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CHAPTER 1 — A Coup That Happened Too Smoothly
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The radio report was calm — too calm.

Mark Doyle knew the sound of genuine panic. He had heard it in safehouses, in jungles, in embassy basements when the wrong men knocked at the wrong doors. Panic had breath. Static. Voices speaking over each other.

This broadcast was clean.

Measured.

Scripted.

“...transition of authority completed without bloodshed... provisional stability council installed... infrastructure secured... foreign nationals unharmed...”

Doyle turned the dial down and watched the rain slide across the café window like mercury veins.

Across the street, the newspaper boards had already been changed. That was the second impossibility.

Coups did not update signage before breakfast.

He finished his coffee without tasting it.

The headline read:

NEW GOVERNMENT FORMS — PEACEFUL TRANSFER

Peaceful transfers did not involve armored brigades.

He folded the paper once, precisely, and left coins under the saucer.

Outside, London moved with its usual deliberate indifference. Buses breathed diesel. Umbrellas negotiated pavement space like diplomats negotiating borders. No one knew a government had just fallen three thousand miles away — and if they did, they assumed it was inevitable.

Doyle did not believe in inevitable.

He believed in funded.

A black Humber pulled to the curb beside him.

The window rolled down halfway.

“Get in,” said the driver.

No greeting. No recognition phrase.

Which meant urgency outranked protocol.

Doyle opened the door and slid inside.

The man behind the wheel wore a civil servant’s face — grey suit, grey tie, grey eyes. Not field service. Not military. Coordination class.

“Thought you were retired,” the driver said.

“I am,” Doyle replied. “That’s why I’m standing in the rain.”

The car moved.

“No file. No briefing folder. No signatures,” the driver continued. “You’re being borrowed.”

“By whom?”

“Not written.”

“Then say it.”

A pause.

“By the committee that doesn’t exist.”

Doyle watched the wipers sweep.

“Which problem?”

“A country changed hands last night.”

“That happens.”

“Not like this.”

Doyle said nothing.

The driver glanced at him once.

“Every unit stood down at the same minute. Communications cut for exactly nine minutes. The presidential guard opened the gate themselves. Treasury servers were mirrored before sunrise. Opposition leaders already had office keys.”

Doyle smiled faintly.

“That’s not a coup,” he said.

“No.”

“What is it?”

“Installation.”

The Humber turned toward Whitehall — then past it.

Past the buildings that had names.

Into the streets that did not.

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere you’ve never been,” the driver said. “Which officially means it doesn’t exist.”

“Good,” Doyle said. “I work best with imaginary places.”

They stopped at a service entrance behind a records building that pretended to be dull. Dull buildings with reinforced doors were rarely dull.

Inside, no reception desk.

No directory.

Only a lift with a key slot instead of a button panel.

Down three levels.

The corridor smelled of dust and locked decisions.

A single office waited at the end. Light on. Door open.

The man inside did not stand when Doyle entered.

He didn’t need to.

Authority sat on him like a tailored coat.

“You’re late,” the man said.

“I wasn’t invited,” Doyle replied.

“Sit.”

Doyle sat.

A file lay on the desk — thin, which meant dangerous.

The man rotated it with two fingers.

“No copies. No notes leave the room. You remember how this works.”

“I remember how lies work,” Doyle said. “Show me the version you’re calling truth.”

The file opened.

Satellite photos.

Barracks gates open.

Armored vehicles parked — not deployed.

Command staff photographed entering the palace through the front entrance like wedding guests.

No defensive posture anywhere.

“Three hours,” the man said. “Government replaced in three hours.”

“Who trained them?” Doyle asked.

“No one.”

“Who paid them?”

Silence.

Doyle looked up.

“There it is.”

“Yes.”

“The missing column.”

“Correct.”

Doyle closed the folder.

“This wasn’t ideological.”

“No.”

“It was procedural.”

“Yes.”

“Which means someone wrote the procedure.”

The man leaned back.

“Communists are being blamed.”

“They’re convenient,” Doyle said.

“Yes.”

“But they didn’t do this.”

“No.”

“Then who did?”

The man tapped the inside cover.

“Find the supply trail.”

“Arms?”

“Money.”

Doyle stood.

“That trail never ends at a flag.”

“Exactly.”

“And if I find the buyer?”

“You won’t,” the man said calmly.

“Why not?”

“Because buyers don’t exist anymore.”

Doyle paused at the door.

“What exists instead?”

The man met his eyes.

“Systems.”

Rain intensified outside — like applause from the wrong audience.

Doyle put on his coat.

“Where do I start?”

The answer came without hesitation.

“Where empires are bleeding.”

Doyle nodded once.

Africa.

And somewhere beyond the visible battlefield — the harvesters.

The locusts.
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Chapter 2 — The Diplomat With No Loyalty
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Mark Doyle did not like official cars.

They smelled of other men’s decisions — stale upholstery, government polish, and the faint metallic scent of secrets carried too long in briefcases. He preferred trains, when he could get them. Compartments allowed exits. Cars allowed destinations chosen by someone else.

He sat in the rear seat now, watching London blur into wet streaks. The city felt older in rain — stone buildings turning back into the quarries they came from.

He rubbed his thumb along a faint scar in his palm. Cyprus. A door frame wired to explode. He remembered the boy who had opened it instead of him — a local runner who wanted English cigarettes and a story to tell his friends. Doyle never learned his name.

Retirement had not removed the ghosts. It had only given them chairs.

The driver finally spoke.

“You ever been to Kitala?”

“No.”

“Most people haven’t.”

“Then why do I already know it matters?”

“Because it sits on copper, cobalt, and three rail lines.”

Doyle nodded faintly.

“Resources,” he said. “Which means investors.”

“Which means instability,” the driver added.

They crossed the river. The Thames moved like dark oil under the bridge.

“Who’s my contact?” Doyle asked.

“Diplomatic channel.”

Doyle exhaled through his nose.

“That’s not comforting.”

“Name is Peter Halvorsen. Nordic passport. Trade attaché. Been in and out of African postings for ten years.”

“Loyal?”

The driver gave a small humorless smile.

“That’s why you’re meeting him.”



The safe flat was above a shuttered tailor’s shop that still displayed suits from 1958 — narrow lapels, confident shoulders, a vanished optimism.

Doyle climbed the stairs slowly. Not from age — from habit. Each step had a voice. You listened before trusting it.

Halvorsen opened the door before Doyle knocked.

Tall. Narrow face. Eyes that had learned not to widen.

“You’re early,” Halvorsen said.

“You’re exposed,” Doyle replied. “We’re both disappointed.”

They shook hands. Halvorsen’s grip was warm but measured — like a man who practiced sincerity.

Inside, the flat smelled of instant coffee and paper dust. Maps were pinned to the wall — not decorative maps, but working ones. Rail lines circled. Ports underlined. Airstrips marked in pencil.

Good. A man who still used pencils trusted revision.

Halvorsen poured coffee without asking.

“You’re not here for diplomacy,” he said.

“No.”

“You’re here because the story is wrong.”

“Yes.”

Halvorsen handed him the cup.

“Good. I was getting tired of repeating it.”

They sat at a small table meant for two people who liked each other more than these men did.

“Tell me about the coup,” Doyle said.

Halvorsen gave a short breath.

“It wasn’t one.”

“I know.”

“It was a rehearsal.”

Doyle watched him carefully.

“For what?”

“For the future model.”

“Explain.”

Halvorsen leaned back, eyes on the ceiling like he was reading words written there.

“Old coups were violent. Loud. Ideological. You needed slogans, militias, radio stations.”

“And now?”

“Now you need payroll control, telecom routing, and insurance leverage.”

Doyle almost smiled.

“Cleaner.”

“Much cleaner. No martyrs. No revolution songs.”

“Who ran it?”

Halvorsen hesitated — not from fear, Doyle thought, but from disgust.

“A consortium.”

“Name.”

“No flag.”

“Try harder.”

“Mining contracts. Agricultural futures. Arms brokers operating through three shell layers. Development banks that don’t develop.”

Doyle sipped the bitter coffee.

“Who benefits?”

“Everyone who isn’t on the ground.”

“Always the way.”

Halvorsen’s jaw tightened.

“You’ve worked the field. You know what happens after the headlines move on.”

“Yes,” Doyle said quietly. “Children learn the sound of helicopters before they learn the alphabet.”

Silence sat between them for a moment — not awkward, just heavy.

Halvorsen stood and pulled a folder from a drawer.

“I shouldn’t give you this.”

“Then don’t,” Doyle said.

Halvorsen handed it over anyway.

Inside were photographs.

Weapon crates.

Serial numbers.

Factory stamps.

Doyle felt something cold slide into place behind his ribs.

“These are British,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Export restricted.”

“Yes.”

“Recently manufactured.”

“Yes.”

“Sold where?”

Halvorsen met his eyes.

“Nowhere.”

Doyle closed the folder slowly.

“Which means diverted.”

“Yes.”

“By whom?”

Halvorsen’s smile was thin and tired.

“That’s the question that gets people reassigned to quiet countries.”

“I like quiet countries.”

“You won’t like this one.”



A bus roared past outside, shaking the window glass.

Halvorsen spoke again, softer now.

“You ever wonder,” he said, “what happens when empires don’t die — they just change accounting methods?”

“I try not to wonder,” Doyle
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