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Chapter 1

The Assignment
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The rain poured down in sheets as Agent Jack Hayes navigated his way through the dark, empty streets leading to Langley. His headlights cut through the early morning mist, illuminating the sleek, nondescript entrance of the CIA’s headquarters. The message from his handler had come at 3:00 a.m., summoning him to headquarters immediately. It was rare to be called in before dawn, and rarer still for the tone of the message—urgent, clipped, and cryptic.

Jack’s instincts were already on high alert as he stepped out of his car, buttoning his rain-drenched coat. He glanced around as he entered the building, noting the guards at the front gate who gave him a silent nod, their faces as stern and unsmiling as always.

As he strode through the sprawling corridors of the CIA building, a sense of déjà vu washed over him. He’d spent countless hours here in briefings, debriefings, and high-stakes assignments that had taken him from the mountains of Afghanistan to the dense jungles of South America. But today felt different. Something was off.

At the end of the hall, he arrived at a secure elevator that led to a sub-basement briefing room, accessible only to a handful of agents. The door slid open silently, and he stepped inside, catching his reflection in the mirrored walls—a sharp, weathered face with piercing gray eyes, and a build that spoke of military precision honed over years. Jack didn’t look like a stereotypical intelligence agent; he was more the kind of man you’d expect to find on the frontlines. And that was exactly how he liked it.

The elevator descended, and as the doors opened, Jack saw his handler, Director Tom Braddock, waiting in the dimly lit hallway. Braddock was in his fifties, with graying hair and a perpetually tired expression. His eyes, however, were sharp as steel, and he waved Jack into the room without a word. They entered the briefing room, and the door closed behind them with a hiss.

"Sit down, Hayes," Braddock said, gesturing toward a chair. His voice was low, gravelly, as if he hadn’t slept in days.

Jack took a seat, watching Braddock as he settled into the chair across from him. A large digital screen flickered to life on the wall, displaying a map of Eastern Europe with a red dot pulsing ominously near the border of Romania and Ukraine.

“Do you know about Project Olympus?” Braddock asked, studying Jack’s expression.

Jack shook his head. “Heard whispers, but nothing concrete. Experimental weapon, right?”

Braddock’s gaze remained fixed on Jack. “More than experimental. It’s a fully autonomous stealth drone, capable of infiltrating any enemy defense system and launching strikes with surgical precision. Untraceable. Indestructible.”

Jack let that sink in. “And it’s gone missing?”

“Not exactly. Two days ago, a transport convoy in Romania carrying critical components for Olympus was ambushed. The convoy’s security detail—Navy SEALs, trained operators—was eliminated. No survivors. The components, and the encrypted design specs, are now in the wind.”

Braddock clicked a button on the console in front of him, and an image appeared on the screen—a burned-out convoy, the charred remains of vehicles twisted and unrecognizable. Scattered around the wreckage were black body bags, the remains of men who’d once been America’s elite.

“Intel points to a new player,” Braddock continued. “A private group called the Iron Hand, led by an ex-Russian major named Ivan Volkov. Operates in the shadows, funds insurgencies, sabotages governments. And now, they’re after Olympus. We believe they plan to sell it on the black market.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “And you’re sending me in to retrieve it.”

Braddock leaned forward. “This isn’t just a retrieval mission, Jack. We need you to identify how the ambush was coordinated. Someone on the inside knew the exact route, time, and strength of that convoy. You’re being sent to root out a traitor.”

Silence hung heavy in the room as Jack absorbed the weight of the assignment. A covert mission to infiltrate a U.S. military base in Eastern Europe, uncover a mole, and recover a weapon powerful enough to change the course of any battle.

“When do I leave?” Jack asked, his tone steady.

“Tonight. Your cover will be that of a liaison officer, sent to assist in security assessments on behalf of the Pentagon. General Curtis Briggs, the base commander, has been briefed to expect you, though he wasn’t thrilled about the idea. He’s ex-Delta Force—doesn’t take kindly to CIA oversight.”

Jack smirked. “I’ll try not to step on any toes.”

Braddock sighed, his gaze softening for a brief moment. “Jack...this one’s different. The stakes are high, and we don’t know how deep the leak goes. Trust no one.”

The warning was clear. Jack nodded, rising from his seat as Braddock handed him a secure phone, a forged military ID, and a dossier with more details on the key personnel stationed at the base.

Jack’s thoughts raced as he boarded the military transport bound for Eastern Europe. His mission dossier lay open on his lap, pages filled with profiles, security clearance codes, and intel on his potential allies—and enemies.

Captain Sarah Keller—an Army intelligence officer. Reputation for being brilliant but headstrong. Rumored to be frustrated with the limitations placed on her investigation into the ambush.

Sergeant Ben “Buzz” Thompson—one of the few survivors of the transport’s security detail, currently in critical condition at a nearby hospital. His last communication hinted at “insider eyes” watching their movements.

Dr. Emma Reyes—a civilian engineer and Project Olympus’ lead scientist, with clearance levels beyond most officers at the base. Despite her crucial role, she was known to be critical of military intervention. Her reluctance to work on Olympus raised questions.

The hours passed in tense silence as the transport soared over the Atlantic. Jack reviewed the files again and again, committing details to memory, considering each angle, each personality. It felt like he was playing a game of chess with invisible opponents, trying to anticipate their moves before they even considered them.

As the transport touched down on the rain-soaked tarmac of the military base, Jack felt the familiar surge of adrenaline that came with stepping into hostile territory. Even in friendly territory, he knew he could trust no one.

The sprawling base was a fortress—high walls, armed guards, watchtowers illuminated against the stormy night sky. The air smelled of wet concrete and diesel, the distant hum of machines filling the cold, damp air. Jack disembarked, greeted by two soldiers who led him to an armored vehicle that would take him to the base’s command center.

As the vehicle rumbled across the compound, he caught glimpses of soldiers going through nighttime drills, their silhouettes stark against the floodlights. The base was as active as any he’d seen, but there was a tension in the air—a sense of unease that lingered in every glance, every movement.

The armored vehicle stopped outside the main command building, a bunker-like structure lined with reinforced concrete and barbed wire. As he stepped out, Jack was greeted by the stern gaze of General Curtis Briggs, a broad-shouldered man with a square jaw and steely eyes that seemed to assess every detail of Jack in an instant.

“Agent Hayes, I presume,” Briggs said, his voice a low rumble.

Jack nodded, keeping his tone neutral. “General Briggs. Thank you for accommodating me.”

Briggs didn’t bother to hide his skepticism. “I’m not one to mince words, Hayes. I don’t like this. My men are disciplined and loyal. I don’t need the CIA coming in and stirring up suspicion.”

“With respect, General,” Jack replied, “my presence here isn’t to question your men’s loyalty. It’s to make sure Project Olympus doesn’t end up in enemy hands.”

Briggs’s jaw tightened, but he gave a curt nod. “Follow me. Captain Keller’s waiting in the briefing room. She’ll bring you up to speed.”

They walked in silence through the command center’s narrow, dimly lit halls. Jack could feel the eyes of soldiers and officers following him, their faces a mix of curiosity and suspicion. News of the ambush had undoubtedly shaken them, and his presence could only add to the tension.

Finally, they reached the briefing room, where Captain Sarah Keller stood waiting. She was tall, with dark hair pulled back in a tight bun, and a sharp, analytical gaze. Her posture was rigid, her expression unreadable as she extended a hand.

“Agent Hayes,” she said crisply, her handshake firm. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Jack noted the hint of irritation in her voice, though she hid it well. “Captain Keller,” he replied. “I’m looking forward to working together.”

Keller’s gaze flicked to General Briggs, then back to Jack. “Let’s get one thing clear,” she said, her tone direct. “I don’t like being kept in the dark about my own mission. If you have information about the ambush, I expect full transparency.”

Jack’s lips quirked into a half-smile.
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