family—no leverage, then. But the inconsistencies nagged at him: timelines blinking like faulty neon, report dates that didn’t line up, field notes hinting at things unsaid. Whoever wrote this had tried hard to make it look routine, and that only deepened Jack’s unease.
He closed his eyes, letting the rain drag him backward to a different safehouse, different country—six months ago, the Syrian border. The taste of dust in his mouth, sweat pooling between his shoulder blades despite the autumn chill. He’d been there to pull out a photojournalist—some kid from Ohio with too much bravado and a busted ankle. The extraction went smooth until the rendezvous point. That was when the van doors swung open and the supposed “friendly” driver leveled a Glock at Jack’s head.
“You’re not supposed to survive, Weaver,” the man had said, voice almost apologetic. Then the bullets had started, Jack diving between crumbling walls, the kid screaming as he dragged him by the collar through a maze of ruin. He still remembered the look in the handler’s eyes at debrief: regret, but not surprise. The money came through, but the message was clear—expendable. Always.
Back in the present, Jack gripped the dossier. Don’t trust them, he reminded himself. Don’t ever expect backup.
He stopped at a stall of battered pots, nodding to the ancient woman tending it. “Busy today,” he offered in halting Russian.
She gave him a sideways glance, wary. “Never busy enough for safety, not with rebels so close.”
Jack kept his voice low. “I hear patrols come through after dark. True?”
She snorted, dropping a battered ladle into his hand. “Patrols, yes. Which flag? Government, rebels, new uniforms every week.”
He smiled, tucking a few bills into her palm. “Good to know.”
She hesitated, her eyes sharp. “You should leave before sunset, stranger. Too many disappear at night. No one asks questions. People who ask? They vanish fastest.”
He pocketed the ladle, nodding. “Thanks for the advice.”
He moved on, weaving through tight lanes between sagging shopfronts, catching snatches of rebel insignia scrawled in chalk. At a shadowed door, a boy in a dirty Arsenal jersey hissed his name. Jack stiffened, hand brushing the grip of his sidearm. But the boy just nodded toward the alley—nervous, jittery.
“Your friend is here,” the boy whispered, eyes darting toward a pair of bored soldiers lounging by a fruit cart. “She said come now, not wait.”
Jack followed, boots crunching on broken brick. Around the corner, Katya waited—mid-thirties, hair cut brutally short, face all angles and bruised knuckles. She wore an ill-fitting rebel jacket and a look that dared the world to disappoint her. In her gloved hand: a map, creased but legible, and a battered Nokia burner.
“I told you not to come into the open,” she hissed, shoving the map into his vest. “You want the whole city watching?”
“They already are,” Jack replied, tucking the map deep into an inner pocket. “What’s this?”
“New patrols, compound layout.” She wiped rain from her brow with the back of her hand. “Rebels dug in deep. You got a five-minute window, tops, before their snipers adjust.”
He glanced over the hand-drawn paths, the X’s and circles marking guard towers, choke points. “Tunnels?”
She snorted. “Maybe. But they’re collapsed. Only a fool tries them now.”
He memorized the key routes, committing the map to memory. “Anything else?”
Katya looked away, voice low. “Saw government men by the bridge. Don’t trust them. They heard your name.”
Jack’s shoulders tightened. Nothing ever stayed secret for long in places like this. “Thanks, Katya.”
She pressed the phone into his palm. “Number’s in there. Don’t call unless you’re bleeding out. I’ll send what I know.”
He lingered, eyes searching her face—the exhaustion, the flicker of old loyalty. “Last chance to walk away.”
She shrugged, defiant. “Someone has to clean up after you.”
He cracked a tired smile. “I pay well.”
“Never enough.” Her grin was sharp, but her eyes were worried. Then she melted into the shadows, and Jack was alone.
Night crept fast. The stalls were shuttered, lanterns snuffed one by one. He retreated to the safehouse, double-bolting the door. On the battered wooden table, he laid out his kit: suppressed pistol, folding knife, compact first aid, water purifier. He stripped down his rifle, retightening the action, checking each round by feel. In his backpack: extra mags, backup burner, a battered photo of another life—just in case.
From a false panel beneath the floorboards, he pulled a violet-labeled vial and a battered Red Cross badge. The ruse would buy him a whisper of safety—enough to get close, maybe. He shrugged on a faded white vest, spattered with old blood, and clipped the badge to his collar. He stashed weapons in concealed pockets, blade taped against his calf, a last-resort smoke grenade tucked under a bundle of medical gauze.
He checked his watch: 22:01. Two hours until his window. Outside, thunder rolled, muting the distant crackle of gunfire and the restless cough of old engines fighting the rain.
He finished packing, double-looping his boots, and killed the lights. He moved quietly, one hand always ghosting over concealed weapons. Down the alley, the city was quieter now—no cars, just the occasional bark of a dog, the shout of a drunken soldier. He kept to the shadows, ducking beneath laundry lines, tracing a crooked path toward the southern checkpoint.
The soldiers there were young—one not old enough to shave, the other with a makeshift bandage on his arm, eyes swimming with exhaustion. Jack flashed the Red Cross badge, murmuring the practiced lie, “Medical supplies for the Medora camp. I need to get through before curfew.”
The younger soldier stiffened, but the older one waved the barrel of his rifle, lazy but not careless. “Camp’s closed. Rebels attack at night.”
Jack switched to Russian, voice patient. “I have insulin for the children. They’ll die before morning.”
The older soldier hesitated, exchanging a glance with his partner. “This route’s closed.”
Jack slipped a folded hundred into the kid’s hand, low and fast. “Just fifteen minutes. I’m not here to cause trouble.”
The boy looked at the money, then at Jack. Something desperate flickered in his eyes—hunger, or something darker. He nodded, letting Jack pass with a jerk of his chin.
He slipped through, boots silent on the muddy road. Past the checkpoint, the jungle pressed close, shadows thick and alive. The moon was a sliver, barely enough light to read the map by. He moved quickly, counting breaths, the tension a tight band around his ribs. Every noise—a branch creaking, the rustle of something small in the undergrowth—sent adrenaline crackling down his spine.
He didn’t look back. He didn’t dare.
With the compound less than two kilometers away, Jack paused, crouched in the brush. He checked the map once more against the shifting starlight, every instinct screaming caution. Too easy, too quiet. The dossier’s half-truths gnawed at him, each step painted in old betrayals. But there was no going back now. Only forward—into the teeth of the unknown.
Jack kept his hands flat on the warped tabletop, the dust beneath his fingertips fine as talcum. The safehouse, a rotting colonial holdover pressed between two shanty apartment blocks, stank of damp concrete and stale cigarettes. The American, Sarno, hunched across from him, temple vein pulsing, tie askew. The only light came from a bare bulb overhead, flickering with each unreliable surge of power.
“You’ll have her out of there in forty-eight hours. The extraction point is the old airstrip south of K—”
Jack cut him off with a slow shake of his head. “That’s not what we discussed. A rush job bumps my fee to double. You want Elena Ferris out alive, not in pieces.”
Sarno glanced at his phone—no signal, as Jack had promised. “Double, Jack?” Beneath the cultivated DC scorn, there was a tremor. “The Agency doesn’t negotiate with—”
“You negotiate with whoever’s dumb enough to come here. Or you walk. Find a local kid with a Kalashnikov and a death wish.” Jack let a pause stretch, eyes locked with Sarno’s. “But you didn’t, did you?”
Wind rattled the window shutters. Outside, a dog barked, sharp and panicked. Sarno massaged his knuckles. “Half now, half on exfil. I’ll authorize the transfer to your Jakarta account.”
“No.” Jack folded his arms, muscle tensing beneath sweat-damp fabric. “Seventy grand in cash, now. If I’m dead by morning, you can keep the rest. If I make it out with the girl, I get another seventy.”
Sarno’s tongue darted out, dampening dry lips. “That wasn’t the original agreement.”
Jack’s stare was unblinking. “Neither was a rebel compound full of hostages and suicide wires. I saw the news feeds.”
A minute passed. The American finally reached into his battered duffel, counted out bricks of currency, and slid them across. “You’ll get the rest, provided you deliver.”
Jack slipped the bills into his battered pack without a word. The money barely registered—paper armor against what waited outside. He held out his hand, palm open. “Dossier. Now.”
Sarno hesitated. “The intel is...raw. We had to bribe a lieutenant to smuggle it out.”
Jack’s nostrils flared. “You want this to work, you give me everything.” He stared the handler down, the seconds thickening. Sarno relented, sliding over a worn file folder sealed with a strip of red tape.
Jack opened it to the first photo—a woman, dark hair, jaw set stubborn. Elena Ferris stared out from the page, sharp-featured and wary, her blue UN lanyard half-hidden. The reports painted her as the classic idealist: came to design irrigation pumps, stayed after the border fell, arrested during a midnight raid. On the second page, a scan of the rebel commander’s ransom demands. Jack skimmed it, but the words scraped at him. Too slick, too staged. He doubted Elena Ferris was merely a do-gooder in the wrong place; the Agency didn’t drop this kind of money on water engineers.
He pushed the folder back, voice flat. “Either she’s an asset or she knows something you want. Which is it?”
Sarno stiffened. “Your job isn’t to question—”
“My job,” Jack bit out, “is to walk into hell. I don’t like surprises.” His mind flashed back to another job, another locked room. He forced the memory down.
“She’s a valuable humanitarian,” Sarno said. The lie was so practiced it was almost gentle. “That’s all you need to know.”
Jack gave a humorless smile. “That’s what you said about the last one.”
He left Sarno without another glance, stepping into a corridor where paint peeled from the walls like old sunburn. He ducked into a side room, locked the door, and spread the dossier across a crate. He lingered on Elena’s file. Work history, degrees, passable cover story. But the specifics were vague, the timelines too neat. Jack tapped the photo. Her eyes were wrong: not wide with fear, but sharp, knowing. He’d seen that look before—people with secrets that could get you killed.
A sharp knock spun him back to the present. He closed the file, every sense on edge.
Just dust on the window now, footsteps fading. Paranoia, or maybe caution. He forced himself to sit, breathing through the urge to run. It was always worse before a job, the weeks after last time still inside his bones.
The last extraction had started just as dirty. A midnight deal in a Port City, the client a frightened banker with a suitcase and a wife already shot. Jack’s team slipped through rebel lines, found the safehouse, slipped the family out beneath mortar fire. Thirty yards from the armored jeep, someone—Stasik—had turned. The gun’s hammer was the loudest sound Jack ever heard. Bullets shattered bone; the wife went down screaming. Jack had dragged the bleeding man three streets to a rendezvous that never arrived. He’d pressed his pistol to Stasik’s skull, but couldn’t pull the trigger.
Jack blinked back to the present, pain squeezing his chest. He packed the dossier, making sure his own name was nowhere on the fakes. Trust was a luxury dead men treasured.
After dusk, Jack made his way to the market square, blending with the crush of bodies. He moved slow, hands stuffed in his pockets. Women hawked grilled corn, children darted between plastic-tarp stalls, and the air was thick with sweat and fried sugar. Jack stopped by a vendor selling battered cell phones. “Any trouble up north?” he asked, voice low, accent passable enough.
The man shook his head, eyes darting past Jack’s shoulder. “Curfew soon. Market closes at sundown.”
Jack passed him a small note. “I heard the rebels are moving south.”
The man’s hand trembled as he took it. “They search everyone. Foreigners, too. Better you go back to the city. Bad things happen to outsiders.”
A woman at the next stall glared at Jack, then spat on the dusty ground. “My brother—gone, three days now. Government dogs or rebels, makes no difference.” She made a shooing motion, voice rising. “Leave before night comes.”
Jack nodded, slipping away into the crowd. He passed knots of men in fatigues, some with the government’s sun-and-wheat insignia stitched on their sleeves, others in mismatched civilian gear—off-duty rebels, watching, waiting. The tension crackled in the air like static.
He ducked into a side alley, glancing up and down the cracked pavement. A shadow detached itself from a doorway. “Jack?” The man was short, nervous, with a faded Red Cross hat pulled low. “You the one?”
“Depends. You got something for me?” Jack kept his hands loose at his sides, ready.
The contact nodded, producing a crumpled envelope from inside his vest. “Map. Smuggled out by my cousin’s boy last night. Shows the fence lines. Watch the back barracks—mines.”
Jack took the envelope and peeled back the flap. Inside was a hand-drawn map, rough but legible: blocky buildings, guard rotations in neat pencil, two points circled in red. A scrawled warning in Spanish—check for tripwires—ran across the bottom.
“Gracias,” Jack said, folding the map. “You see me again, you don’t know me.”
The contact grinned, teeth flashing in the guttering light. “No one knows anyone, amigo. Good luck.”
Jack moved back through the market as it emptied out, weighing the map in his pocket. He ducked into a shuttered tailoring shop, slipping between racks of moth-eaten coats. In the windowless back room, he opened his battered duffel. Silenced pistol, two extra magazines, a folding knife, a waterproof pouch stuffed with local bills. He wrapped the pistol in a Red Cross flag, clipped the fake badge to his shirt. An old habit—carry your real weapon where no one would search, plant a backup in the lining of your coat.
He heard boots scuffing outside—government patrol. Heart pounding, Jack shoved his gear under a false bottom, grabbed an armload of shirts, and strode out, playing the part of a distracted relief worker. The soldiers stopped him at the doorway, rifles up.
One barked, “Papers!”
Jack fumbled in his pocket, produced the forged ID. The soldier squinted, turned it over. “Red Cross, huh? You people bring only headaches. And spies.” His eyes lingered on Jack’s pack. “What’s in the bag?”
“Medical supplies. Bandages, antibiotics.” Jack let his accent thicken, forced a weary smile. “Going to the river clinic.”
A second soldier, younger, leaned in, peering at Jack’s sweat-streaked face. “Curfew soon,” he said, eyes darting between Jack and his partner. “You want to be caught outside after dark?”
Jack shrugged, slinging the pack higher on his shoulder. “Better to work in the dark. Rebels shoot at uniforms, not at nurses.”
The older soldier grunted, shoving the ID back. “Watch yourself. If you’re not out by sunrise, you don’t come back.”
Jack continued past, feeling every bead of sweat on his skin. He ducked down two alleys, doubled back along the canal, and slipped into a makeshift dispensary set behind a ruined church. There, behind rows of empty morphine bottles, he stashed his real pistol, wrapping it carefully, and secreted a thin-bladed knife beneath the sink.
Dusk bled into true night. Distant gunfire cracked, carried on the humid breeze. The city was shutting itself down—one last rush of carts and traders, then nothing but the ticking of insects and the whine of engines far away.
Jack pulled the Red Cross vest tight, checked his forged badge one last time, and took a long, steadying breath. Above, stars appeared as scattered pinpricks. He moved north, away from the city’s last flickering lights, boots silent on the jungle earth. Every step brought
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