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  CUBAN CROSSFIRE

  
  













Key West felt like the end of the line, which suited me just fine. After the Miami firestorm – Rico Alvarez silenced, the trafficking hub crippled, an innocent woman hopefully safe under Isabelle Moreau’s discreet protection – I’d eased the Sea Witch south, island hopping down the Keys chain, finally fetching up in a transient slip at the Key West Bight Marina. It was noisy, crowded with tourists chasing Hemingway’s ghost and boat bums chasing their next beer, but the anonymity felt blessedly different from the watchful paranoia of Miami. Here, among the sunburned anglers and the margarita-fueled crowds, maybe Jack Kincaid could actually disappear for a while.

I spent the days fishing out past the reef, letting the sun and salt scour away the grime of the last few months. The physical work helped. The solitude almost felt like peace. Almost. But the nights were long, filled with the hum of the generator, the gentle rock of the boat, and the swirling ghosts of Panama, Costa Rica, Miami. The data card, locked away, still pulsed with unanswered questions – the Ouroboros symbol, the bio-tech hints, the Vance-Croft connection. Sleeping didn’t come easy. Every unfamiliar engine noise in the night, every shadow moving on the dock, brought me instantly awake, hand reaching for the pistol I kept tucked under the mattress.

The encrypted call from Sully came on a Tuesday morning, the sky cloudless, the water shimmering under a deceptively benign sun. I was topside, tinkering with a sticking fuel injector, hands greasy, mind blessedly focused on the simple mechanics. The sat phone’s specific chirp – Sully’s emergency/high-priority signal – sent a familiar jolt of apprehension down my spine.

I took the call below deck, running security protocols first. “What is it, Sully?” I kept my voice low.

“Got a delicate one, Jack,” his voice, digitally masked as always, crackled through the speaker. “Walk-in. Or rather, a very careful, indirect approach through channels I monitor. Cuban national. Claims legitimate dissident credentials, high-level contacts inside the island. Needs to meet you. Urgently.”

Cuba. Ninety miles away, a world away. Felt too close. “Dissidents usually talk to Langley or State, Sully, not guys like me with active warrants.”

“Says official channels are compromised, or too slow. Says he needs someone… specific. Someone with your unique skillset and history. He mentioned a name, Jack. Said you’d understand the significance.” A pause. “Marcus Thorne.”

The wrench slipped from my greasy fingers, clattering onto the cabin sole. Marcus Thorne. A name I hadn’t heard spoken aloud in fifteen years. A name synonymous with brilliant tradecraft, ruthless pragmatism, and the bitterest betrayal of my early career. My mentor. The man who taught me how to read the shadows, how to manipulate, how to survive – and then used those lessons to try and burn me, sacrificing me for his own ambitions within the Agency before he finally went too far and disappeared entirely, presumed dead or deeply buried by the powers that be.

“Thorne?” My voice sounded rusty. “Thorne’s dead. Or locked away in some black site.”

“Apparently not,” Sully said grimly. “According to this guy – calls himself Arturo Fuentes – Thorne is very much alive. Set up shop in Cuba, operating completely off the grid, outside anyone’s control.”

“Doing what?” A cold dread started to spread through me. Marcus Thorne operating freely, with his intellect and lack of scruples… that was a terrifying thought.

“Fuentes claims Thorne is orchestrating something big, dangerous. Playing factions off against each other – Cuban hardliners, maybe elements within their intelligence services, possibly involving rogue American assets or exile groups. Fuentes used the phrase ‘catastrophic destabilization’. Says it targets both US and Cuban interests, designed to benefit only Thorne himself, or whoever he serves now.”

Whoever he serves now. The Ouroboros symbol flashed in my mind. Could Thorne be connected to that wider conspiracy? “Why me, Sully? After all this time?”

“Fuentes says Thorne is playing a complex game, full of misdirection, psychological traps. He believes only someone who knows Thorne intimately, knows how his mind works, someone he trained… only you have a chance of anticipating him, getting close enough to stop him before it ignites. He says Thorne respects, or at least remembers, your abilities.”

Respect? Thorne respected leverage, weaknesses, opportunities. If he remembered me, it was likely as a loose end, or a piece he could still manipulate on the board. “This Fuentes sounds like he could be Thorne’s own cutout, Sully. A lure. Sending me into a trap.” After my anonymous client in Costa Rica, my trust meter was buried deep in the negative.

“Thought of that,” Sully admitted. “Ran every check I could. Fuentes’s dissident bona fides seem legitimate, according to chatter from reliable sources inside the island network. He’s taken huge risks contacting us. He sounds genuinely desperate. Says time is running out.”

“Where does he want to meet?”

“Key West. Café Almante. Tomorrow. Ten AM. Use the recognition phrase ‘Is the Malecon crowded today?’ He’ll respond appropriately.” Sully hesitated. “Jack… Thorne taught you. He also tried to destroy you. Going anywhere near him… that’s walking into the fire.”

“Tell Fuentes I’ll be there,” I said, my voice flat. My hand rested on the cool metal of the data card in my pocket. Thorne alive. Operating in Cuba. Potentially connected to the Vance/Croft network. It felt like the tumblers of some vast, complex lock were finally clicking into place, revealing a pattern I couldn’t ignore, however much I wanted to. The past wasn’t just haunting me; it was reaching out, pulling me back into the game.




Café Almante was a small slice of Havana tucked away on a quiet side street off Duval, smelling strongly of roasting coffee and frying plantains. Tourists mostly walked past, heading for the bigger bars. I took a small table outside under a slowly rotating ceiling fan, ordered a cortadito, and watched the sleepy street.

At precisely ten, a man approached my table. Older, maybe late sixties, thin, with tired eyes behind thick glasses, wearing a slightly rumpled white guayabera shirt. He looked more like a retired university professor than a high-level dissident risking his life. He carried a worn leather satchel.

“Is the Malecon crowded today?” I asked, keeping my voice neutral.

His tired eyes met mine, sharp, intelligent, assessing. “Only with ghosts, señor,” he replied, the accent cultured Cuban Spanish. “May I?” He gestured to the empty chair. I nodded. He sat down, placing the satchel carefully on his lap.

“You are the one they call Kincaid?” he asked quietly.

“I answer to it sometimes. You’re Fuentes?”

“Arturo Fuentes, at your service, such as it is.” He took a deep breath. “Thank you for meeting me. It was… difficult to arrange.”

“My contact said you wanted to talk about Marcus Thorne.” Just saying the name felt like tasting ash.

Fuentes nodded grimly. “He is alive, Señor Kincaid. Operating from Cuba. For months now, my network has gathered whispers, fragments. Thorne has established connections deep within certain factions of our government, intelligence services, even the military hardliners. He uses the name ‘El Arquitecto’ – The Architect. He is planning something.”

“What?”

“We don’t know the specifics,” Fuentes admitted, frustration clear in his voice. “That is the problem. Thorne operates through layers of cutouts, misinformation. But we know the goal: chaos. An event, an incident, designed to shatter the fragile rapprochement between Cuba and the United States, perhaps trigger a new crisis, a conflict.”

“To what end? Who benefits?”

“Thorne himself, we believe,” Fuentes leaned forward, lowering his voice further. “Or the shadowy international organization he now appears to represent. Their symbol,” he sketched quickly on a napkin, sliding it across the table.

My breath hitched. The Ouroboros. The serpent eating its tail, the electronic node at its heart. The same symbol Sully had found buried in Vance’s files. It was connected.

“Thorne works for them?” I asked, my mind reeling.

“Or with them. He seems to have access to incredible resources, technology far beyond anything Cuba possesses. He moves freely, protected at the highest levels. He is building something, manipulating people… playing a game only he understands. And,” Fuentes met my eyes again, “he has mentioned you.”

“Me?”

“Indirectly. References to a ‘promising protégé’, a ‘past disappointment’, someone whose skills he… respects. My network believes he anticipates you. Perhaps he even wants you to come after him. A final test? A settling of old scores?” Fuentes shook his head. “With Thorne, it is always layers within layers. Which is why we need you. You were his student. You know how he thinks, how he operates. You may be the only one who can see through his deceptions before it is too late.”

He opened his satchel, took out a slim folder. “This contains everything we have. Evidence of Thorne’s presence, suspected locations, known associates within Cuba, our analysis of the potential threat vectors. It includes credentials, contacts within Havana who can provide limited, extremely discreet assistance.” He pushed the folder towards me. “Please, Señor Kincaid. Help us. Help Cuba. Help prevent a catastrophe that Thorne seems determined to unleash.”

I stared at the folder, then at Fuentes’s earnest, desperate face. Fifteen years. Fifteen years since Thorne’s betrayal ripped my career and my trust apart. Now he was back, operating ninety miles from my doorstep, tangled up in the same Ouroboros conspiracy that linked Vance and Croft. It wasn’t just the past reaching out; it was the present converging into an unavoidable confrontation. Sully was right. This was walking into the fire. But maybe, just maybe, it was the only way to finally get some answers, and stop Marcus Thorne before he burned everything down.
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The folder Arturo Fuentes had given me felt heavy as lead ballast in my hands. Back in the relative sanctuary of the Sea Witch’s cabin, moored under the deceptively cheerful Key West sun, I spread the contents out on the small chart table. Grainy surveillance photos that might, possibly, show a figure resembling an older Marcus Thorne entering nondescript buildings in Havana. Intercepted communication fragments, heavily coded, hinting at coordination between disparate groups – hardline military factions, shadowy off-shore entities. Lists of names – Cuban officials, foreign businessmen, known exiles – some marked with question marks, others with cryptic annotations. And the Ouroboros symbol, appearing sporadically like a watermark on encrypted digital intercepts Fuentes’s network had somehow snagged.

It wasn’t proof positive, not the kind that would stand up in any court, but it painted a picture murky and menacing enough to align with everything I knew about Thorne, and everything I was beginning to suspect about the global reach of the Vance-Croft conspiracy. Thorne, alive, operating ninety miles away, pulling strings connected to the same network that had used me, framed me, nearly killed me multiple times over. Coincidence wasn’t in Thorne’s vocabulary.

Going to Cuba was insane. A fugitive American with my history, operating without backup in a tightly controlled state, hunting a legendary ghost from the intelligence world? Suicide looked like better odds. But walking away felt impossible now. Thorne was a loose end from my own past, a debt unpaid. And if he was


























