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For my wonderful wife and my amazing daughter.

You make every part of this life worth living.


PROLOGUE

The Central Intelligence Agency.

Also known as the C.I.A.

Sometimes called “The Company” or simply “The Agency.”

Created on September 18, 1947, by President Harry S. Truman, its mission has always been the same: protect America from its enemies.

The C.I.A. gathers, processes and analyzes intelligence critical to national security. Its work stretches far beyond public view, into operations that rarely reach headlines.

Among its many divisions is the Special Operations Group—the Agency’s covert paramilitary arm. When precision, silence and deniability required, units from this group are deployed.

From within that arm, a new team was formed. Four operators, chosen for missions where others could not go. Officially, they don’t exist. Unofficially, they are called: B.R.E.A.C.H.
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January 18 | 2:08 a.m. MST 

Big Sky, Montana

The syringe expelled a sharp jet of clear liquid, just enough to purge the last trace of air. He slid the safety cap back on with practiced precision and slipped it into the breast pocket of his arctic camo jacket, his movements steady, deliberate, unhurried.

A howling wind swept down the valley, dragging sheets of snow with it and rattling the pine branches overhead. It whistled through the rocks and into the treeline, where the faint glow of a fire reflected against the glass of a mounted spotter’s scope.

It was a dark and frigid Montana winter night. Through that scope, a sprawling log mansion stood out against the storm, its wide windows glowing with the pulse of a fireplace. The structure leaned against a wall of pine forest and jagged outcroppings, perched at the end of a long, winding gravel road. Remote. Isolated. Untouchable. To most, it might have looked like a fantasy getaway. To its owner, Congressional Representative Robert Barkley, it was simply another refuge from Washington’s constant noise, another stronghold where he could vanish from the public eye.

The watcher didn’t blink. Snow crusted over his hood, clinging to his balaclava, while he lay half-buried beside his partner. They had been there for nearly five hours, still as statues. The cold gnawed at their bodies, but neither man stirred. Through the glass, they watched Barkley move in the lamplight, a bourbon in one hand as the other shuffled papers across his desk. For over an hour, he had remained rooted in that chair.

A vibration broke the silence. Barkley’s phone buzzed once on the table, the screen flashing. A message unanswered. He didn’t reach for it. He didn’t want to think about the reporter tonight, or about the dangerous task he had sent her chasing in another part of the world. That weight could hold off until morning.

In the treeline, one of the men shifted slightly. It was time.

They rose together, slow and deliberate, shapes peeling from the snow. Arctic camo blurred them into the storm, their white balaclavas and suppressed pistols painted to match the terrain. Ghosts breaking free of the drift. Snow slid from their uniforms as they checked chambers, brushed down weapons, and readied themselves for the approach.

Snowshoes crunched softly against the frozen ground as they pushed out from cover. The scent of pine faded behind them, replaced by the raw bite of wind pouring off the mountain slopes. Each gust battered their advance, but it also masked their noise. With the house unlit outside and no neighbors within miles, their confidence sharpened. They were invisible.

At the porch steps, they bent low, slipping out of their snowshoes and drawing pistols. The taller man glanced at his partner, his breath clouding in the night air.

“Vamos. Silencioso.”

Together they ascended, movements controlled and exact. Every step pressed into the storm-muted wood. At the wide living room window, the shorter figure scanned the interior, raised a hand, and signaled all clear.

At a smaller side window, the other knelt and pulled a black device from his jacket. The wind shrieked as he pressed it flush to the glass. A flick of the switch, and the pane fractured inward with the faintest whisper, the storm smothering the sound.

He slid inside, smooth as a phantom, dark eyes sweeping the room. His target lay within arm’s reach. A girl.

She was sleeping deeply, her face soft against the pillow, lips parted in steady rhythm. Her chest rose and fell in small breaths. A stuffed fox, fur worn, one ear missing, rested beneath her arm. Her hand, small and pale, clutched it even in unconsciousness.

The man moved to her side, lowering to one knee. His gloved hand pressed over her mouth as the cold steel of the syringe touched her skin. The sharp tang of antiseptic filled the room. With a steady push, he depressed the plunger. Her body slackened instantly, her breath catching before settling into shallow rhythm. The custom benzodiazepine compound would hold her quiet, sedated, pliable for the long journey.

At the window, his partner hefted a silver thermal bag inside. Its metallic skin caught the faint lamplight. Opening it wide, he held it steady as they lifted the girl together, wrapping her into the insulated lining. The material cocooned her, preserving her warmth and concealing her form while making transport effortless.

They retraced their steps across the open field. Snow lashed their faces, but the wind that punished them also cloaked their retreat. The girl’s limp weight swayed between them as they pressed toward the forest. At the treeline, their forms melted into shadow, swallowed whole by the storm and the endless dark of the pines.

Behind them, the broken window gaped open. The wind hissed through the jagged frame, curling around the curtains and spilling cold air inside.

On the carpet, the stuffed fox had fallen. It lay abandoned on its side, stitched eyes fixed on the empty bed. Snowflakes drifted inward, dusting its fur. They melted one by one in the room’s heat, leaving dark patches on the threadbare toy.

January 18 | 12:25 p.m. AST

Tarim, Yemen

It was 78°F on the patio of a café in Tarim, the desert sun warming James Hopper’s face. Heat shimmered in the air, warping the edges of the market beyond. The faint scent of spices mixed with the ever-present desert dust—a taste, a smell, and a grit that seemed woven into every corner of life here. No matter where you went, it followed.

Hopper brushed the tabletop clean with his hand before lifting his coffee. The Arabic blend was rich, smooth, carrying the faint bite of sand, as though the desert itself had slipped into the cup. He swallowed, eyes scanning casually, every sense alert.

Behind him, an old, beaten radio hissed through static. From its weak speaker came fragments of a report—a missing Western journalist in South America. Hopper barely caught the words, but they settled in the back of his mind. He strained to hear more, parsing through the static and the marketplace chatter. His Arabic carried him only so far before the overlapping shouts of vendors drowned the rest. Someone else’s problem, he told himself. Still, the voice lingered, a ghost in the noise.

He set his cup down. His hand trembled. A sharp pain lanced across his temple, and in an instant he was elsewhere—heat, fire, the deafening crash of an explosion, the screams of his team, and then the suffocating weight of silence.

His breath hitched. He pressed a hand against the scar on his temple, eyes squeezing shut as he forced the ghosts away. Focus. Not now. Not here. He drew in a long breath, exhaled, and steadied his hand on the cup.

The mission.

His gaze swept the courtyard beyond the patio, counting vendors and civilians, mapping lines of sight. His left ear hummed with the low voices of his teammates, quiet comms delivering status reports and probability calls.

The courtyard formed a rough U of stalls, painted bright with rugs, pottery, jewelry, and spices. Foot traffic surged shoulder to shoulder, a dozen escape routes crisscrossing through the chaos. Exactly the kind of cover Hopper wanted.

From the second floor of a crumbling apartment at the north end, Ezekiel Jones waited five feet back from a balcony rail, inside the building, scope trained on the crowd. Zeke was the eye in the sky, murmuring movement patterns and threat markers with the calm rhythm of a man who had done this a hundred times.

To the east, parked discreetly at an intersection, the team’s van idled. Inside, two more operators watched the approach routes. Ready. Waiting for Hopper’s word.

Hopper himself—mid-thirties, salt-and-pepper hair, beard grown long enough to help him blend into Arab streets—sat still, the picture of a traveler enjoying the market. Sixteen years of service, most of them as a Navy SEAL, had etched steel into his posture. Master Chief Petty Officer. Now field commander of a unit that officially did not exist. Call sign: One.

The team was new. Covert. Born from the CIA’s Special Operations Group. Known internally as BREACH.

“One, this is Two. Eyes on Qasim, entering the courtyard from the east. You got him?”

“Got him, Two. East side,” Hopper whispered into his mic, his voice a rasp carried low against the hum of the crowd.

Colin “Finn” Finnigan, 31, replied from his position near the van. Blond hair cropped close, lean frame, quick hands. A former Navy Corpsman turned SEAL, Finn was the team’s medic and Hopper’s second-in-command. Call sign: Two. History bound them—years of firefights, late-night patrols, and too many close calls. Finn had patched Hopper’s wounds more times than either cared to count. Irish, New York bred, a family of cops from Queens, men who believed in the job above all. For Finn, everything was black or white: you do it, or you fail.

“I’ve got the bodyguard,” a voice cut in. “Ten paces back. Black shemagh, sunglasses, AK slung.”

“Copy, Three. I see him,” Hopper murmured. His eyes scanned, settling on the man shadowing the target.

The courtyard swelled with bodies, vendors hawking wares, children darting through the crush. Hopper had chosen the timing carefully. The peak hours gave him the cover he needed—noise, chaos, and too many moving parts for anyone to track.

Qasim was here. The bomb maker. A man who sold death to the highest bidder. Suicide vests in Kandahar. Car bombs in Baghdad. American soldiers had paid the price. Hopper’s SEAL team had paid the price. The CIA had tracked him to Tarim, and BREACH was here to end his work.

“Snatch and Grab” was the plan. Quiet if possible. Permanent if not. Hopper didn’t lose sleep either way.

From the balcony, Zeke’s calm voice filtered through. An African American, former Army Ranger, from a family of proud service members. Marksman, comms, tech wizard. Call sign: Four. He carried youth, but never weakness. Anything inside a thousand meters, he owned. His words cut through the comms, clean and precise, anchoring the team in the storm of the crowd.

Each operator had a specialty. Each had a purpose. And Hopper, scarred but unbroken, was about to lead them straight into the fire.

From his sniper perch, Zeke Jones knew if he fired, no one would trace it back to him. The suppressed MK12 beneath his cheek, the storm of market noise below, the chaos of voices and haggling—it would swallow the sound. In the crowd, even the echo of death could vanish.

Through his scope, he tracked the target. The sway of bodies forced him to adjust in tiny increments, crosshairs drifting, settling, waiting. At twenty-four, he had pulled a trigger more times than he could count, but always, it was the seconds before the shot that mattered most. His finger hovered. His heartbeat slowed to the rhythm of the reticle. He reminded himself of the same truth he carried into every mission: don’t miss, because if you miss, someone else pays.

The thought burned his nerves. He bit down, let the candy bar soften and melt across his tongue, and forced his eyes to stay on the glass.

The speaker crackled in Hopper’s ear.

“Say the word, boss, and I’ll drop him like a bad habit.”

Hopper gave the faintest smile. He wouldn’t mind seeing Qasim’s skull snap back from a round.

Another voice cut in, roughened by a Texas drawl. At twenty-seven, Jackson Williams was the second youngest on the team, trailing only Zeke. His palms were hard from ranch chores, later hardened more by explosives training.

“Four, you can’t even drop the candy bar I hear you chewin’ on.”

Zeke peeled his cheek from the stock, glared at the half-eaten bar in his hand, and set it down on the floor.

“Easy, cowboy. You didn’t spend the last twenty-four hours flat on your belly, pissing in bottles, to hold this perch. I’m hungry, alright?”

“Sounds like you need more patience, son. Old Wolf drilled that into me back on the ranch—wait for the right shot, don’t rush it.”

Zeke swiveled his rifle off target for a moment, aligning the crosshairs on the van parked at the curb. “Yeah, keep talking, cowboy. I’ve got eyes on you too.”

Through his scope, he saw a single finger rise inside the van, pressed against the glass.

“Real cute, Jacks.”

Jacks chuckled. But the sound had an edge, hollow at the back. Joking was easier than remembering the last charge he set, the last buddy he didn’t bring home. Humor kept the silence away. When silence hit, it got too loud.

Jackson Williams—Green Beret. Texan. Weapons and explosives specialist. Call sign: Three.

In the van, Finn sat beside him, eyes on the crowd. He kept the banter short.

“Alright, swap dick jokes later. Focus up.”

His tone was businesslike, almost flat. Almost.

Discretion mattered more than bravado. Qasim couldn’t disappear in a way that screamed “American snatch team.” If it did, every cell in this city would come hunting, and Hopper’s men wouldn’t make it ten blocks.

Hopper had chosen these men himself. Trusted their scars, trusted their skills. Six months of training had bound them into something sharp, but Hopper still kept a sliver of distance. He had learned the price of letting men get too close. Sometimes it was hearing a voice in your ear one night and never again the next. Sometimes it was scrubbing blood off gear that wasn’t your own. Bonds cut deep, and when they tore, they left holes.

On the street below, Qasim moved slowly from stand to stand. He fingered scarves at one stall, set them back. The crowd pressed, shifting between him and his bodyguard. For the first time, a gap opened.

The van rolled forward, settling into a new slot just ahead of Hopper’s position. From here, Finn had a line of sight to both Hopper and the target.

Hopper’s voice carried across the comms. “Two, move the van. Get closer.” 

"Wilco," Finn answered.

The courtyard swelled with bodies. The air smelled of hot bread, grilled meat, incense curling from a brass burner. Hopper rose, dropped bills on the café table, set his mug on top, and drifted into the crowd. He moved slow, casual, a traveler blending into the crush. His eyes never left Qasim.

The bodyguard struggled to keep a clear line. The swell of the market was closing gaps, choking sight lines. Still too close, still too tight. Hopper wanted space. A distraction would make it.

He dipped his head, lips barely moving. “Four, give me a distraction. Make him look the other way.”

Zeke’s eye left the target, pivoted to the bodyguard. The man stood beside a pottery stand, stacks of vases big and small arranged in neat rows. Hand-painted clay, days of work in each piece. A shame.

Zeke racked the action, slid a round into chamber, and thumbed the selector to fire. He gave Hopper a soft click in reply. Ready.

He keyed the long-range comms.

“Reaper One, Bravo Zero Four.”

“Bravo Zero Four, this is Reaper One. Send traffic.”

“Status on hostile elements in the vicinity if we go loud?”

“Negative, Bravo Zero Four. Area’s cold.”

“Copy that. Appreciate it.”

He settled back onto the rifle, breath steady. “One distraction coming right up, Boss. Call it.”

Hopper angled through the crowd, closing the distance. Qasim moved toward him, guard lagging. Timing was everything.

“Three, ready on the door?” Hopper asked.

“Ready.”

“Open it.”

“Four—distraction. Now.”

Zeke’s finger curled. He exhaled, squeezed.

The rifle cracked. A vase exploded in a plume of clay dust and shards.

The bodyguard flinched hard, pivoted toward the blast.

That was the moment.

Hopper lunged. His shoulder crashed into Qasim, folding him with a grunt. They tumbled together into the van’s side door as Jacks yanked it open. The metal slammed shut behind them.

Finn dropped the shifter. Tires screamed as the van clawed forward, spitting gravel, smoke, and sand.

Finn’s voice cut sharp across the net. “Three, EXFIL, EXFIL, EXFIL.”

“Copy. Rally point in twenty.”

The van roared out of the market, swallowed by the dust and noise behind it.

January 18 | 4:00 a.m. MST

Big Sky, Montana

Congressman Robert Barkley woke to a sharp chill pressing against the back of his neck. His body shuddered with an involuntary shiver. The fire had burned out hours ago, leaving behind only the acrid scent of charred wood. The hearth was cold, nothing but blackened stone and ash—no flicker, no ember, no warmth.

The air bit harder than it should have. A draft, maybe? His eyes flicked toward the windows—old frames, half-rotten, some that never shut right—but all of them looked closed. His frown deepened.

The house was silent. Too silent.

A faint creak broke the stillness.

He froze, pulse tightening in his throat. Floorboards settling in the cold? Or something else? The sound didn’t return.

Barkley rose from the chair, joints stiff from a night of fitful sleep. He stretched, cracked his neck from side to side, his back groaning at the strain. The chair had long ago lost any pretense of comfort, but he had fallen asleep there anyway.

As he passed the mantel, his gaze caught on the photo at its center. He stopped.

The family portrait had been taken two years ago, just before cancer took Terri. Sarah stood between them, auburn hair unbrushed, half-tucked behind one ear. Freckles scattered her pale face like flecks of paint. She wore no makeup, only that crooked, stubborn smile, her small hand gripping Terri’s so tightly it blurred the photo’s edge.

Barkley barely recognized the man beside them. His jaw had been firmer, his posture straighter. His suit had fit. His smile had looked real.

He hadn’t let himself stare at that picture for weeks. It carried happiness, yes—but also the weight of what had been torn away.

The air in the room thickened. His nerves sharpened. A thin unease dug into him, though he tried to dismiss it. Early hour. Lack of sleep. Tricks of the mind.

He turned toward the hallway. The living room light reached only partway down. The far end was shadow, dark and still. His daughter’s door was shut. His stomach clenched.

Sarah never slept with her door closed.

A thousand thoughts came at once.

Sarah.

His daughter. Resilient, quiet, tougher than she had any right to be after losing her mother—but grief still flickered in her eyes sometimes, and he’d been too busy, too consumed by work, to notice when it did. God, when was the last time he had really looked at her? Had he just seen her in passing, crossing between meetings and phone calls, mistaking proximity for presence? Was he failing her—not just as a father, but as the only parent she had left?

Could she have run away? In this weather? Alone? The thought of her out in the snow made him shiver again. Fear, this time, not cold.

He crossed the living room, feet dragging across the hardwood until he stood at her door. His pulse hammered. He could feel it in his temples, beating heavy and uneven. His breath thinned, shallow, like his body already knew what he would find.

You’re overreacting.

She’s fine.

She’s curled up asleep.

He pushed the door. It creaked open. He didn’t step inside at first. Something in him resisted. The dread was thick, suffocating.

Did I miss something?

Did I push her too far?

Was all she wanted just… time?

Then his eyes landed on the bed.

Empty.

He scanned the room fast. The window. Shattered. Jagged glass glittered across the floor like shards of ice, cold and merciless.

His gut sank. This wasn’t a runaway. This wasn’t rebellion.

He rushed forward. Snow gusted through the opening, carried by the night wind. On the floor, amidst the wreckage, lay Sarah’s stuffed fox. One ear torn, glass dust clinging to its fur. The toy looked abandoned, left behind like a witness.

Barkley bent, snatched it up, and clutched it to his chest.

She was gone. Taken.

His panic flared. He spun toward the living room, hands fumbling as he grabbed his phone. The screen blurred through shaking hands, his thumb stabbing the numbers. 9-1-1.

The device almost slipped from his grip as he pressed it to his ear.

The operator answered. Calm. Routine. “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

His throat tightened. For a moment, no words came. His lips trembled.

“My daughter’s gone,” he rasped. “Someone took her.”

Silence.

Then the operator’s voice, clipped but steady: “Stay on the line, sir. Help is on the way.”

The words were meant to calm, to reassure, to hold him together. But even as he heard them, Barkley’s chest sank. He knew the truth already.

It was far too late for help.
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One week prior...

January 12 | 8:23 p.m. BOT

San Lorenzo, Bolivia

The jungle swallowed her whole. Foliage clawed at her clothes, each branch lashing her arms and face, vines wrapping her legs like snares. Every step was a fight against roots and mud. The humidity pressed in, thick and suffocating, draping her body in sweat. When the rain came, it came hard—sheets hammering down, plastering her hair across her face, flooding her eyes, turning breath itself into labor.

Kaitlyn Thompson pushed forward. Fifty miles behind her. Hills, cliffs, swollen rivers, mountain ridges—she had left them all in her wake. Her body burned, her lungs rasped, but she kept moving.

Lean and wiry, a runner’s build. War correspondent. Marathoner. Danger had been her companion for years, but this—this was survival. Her accent might have marked her as foreign, but her gear told a different story: worn leather straps, frayed canvas pouches, boots cut and patched. She looked more explorer than reporter, something torn straight from an old adventure reel.

Sixty miles more. Brazil was the finish line. Safety, maybe. If she could reach it before Rocha’s soldiers reached her. She hadn’t heard them in hours, but she felt them anyway. A second heartbeat, pounding just behind her own.

Her luck cracked.

A foot jammed between two slick rocks. The rubber sole slipped. Her ankle twisted. Her bag tore loose. Gravity ripped her from her path.

She tumbled, body flailing, rocks scraping skin raw. Her elbow struck stone—pain bright and blinding. Branches whipped past, slammed her shoulders, ripped her clothes. Her head clipped a branch, her vision splintering. She rolled until momentum hurled her toward a ravine’s edge.

She stopped hard, breath gone, chest heaving shallow. The world tilted around her. Her eyes opened just enough to catch the sight of her shoulder bag spinning free, bursting open as it crashed against a rock. A laptop tumbled out.

Her cry tore silent in her throat.

The machine flipped into the air, cartwheeled, and vanished into the torrent below.

Gone.

Not just hardware. Not just notes. It had been her tether—backup, archive, shield. She felt the loss like a blow to her ribs.

Pain came in waves. Ankle twisted, maybe fractured. Elbow swelling. Blood stung her eye. Her muscles screamed for stillness. She pressed her face into the dirt, let the rain mix with tears she hadn’t wanted to show.

London flickered in her mind—tea steeping on the stove, her father’s old record player scratching out jazz on Sunday mornings. Comforts she had left behind, lies she had told to protect him. He had never known how deep she was in.

She snapped herself back. No time.

The bag still lay nearby. Precious. Inside—stolen documents, passport, photos, names, graves. Rocha himself, caught in frame, smiling above the dirt he had filled with bodies. The laptop had been backup. The bag was everything.

Every rustle sent her pulse racing. Every snapped branch made her throat tighten. Were they already here? Had they seen her fall?

She grit her teeth, forced her body to move. Her ankle screamed, nerves firing white-hot. She bit her cheek until she tasted iron, forcing herself not to cry out.

People were counting on her. Families with no names, lives buried in ditches. She had promised to tell their story, to drag it into the light. That promise had carried her across deserts, through firefights, out of trafficking dens. It would carry her here.

Night drew close. The jungle would cloak itself in black, leaves sealing out sky. That darkness might be mercy. Maybe the soldiers would camp. Maybe she had one more night to live.

She dragged herself against the gnarled bark of a tree, trying to steady her breath. Shelter, she told herself. Find shelter. Dry off. Bind the ankle, cradle the arm. One hour of strength could mean survival. Blind running would mean death.

Her eyes pulled east. Brazil. That was her finish line.

Thoughts drifted home. Her father, alone. She had lied to him—hadn’t told him what this assignment truly was, or where it had taken her. He would’ve tried to stop her. He always did.

Too late now.

This wasn’t just reporting. It was reckoning. A dictator laid bare. Every grave, every body, every lie catalogued. She could save lives, but only if she survived Bolivia with the truth intact.

She had faced worse before. Wars. Drug lords. Cartels. She had walked into trafficking rings with only a fake ID and a recorder sewn into her bra. She was good. Damned good.

But a single slip had cost her.

One unsecured call. Just one. Enough to turn her from predator to prey.

And the man responsible for her being hunted through this jungle?

Congressman Robert Barkley.

January 18 | 7:25 a.m. MST

Big Sky, Montana

Congressman Robert Barkley paced the living room, voice low and strained as he repeated the same sparse details to the local deputy for the third time. Each retelling scraped nerves raw, pulling on guilt he didn’t know how to quiet. He kept glancing toward the door, waiting for the FBI. Almost relieved, in a way. At least when they arrived, something might finally happen. But the thought of starting from the beginning again made his chest tighten.

The deputy stayed composed, her notebook balanced in one steady hand, pen scratching quietly. Her calm wasn’t detached—it was practiced. She had seen fathers like him before, standing in the ruins of a night that had stolen too much. She offered no false comfort, only order, and in some small way that helped.

The house itself no longer felt like his. Sterile movement filled every hallway. Forensics techs in pale-blue Tyvek suits moved like ghosts, brushing gloved fingers across surfaces, murmuring into radios. Cameras flashed. Evidence bags sealed. Every drawer opened, every corner illuminated. Privacy did not exist here anymore.

The front door creaked. A pair entered, coats wet with Montana sleet, gold badges clipped to lapels, catching the  light. They carried the quiet gravity of people who had done this before.

The deputy nodded toward them. “The Feds are here. If you need anything, here’s my card.”

“Thank you, Deputy. You’ve been thorough.” His voice cracked slightly at the edge of the word.

The agents closed the distance. One, mid-forties, dark hair just starting to gray, extended his hand. “Congressman Barkley. I’m Special Agent Matthews. This is Special Agent Johnson. I won’t waste words. If we seem cold, it’s because time matters. The faster we work, the better chance we have.”

“I get it. Let’s get on with it.”

Matthews flipped open his notepad, eyes moving over the deputy’s report, confirming details as Barkley answered again. Johnson drifted down the hallway, scanning the bedrooms.

The congressman exhaled hard. So little to give them. The abduction had been swift, surgical. No noise. No warning. That silence haunted him more than anything—how close he had been. If he hadn’t fallen asleep in the chair, if he’d walked down the hall just once more…

Johnson returned minutes later. “Probably too broad, sir, but—anyone come to mind? Political rivals? Personal grudges? Anyone who’d push this far?”

Barkley shook his head. “Plenty don’t like the votes I’ve cast. That’s part of the job. But kidnapping my daughter? No. Nothing like that.”

Before the silence could settle, one of the forensic techs entered from the hallway. Young, focused, latex gloves tight on his hands. He carried a clear evidence bag.

“Sir, two things. Partial print on the window frame. And this.” He held up a translucent red cap, no bigger than a pen tip. “Safety cap from a syringe. Found it under the girl’s bed.”

Matthews didn’t pause. “Get it to the lab.”

“Already in motion. Mobile unit’s live at the curb. If the print hits, we’ll have results in twenty.”

The tech vanished, swallowed by the storm of voices and movement. Outside, the hum of generators carried through the open door where the white trailer sat parked, lights glowing against the snow.

Matthews turned back. “Congressman, one more angle. Threats your security filtered out. Anything that didn’t make it up the chain to you?”

“My detail vets everything. If there’d been a credible threat, I’d have been briefed. Lately… it’s been quiet. Too quiet, maybe.”

Matthews jotted. “We’ll need their names. Direct, not filtered.”

“You’ll have the list.” His tone clipped, tired of circling the same questions.

The lab tech reappeared, moving fast, tablet in hand, face set.

“We’ve got a problem with that fingerprint.”

Matthews straightened. “Problem being?”

The tech held out the tablet. “It matched almost instantly. But the match triggered a classified firewall. CIA-level. Access denied. The only contact showing is Deputy Director Tom Conley. Past that, locked.”

Barkley’s body went rigid.

The CIA.

The word rattled inside him like a stone in a jar. His chest felt tight, the air in the room thinner. He knew what this meant. If they dug—and they would dig—they’d find out. About the reporter. About the assignment. About what he had set in motion. And if they connected those threads, her life was in danger.

Matthews raised an eyebrow, then turned to Barkley. “Looks like we’re taking this to Langley. Congressman, you’re coming with us.”

Barkley hesitated. “Shouldn’t I stay here? In case—”

“Sir,” Johnson cut him off, voice calm but firm, “with respect, this stopped being a local crime scene the second that print hit the CIA. You’re not just a witness anymore.”
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Late-night Virginia felt abandoned. After the corporate lights went dark, the streets gave up their noise. No cars. No chatter. Just the Pentagon, the Potomac, and silence stretching between Ronald Reagan International and the George Bush Center.

Inside the blacked-out van, the silence had soured into irritation. After a clean op in Yemen and a long flight home, the team had wanted a pit stop. Jacks insisted—“real food” was non-negotiable. Nobody bothered to tell him that drive-thru chicken barely counted.

Now he sat in the back, barbecue sauce on his knuckles, grinning through grease.

“So let me get this straight. Flawless op, no casualties, Qasim bagged and tagged. Instead of rack time, we’re back here at ass-o’clock in the morning?”

Finn didn’t look up from his wrapper. “Orders were waiting when we landed. That’s all we know.”

The van slowed to a crawl, headlights off, before pulling behind a plain structure at the edge of the CIA campus. Unmarked, unremarkable—exactly the point. BREACH liked it that way. A space apart from the “Big Building” across the lot, with its swarms of analysts and bureaucrats. This was their place.

They grabbed their packs and filed inside.

The briefing room greeted them with shadows and chill. Monitors blank. Chairs lined up like an interrogation. No staff, no noise. BREACH was new, barely stood up, and support hadn’t caught up yet.

“This better not be a joke,” Jacks muttered.

Hopper flicked the switch. Fluorescent bulbs buzzed overhead. “Relax. We’re early. Sit down. Keep licking your damn fingers.”

The room’s design was barebones, functional—just the way Hopper and Finn had planned it. Comms equipment, intel terminals, nothing extra. No clutter. Efficiency first.

They waited. Ate. Watched the monitors flicker to life in a slow crawl. The rhythm was familiar. 

Hurry up and wait.

Thirty minutes later, the door opened.

A woman strode in, sharp-angled posture, tablet balanced on one hand. Blond hair cropped short, glasses framing eyes that scanned the team before she spoke.

“Morning, gentlemen. Melinda Taylor. Sorry for the early call.”

Zeke looked up from his notes. “Mindy. Knew it was you. You have a way with satellites."

A smirk, thin and quick. “And you’ve got a way with comms. Zeke, I assume?”

Before anyone answered, the second door opened.

Deputy Director Tom Conley stepped inside. Clean-cut, mid-fifties, steel in his stare. Hopper felt the shift immediately. Conley didn’t waste his time on standard SOG briefings. But BREACH wasn’t standard. It was his baby—conceived, protected, and watched over.

“Solid work in Yemen,” Conley said, voice flat but carrying weight. “Pentagon’s pleased. Qasim’s talking. Good intel. You made me look good.”

No pause, no chance for thanks. The tempo was his, not theirs.

Mindy moved back to the door, ushering in three more figures.

Hopper stiffened. Outsiders shouldn't be in this room. Not without good reason. The first two were easy to read—FBI, crisp suits, bureau haircuts. The third man pulled the air from the room. Congressman Robert Barkley.

The team straightened as one. No chatter now.

Mindy gestured. “Special Agents Matthews and Johnson, FBI. Congressman Barkley. Ground rules: you don’t get names. These operators don’t officially exist. You’ll call them One through Four. That’s all.”

The team sat opposite, Conley at the head of the table, command embodied.

Conley opened the briefing, but Barkley barely heard him. The sterile room, the clipped words, the scent of stale coffee—all of it blurred. What he saw was Sarah’s empty bed. What he felt was the weight of failure. He had built a career on protecting families, but Washington was powerless against the silence that filled his house last night.

Matthews leaned forward, voice cutting through. “Straight to it. Sixteen hours ago, Congressman Barkley’s daughter was abducted from his Montana home. No alarms. No tracks. Clean. Professional.”

The word “professional” hung like smoke.

Zeke leaned forward, brow tight. “A stateside kidnapping? That’s not a snatch-and-grab. That’s black op territory.”

The room went still.

Matthews nodded. “That was our read too. Forensics pulled a partial print off the window frame. It hit a classified wall. That’s why we brought it to Director Conley.”

Conley’s gaze swept the table. “Which is why you’re here. The fingerprint belongs to a foreign operative. Mindy will brief you on the details.”

She tapped a folder against the tabletop, then slid it down the line. “Rodrigo Aguilar. Second-in-command of Bolivia’s elite Special Forces. Direct subordinate to Teo Mendoza—who answers only to President Alejandro Rocha.”

The team straightened, silent focus sharpening the air.

Mindy went on. “Mendoza’s men aren’t conventional. They’re deniable assets—kill squads. They make journalists vanish. Protesters. Dissidents. Anyone Rocha wants erased.”

Barkley leaned forward, voice tight. “Bolivia? That can’t be a coincidence.”

Hopper tilted his head. “Why call it a coincidence, Congressman?”

Barkley exhaled, shoulders heavy. “A month ago, I hired an investigative journalist. There were whispers coming out of Bolivia—rumors of things that made my staff sick to their stomachs. I wanted them traced back. I wanted proof Rocha was the one pulling the strings.”

Finn frowned. “We monitor hot zones across the globe. Bolivia hasn’t been on the radar.”

Barkley’s jaw tightened. “It should’ve been.”

Mindy interjected. “Let me give context.”

Barkley gestured. “Go ahead.”

“When COVID hit the West, governments fractured under the strain. Rocha capitalized on the anger. His campaign promised freedom from lockdowns, miracle cures, wealth for all. He sold hope, then weaponized it. He won in a landslide.”

“And then slammed the door shut,” Barkley added.

Mindy nodded. “Media blackout. No foreign press. No oversight. What’s leaked is ugly. Forced labor in mines. Children in chains. Public executions as deterrent. Enough food and water to keep the population working—but nothing more.”

Jacks whistled low. “So he smiles his way into office, then builds a gulag behind closed doors?”

“That’s the word,” Mindy said. “But word isn’t proof.”

Barkley shifted in his seat. His voice dropped. “That’s why I sent Kaitlyn Thompson. She goes places others won’t. Ten days ago, she reached out. Said she had evidence—photos, files, names. Enough to bury Rocha. She was preparing to transmit.” His throat tightened. “I haven’t heard from her since.”

The table stilled.

Hopper leaned forward. “Yesterday, I caught a radio broadcast. Western journalist missing in South America. That her?”

Mindy’s fingers flew across the keyboard. “Checking.”

Barkley’s complexion drained. “I assumed she was laying low. Being careful. That’s how it works
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