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The phone on the nightstand didn’t ring. It didn’t vibrate. It pulsed with a dull red light that Brill Wingfield felt before he saw it.

He was awake instantly. 0300. The hour when the world was darkest and the monsters were busiest.

He picked up the device. It was a secure satellite uplink, encrypted with algorithms that changed every six seconds. Only one person had the frequency.

“Talk,” Brill said. His voice was gravel, but clear.

“We have a situation,” Carver said. No pleasantries. No “how are you.” Carver was a man who viewed small talk as a tactical error.

“Where?”

“Caracas.”

Brill sat up. The air in his Miami apartment was cool, conditioned to a sterile seventy degrees, but the word brought heat with it. Humidity. Chaos.

“The air strike,” Brill said. “I saw the news alerts. State Department is denying it, which means it’s happening.”

“It’s happening in twenty-four hours,” Carver said. “Precision munitions on key military infrastructure. Communications. Radar sites. The goal is to cripple the command structure so the opposition can arrest the President without a civil war.”

“Sounds messy.”

“It’s about to get messier. The arrest warrant is based on a sealed indictment. Trafficking. Money laundering. Crimes against humanity. The evidence is rock solid.”

“So arrest him.”

“We can’t. Not without the witness.”

Brill stood up and walked to the window. The city lights of Miami sprawled below him, a grid of gold and neon. Somewhere out there, people were sleeping. People who thought laws meant something.

“Who is the witness?” Brill asked.

“Mateo Velasquez. Former Chief of Intelligence. He defected in place six months ago. He’s the one who gave us the bank accounts, the flight logs, the names of the generals on the cartel payroll.”

“Where is he?”

“He’s under house arrest. In Miraflores.”

The Presidential Palace. A fortress in the center of a city that was currently eating itself alive.

“Let me guess,” Brill said. “The narco-generals know he talked.”

“They suspect. And when the first bomb drops, they’re going to use the chaos to clean house. Velasquez is at the top of the list. If he dies, the chain of evidence breaks. The indictment collapses. The President walks, and the US looks like an aggressor without cause.”

“You want me to get him out.”

“I want you to extract him before the first missile hits. You have a twenty-four-hour window. In and out. No footprint.”

“Caracas is a war zone, Carver. The airport is locked down. The borders are closed.”

“That’s why I’m calling you. You don’t need an airport. You need a boat.”

“And a contact?”

“Rachel Vance. CIA analyst. She’s inside the embassy. She has the intel on the Palace. The guard rotations. The holding cell location.”

“Does she have a team?”

“She has a desk and a secure server. She’s an analyst, Brill. Not an operator. You’re the operator. You go in alone. You get Velasquez. You get out.”

“If I get caught?”

“You’re a mercenary. A rogue element. The Agency will disavow you before your cuffs are locked.”

Brill looked at his reflection in the glass. The scar on his chin was a white line in the dark. He looked tired. He always looked tired.

“Twenty-four hours,” Brill said.

“The clock started five minutes ago. There’s a go-fast boat waiting at a private dock in Key Largo. Fully fueled. Equipment is on board.”

“Who’s the pilot?”

“You are.”

Brill smiled. It wasn’t a happy expression.

“Send the file,” Brill said.

“Already sent.”

Brill hung up.

He walked to the closet. He didn’t pack clothes. He packed tools. A ceramic knife. A lock-pick set. A med kit with trauma dressings and morphine syrettes.

He put on dark cargo pants, a black moisture-wicking shirt, and boots that were broken in but sturdy. He grabbed his passport—the one that said he was a Canadian oil consultant named Arthur Vance—just in case.

He drove to Key Largo in silence. The highway was empty, a ribbon of concrete over the black water.

The boat was there. A forty-foot Midnight Express with quadruple outboards painted matte black. It looked like a shadow floating on the water.

He climbed aboard. Checked the fuel. Checked the navigation system.

A Pelican case was strapped to the deck. He opened it.

Inside was a suppressed Sig P226. Five magazines. A tactical radio. And a sat-phone.

Carver was efficient.

Brill started the engines. They rumbled to life, a deep, throaty growl that vibrated through the hull.

He cast off the lines.

He pointed the bow south. Toward the Caribbean. Toward the coast where the mountains rose straight out of the sea.

Twenty-four hours.

To cross an ocean. Infiltrate a city on the brink of collapse. Break into a presidential palace. And steal a man who was already dead.

Brill pushed the throttles forward. The boat surged, lifting onto plane.

The wind hit him, warm and salty.

He wasn’t thinking about the politics. He wasn’t thinking about the indictment.

He was thinking about the map of Caracas. The streets he knew from a lifetime ago. The way the barrios climbed the hills like a cancer.

It was going to be tight.

And if he was late, the air strike wouldn’t just kill the bad guys.

It would bury the truth.

Brill checked his watch.

The timeline was burning.

He drove into the night, a single black speck moving against the vast, indifferent ocean.
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The crossing from Key Largo to the Venezuelan coast was a blur of black water and engine noise. Brill stood at the helm of the Midnight Express, his body absorbing the shock of every wave as the boat hammered south at fifty knots.

He bypassed Cuba to the east, swinging wide into the Atlantic before cutting back toward the Lesser Antilles. He refueled at sea from a bladder tank strapped to the deck, the smell of gasoline mixing with the salt spray.

By the time the sun began to bleed over the eastern horizon, he was in Venezuelan waters.

The coast appeared as a dark smudge against the lightening sky. La Guaira. The port city that clung to the edge of the continent like a barnacle, squeezed between the ocean and the towering wall of the Ávila mountain range.

Brill throttled back. The roar of the engines dropped to a low burble.

He checked the GPS. The cove Carver had marked was five miles west of the main port. A smuggler’s inlet used by drug runners moving product north. Today, it was moving a problem south.

He guided the boat into the shallows. The water here was calm, protected by a rocky headland. He saw the flash of a signal light from the shore. Three quick pulses.

Brill flashed his running lights once.

He cut the engines and let the boat drift onto the sand.

Two men waded out to meet him. They were local fishermen, or at least they dressed the part. Rough clothes, weathered faces, eyes that constantly scanned the tree line. One of them held a line. The other held a rusted AK-47.

Brill stepped off the bow into waist-deep water. He held his hands up, empty.

“Miguel sent me,” Brill said in Spanish.

The man with the gun nodded. He didn’t lower the weapon. “The boat stays here. We sink it if you don’t come back in twenty-four hours.”

“If I don’t come back,” Brill said, “you can keep it. It’s worth half a million dollars.”

The man smiled, revealing a gold tooth. “Then we hope you are delayed.”

They led him up the beach to a dirt track hidden in the mangroves. A truck was waiting. A Toyota Hilux that had been painted three different colors and stripped of anything that wasn’t essential for locomotion.

“Keys are in it,” the man said. “Papers in the glove box. They are good enough for the Guardia Nacional, if you don’t look them in the eye.”

“And the road?”

“The highway is closed. Checkpoints every five kilometers. You have to take the old road. Through the mountains. It is slow. Dangerous.”

“Dangerous how?”

“Landslides. Bandits. And the Colectivos.”

The Colectivos. State-sponsored motorcycle gangs that acted as the government’s enforcers. They controlled the barrios, the roads, and the fear.

“I’ll manage,” Brill said.

He got in the truck. It smelled of stale tobacco and fish. He started the engine. It coughed a cloud of black smoke but settled into a steady rattle.

He drove out of the cove, hitting the paved road that ran along the coast. He turned east, toward the mountains.

The sun was fully up now. The heat was already building, a wet blanket that pressed down on the windshield.

He reached the turnoff for the old road. It was barely a road at all, just a ribbon of cracked asphalt winding up into the jungle.

He started the climb.

The truck groaned in low gear. The vegetation closed in on both sides, a wall of green. Brill kept his eyes moving. The mirrors. The road ahead. The ridge lines.

He saw the first checkpoint five miles up.

Two soldiers in green fatigues stood by a barrier made of oil drums and razor wire. They looked bored, swatting at flies with their rifles. A small shack sat by the road, a radio blaring salsa music.

Brill slowed. He rolled down the window.

“Buenos dias,” he said.

The soldier nearest him walked over. He was young, maybe nineteen. His uniform was too big. He looked at Brill, then at the truck.

“Papers,” the soldier said.

Brill handed over the packet he’d found in the glove box. Registration. Insurance. And an ID card identifying him as a engineer for a water purification company.

The soldier glanced at them. He handed them back.

“Where are you going?”

“Caracas,” Brill said. “Service call. The pumps are failing in Altaimara.”

“Everyone is going to Caracas,” the soldier said. “The city is closed.”

“Water doesn’t care about politics,” Brill said. He reached into the center console. He pulled out a carton of American cigarettes. Marlboros. “For your trouble.”

The soldier’s eyes lit up. He took the carton. He waved at his partner to lift the barrier.

“Go,” the soldier said. “But be careful. The mountain is angry today.”

Brill drove through.

He checked the mirror. The soldiers were already tearing open the cigarettes.

Cheap bribes. The currency of a failed state.

He continued climbing. The air grew thinner, cooler. The city of La Guaira shrank to a toy village far below.

Ten miles later, the road narrowed. A landslide had taken out half the lane. Brill navigated the truck around the debris, the wheels inches from a drop that fell a thousand feet into the canopy.

He rounded a bend and hit the brakes.

The road was blocked. Not by soldiers. By motorcycles.

Six of them. Parked across the asphalt. Men sat on them, engines idling. They wore civilian clothes, but they carried automatic weapons. Red berets. Armbands.

Colectivos.

They weren’t looking for bribes. They were looking for targets.

One of them, a man with a scar running through his eyebrow, revved his engine and rode toward the truck. He stopped at the driver’s window. He had a submachine gun slung across his chest.

“Turn around,” the man said. No greeting. No politeness.

“I have work in the





















































