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Synopsis
Real Hero - Book 3: Shattered Alliances takes Dave and his team on a dangerous mission to South America, where a covert CIA operation has gone awry, leaving bodies in its wake and tensions on the rise. Tasked with cleaning up the mess, Dave and his team must extract evidence and recover the bodies of CIA operatives before the situation escalates into an international crisis. Their mission quickly becomes complicated when they discover that one of the agents, Sarah Moreau, is still alive, held captive by rogue militias.

As the team splits up to pursue two objectives—rescue Moreau and retrieve the bodies—their mission becomes a race against time. The Venezuelan military is on high alert, and the region is crawling with militias who won’t hesitate to escalate the conflict. Dave’s powers are pushed to their limits as he faces not only the physical challenges of the jungle but also the moral complexities of dealing with rogue factions and the consequences of American interference in foreign affairs.

Throughout the mission, tensions within the team simmer, especially as the clock ticks down. Serj, Omar, and Dan work covertly to retrieve the fallen agents’ bodies, navigating through heavily guarded compounds and avoiding detection. Meanwhile, Dave, Anya, and Alicia search for Moreau, whose condition worsens with every passing moment. The team must rely on each other, but trust and survival instincts are constantly tested.

The jungle setting adds an intense layer of danger, where every move could trigger a confrontation with hostile forces. Dave’s internal struggle grows, balancing his incredible abilities with the responsibilities they bring. The mission’s stakes aren’t just geopolitical; they’re personal, as the team battles not only external enemies but also their own doubts and the ever-present threat of failure.

Shattered Alliances delivers a high-octane, tension-filled narrative where action, suspense, and personal stakes collide. The novel explores themes of loyalty, power, and the moral ambiguities of covert operations, all while building toward an explosive conclusion.

This book, and many others by the author, are available for free download from
https://realhero.uk/.
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  Prologue

Dave Anderson ran his hand through his hair—actually ran it through, fingers catching on the short strands that had finally grown back. Three months since Turkey, and he could laugh about it now. Almost. The memory of standing in front of that bathroom mirror, staring at his bald head after the fire test, still made him wince. He'd worn that bloody wig for weeks, trying to pretend everything was normal while his scalp gleamed like a cue ball underneath. At least his hair had grown back.

He stood in the front room of his semi-detached house on a quiet suburban street outside Birmingham, tea cooling on the windowsill, watching ordinary life unfold below. A woman walked her dog. A postman made his rounds. Normal Tuesday morning activities for normal people who'd never broken someone's ribs with their bare hands.

Three months. Three months of “decompression,” as Cecilia had called it. Three months of sitting in this house, making tea, trying not to think about Mei's face—pale and bruised, her body broken by men who'd enjoyed hurting her. Three months of remembering exactly how it felt when he'd burst through that roof and let rage take control.

The extra weight he'd carried for years still clung to his frame, comfortable and familiar. He looked down at his hands—the same hands that used to type out IT support tickets and reorganize filing cabinets. They looked ordinary. Soft, even. No one would guess they could crush bone like dry kindling.

He'd learned that in Turkey. Not just that he could do it, but what it felt like when he did. The first guard's skull hitting concrete with that wet crunch. The second man's ribs snapping under his fists, one after another, like someone stepping on bubble wrap. The sounds had been visceral, immediate, impossible to forget.

Dave picked up his tea, took a sip. Cold. He'd been standing here too long again, lost in memories that wouldn't fade no matter how much he tried to drown them in routine.

The kettle whistled from the kitchen—his third pot of the morning. He'd developed a routine over these months: wake, shower, make tea, stare out the window at the suburban street, make more tea, try not to think about Turkey, fail, make more tea. Repeat. The Agency had given him time off. Time to “process what happened.” But processing meant remembering, and remembering meant confronting the person he'd become.

Because that was the real problem, wasn't it? Not that he'd hurt those men. They'd deserved it—they'd beaten Mei, broken her ribs, torn muscles and tendons, left her hyperextended and traumatised. No, the problem was simpler and more terrifying: part of him had enjoyed it. That cold, calculating part that had torn through the roof and systematically destroyed two human beings felt satisfied with the work.

That was what kept him awake at night.

Dave carried the fresh tea back to his spot by the window. Forty-one years old, and he was cataloguing which memories caused nightmares. This wasn't how life was supposed to go. He should have been worrying about mortgage rates and whether his knees would hold up for another decade of commuting. Instead, he was trying to understand how an overweight IT support manager had become the kind of person who could kill with his bare hands.

The timeline still felt surreal. Just under a year ago—the Agency had made first contact. They'd shown him footage of himself, security cameras catching moments where his abilities had manifested. A construction accident where rubble that should have killed him had barely left bruises. A gym incident where he'd accidentally bent a barbell without noticing. Evidence of what he was, presented by people who seemed unsurprised by the impossible.

Recruitment had followed. Training. Then the Congo mission—his first real operation. Kazadi's criminal network spreading through Central Africa, funnelling weapons and money through legitimate corporate channels. That mission had been eye-opening. Dave had learned his strength was useful for more than just walking through doors that should have stopped him. Anya and Serj had taught him the basics, adapting their tactics around his invulnerability, making him part of a team rather than just a blunt instrument.

But it was the pipeline mission—Breaking the Line, as some were calling it—that had changed everything.

Grigory Ivanovich. Supposedly dead Russian operative orchestrating attacks across Europe, targeting critical energy infrastructure. The team had expanded for that operation: Omar with his tactical expertise, Mei with her analytical brilliance, Dan's natural leadership pulling everyone together. They'd tracked Grigory from Germany to Turkey, always one step behind, stopping attacks but never quite catching him.

Until Eskişehir.

Dave could still feel it—the rough texture of concrete barriers tearing free under his hands, each one weighing tons but lifting like cardboard. The rhythmic hammer of the BTR-80’s weapons against his chest, 30mm grenades that should have torn him apart bouncing off with impacts that felt like hard flicks. He'd learned his limits that night. Newton's Third Law still applied—he needed leverage, needed mass to transfer momentum. But within those constraints, the rules bent in ways that defied explanation.

He'd stopped an armoured personnel carrier by throwing concrete at it. That night had proven he wasn't just durable; he was a weapon.

The fire test had happened earlier, back in England during training. The Agency's researchers wanted to understand his limits. Fire immunity up to oxyacetylene temperatures: confirmed. Hair and eyebrows not invulnerable: also confirmed, much to Dave's horror. He'd looked like a boiled egg for weeks. The wig had been Anya's suggestion, delivered with characteristic Russian pragmatism: “Either wear it or embrace the bald look. Your choice.”

He'd chosen the wig. Then Mei had been taken, and priorities had shifted.

Grigory had planned it perfectly. Engineered Omar's food poisoning to leave Mei vulnerable during a routine signal deployment. Professional snatch and grab. By the time they'd tracked her to that isolated house, she'd been there for hours. Beaten. Terrified. Broken.

Dave had burst through the roof without hesitation. No careful force calculations, no measured responses. Just pure, focused violence. First guard down with a strike that had crushed his skull against the wall—not killed, but close. So terrifyingly close. Second guard's arm shattered, then his ribs snapping one by one, then his legs folded at angles that shouldn't exist. Each impact calculated to cause maximum damage while keeping them breathing.

They'd survived. Barely. Compound fractures, severe internal damage, cranial trauma that would take months of recovery. If they recovered at all. The medical reports had been clinical, detached, but Dave knew what they meant. He'd done that. His hands. His rage.

His choice.

Mei didn't blame him. She'd said as much during one of his hospital visits, her voice careful around the pain of broken ribs and torn muscles. “You saved my life,” she'd told him through the haze of medication. “Don't feel guilty for that.”

But guilt wasn't the problem. Guilt he could process, could work through with time and professional help. The problem was that part of him—the part that had torn through that roof and systematically disabled two trained soldiers—didn't feel guilty at all. That part felt justified. Satisfied. Right.

And that terrified him more than any enemy ever could.

His phone buzzed. Text from Anya: How are you doing?

Dave typed back: Fine. Making tea. The usual.

Three dots appeared, then disappeared. Then: Come back when you're ready. No rush. But we miss you.

He smiled despite himself. The team had been checking in regularly—texts from Anya, occasional calls from Dan asking if he needed anything, even a gruff message from Serj that simply read: “Healing takes time. Take yours.” Omar had sent photos of his kids, a reminder that life continued beyond missions and trauma.

Only Mei hadn't contacted him. She was recovering too, learning to walk without favouring her ribs, regaining strength in muscles that had been torn and hyper-extended. They were both healing, both trying to come to terms with what had happened in that house.

Dave finished his tea, rinsed the mug with methodical precision. Ordinary action, ordinary life. Anchor points in a world that felt increasingly unmoored.

The Agency had been studying him since recruitment—trying to understand what he was, where his abilities came from. He'd been told it was standard procedure, routine testing. They'd discovered his skeletal structure was different, that his bones contained materials that shouldn't exist, that some kind of energy signature ran through his body like a geometric pattern woven into his cells.

But they hadn't told him everything. Dave knew that with quiet certainty. Researchers didn't get that particular look—the one Dr. Kessler had worn during the last round of tests—unless they'd found something significant. Something they weren't ready to share.

Eventually, he'd get answers. Eventually, they'd explain what he was and where these abilities came from. But for now, he had this moment. His house. His routine. The pretence of normalcy.

Grigory was still out there. Moscow had cut him loose after Eskişehir, labelled him a rogue operator, terminated his command. That made him more dangerous, not less. A man with Grigory's skills and resources, no longer bound by state objectives, could cause damage that would make the pipeline attacks look like warmup exercises.

They'd face him again. Dave knew that with cold certainty. Grigory would resurface, orchestrate some new operation, force another confrontation. And when that happened, Dave would need to be ready. Not just physically—his abilities handled that part—but mentally. Emotionally.

He needed to understand what he was capable of before rage took control again. Because next time, he might not stop. Next time, the men he fought might not survive. And that line—between necessary force and murder, between controlled violence and rage—felt thinner every day.

Dave caught his reflection in the darkened television screen. Same face, same body, but with hair again at least. Short and growing, a visible reminder that some things healed given time. The eyes were different though. They'd seen things that office workers shouldn't see, done things that couldn't be undone.

He thought about the person he used to be. The one who worried about system crashes and network optimisation. The one who'd never broken someone's ribs with his bare hands, never heard bones snap under his fists, never felt that cold satisfaction at violence delivered.

That person was gone. Buried somewhere in Turkey, under the rubble of necessary force and justified rage.

But maybe—maybe—something better could grow in its place. Like his hair, growing back after being burned away. Not the same as before, but functional. Real.

Human.

Dave picked up his phone, scrolled through his contacts, stopped on Cecilia's number. His thumb hovered over the call button. Three months of recovery. Three months of processing. Three months of learning to live with what he'd become.

Time to stop hiding in his house making tea.

Time to do the job, whatever that meant now.

He pressed call.
Pants

Back in the UK, Dave stood in the Agency's advanced medical and research centre, his mind still replaying the encounter with the BTR-80 in Turkey. Despite his impressive strength, he hadn't been able to penetrate the armoured vehicle, and the reality of that limitation gnawed at him. He'd thrown concrete barriers like they were cardboard boxes, absorbed machine gun fire and grenades, but the BTR's armour had been a wall he couldn't breach.

He needed to know where his actual limits were. Not the theoretical ones, not the guesses—the real boundaries of what his body could do.

Enter Dr. Ethan Kessler, the Agency's lead scientist on human enhancement. Kessler, in his early forties with a serious, almost detached demeanour, was more at home among equations and physics models than with people. With his salt-and-pepper hair, rolled-up sleeves, and ever-present lab coat, Kessler had spent his career studying the intersection of human biology and physics. Today, he was about to give Dave a much-needed reality check.

The testing facility was sterile, clinical—all white walls and industrial equipment that looked like it belonged in a factory rather than a medical centre. Reinforced steel blocks, hydraulic testing rigs, force measurement devices that could register impacts measured in tons. Dave had been here before, but something felt different today. More serious. More urgent.

“So, you want to know exactly how strong you are?” Kessler asked, adjusting his glasses as he reviewed data on his tablet. “Let's get one thing clear first: you're incredibly strong—at least a hundred times stronger than the average human when it comes to raw power. But you're still limited by the laws of physics and, importantly, the mechanics of how force works in the real world.”

Dave nodded, stepping up to the first testing apparatus—a hydraulic press with a reinforced steel plate. “I need to understand why I couldn't punch through that BTR. I threw concrete at it that weighed tons, but my fists just… bounced off.”

“That's exactly what we're going to explore,” Kessler said, already typing notes into his tablet. “Hit this plate as hard as you can. Don't hold back—it's rated for industrial applications.”

Dave squared up, drew back his fist, and let it fly. The impact rang through the facility like a gunshot, and the force gauge spiked dramatically. But Dave stumbled backward, shaking out his hand with a grimace.

“Dammit!” He flexed his fingers, feeling the odd sensation of force reverberating through bones that shouldn't feel anything. “I don't understand. I can lift a car, but I can't punch through this?”

Kessler was practically giddy, his professional detachment evaporating in the face of good data. “That's Newton's Third Law in action! Here, watch—” He pulled up a slow-motion replay on the facility's monitors, his fingers dancing across the tablet with obvious excitement. “See how the force rebounds? Even with your strength, you can't escape basic physics. When you hit something with enough force to damage it, an equal force hits you back.”

Dave studied the footage, watching his punch connect, watching the energy ripple back through his arm and body, pushing him backward even as his fist struck. “Like in Turkey. The BTR's armour…”

“Exactly!” Kessler grabbed his tablet, already pulling up new calculations. “Your strength multiplies the force tremendously, but the principle remains the same. Push against something that won't move—”

“And I move instead.” Dave flexed his fingers thoughtfully, processing this fundamental limitation. “So I need to work with physics, not fight it.”

“Precisely,” Kessler replied, nodding enthusiastically. “You could punch through most things, but if you don't have the right mass or leverage, or if the object is too massive to budge, you're just going to end up pushing yourself away instead of affecting the object. It's not about power alone—it's about understanding the system you're working within.”

Dave thought back to Turkey, to the moment he'd realised his punches weren't working. “So it's not just about me not being strong enough—it's about how the energy reacts?”

“Exactly,” Kessler agreed, warming to his subject in that way scientists did when explaining something they found fascinating. “And let's talk about the lifting analogy you asked about before. If you were to try to lift something massive, like a plane, it's not your body that's the problem. You'd probably have the power to do it. But here's the issue: the plane can't withstand the force you'd need to apply to lift it. You'd snap parts of it off before you got the leverage to actually raise it off the ground. The plane would break before you could lift it cleanly.”

Dave grinned wryly, imagining himself holding a plane's wing while the rest of the aircraft crumpled around him. “So I could lift it… but it wouldn't do me much good.”

“Right. Your power is real and extraordinary, but there are limits based on how the world around you works,” Kessler continued, his enthusiasm shifting to something more measured. “That doesn't mean you aren't incredibly capable. You can punch harder and faster than anyone else alive—but there are physics at play. You can't just bend reality.”

The testing continued through the morning. Dave threw punches at various materials—steel, reinforced concrete, composite armour plating. Each test refined their understanding of what he could and couldn't do. Kessler measured everything: impact force, rebound velocity, material deformation, the way Dave's body absorbed and redirected energy.

But it was during one of the strength tests—Dave lifting progressively heavier weights—that Kessler's demeanour shifted.

Dave had just completed a lift that would have crushed most hydraulic systems, and he was waiting for Kessler's reaction. But the scientist had gone quiet, studying a particular reading on his tablet with unusual intensity. Dave recognised that look—it was the same expression the doctor had worn when they'd first discovered his enhanced durability.

“What is it?” Dave asked, tension creeping into his voice. That look never meant anything good.

Kessler took a long breath, and Dave could see him choosing his words carefully. “Your strength… it's not just enhanced. It's fundamentally different from normal human capability. The energy patterns we're seeing…” He trailed off, apparently lost in the data, his finger tracing patterns on the screen that meant nothing to Dave.

“Different how?” Dave pressed, moving closer to see what had captured Kessler's attention so completely.

The doctor pulled the tablet back slightly, an unconscious gesture that Dave didn't miss. “That's what we need to figure out,” Kessler replied carefully—too carefully, Dave thought. There was something in his voice, a caution that suggested he knew more than he was saying.

“Doc,” Dave said, keeping his voice level but firm. “If there's something you need to tell me about what I am, now would be a good time.”

Kessler met his eyes, and for a moment Dave thought he might actually get a straight answer. But then the scientist's professional mask slipped back into place. “Right now, we're still gathering data. Once we have a complete picture, we'll share everything with you. I promise.”

It wasn't a lie, Dave could tell that much. But it wasn't the whole truth either.

They moved on to the next series of tests, but the atmosphere had shifted. Dave went through the motions—lifting, punching, testing his limits—but his mind kept returning to Kessler's reaction. What had the doctor seen in those readings? What made his strength “fundamentally different”?

Dave stepped back from the machines, sweat beading on his forehead from the exertion, though his enhanced recovery meant he'd barely feel it in a few minutes. “So the next time I'm up against something like that BTR, I need to remember it's not just about hitting harder. It's about understanding how to use what I've got.”

“Exactly,” Kessler said approvingly, his earlier enthusiasm returning now that they'd moved past the uncomfortable moment. “Think of your strength as a tool. You may or may not be invincible, but you can do incredible things when you understand how to apply it correctly. We'll keep testing, but what you need to focus on now is mastering the limits of your abilities. That way, you'll know when brute force isn't the answer—and when it is.”

The testing wrapped up around mid-afternoon. Dave wiped the sweat from his brow and turned to Dr. Kessler with a thoughtful expression, a grin playing at the corners of his mouth. Time to lighten the mood after all the serious physics lessons.

“One question I have for you, Dr. Kessler,” he began, his voice unusually serious. “Do you know of any underwear that can withstand fire and explosions?”

Kessler, caught off guard while reviewing final data points, raised an eyebrow and stared at Dave for a moment. His mind was still deep in calculations and physics models, so he didn't quite register the weight of the question. Thinking Dave was trying to lighten the mood—or possibly tease him—he let out a short sigh and brushed it off. “Very funny, Dave. I know your durability is impressive, but we're not designing bulletproof boxers here.”

Dave didn't flinch, his face still set in a deadpan expression. “I'm being serious. My clothes… they don't make it through these things like I do. I've had a few situations recently where my modesty got, let's say, compromised.”

Kessler blinked, finally understanding that Dave wasn't joking. He cleared his throat, suddenly unsure how to respond to such a genuinely practical concern. In all his years studying enhanced physiology, no one had ever asked about durable undergarments. “Ah, well… I hadn't thought about that. I suppose there are materials used in high-heat environments—fire-resistant, blast-proof fabrics… military-grade, perhaps?” Kessler stumbled over his words, now realising the real-world implications of Dave's unique challenges. “Nomex, maybe? Or some of the newer aramid fibre blends?”

“I'll look into it,” he added hastily, making a mental note, though still slightly baffled by the question. This definitely wasn't covered in his doctorate.

Dave nodded, satisfied. “Good. I'd appreciate that. You can't just run into battle and come out the other side in tatters, you know? The team already gives me enough grief about my clothes not surviving missions. At least if the underwear holds up, I'll have some dignity left.”

Kessler, still somewhat stunned, mumbled something about high-density fibres and military-grade Kevlar, while Dave, his humour back in full force, gave a knowing grin. “Seriously though, imagine trying to maintain professional credibility when you're standing there in your birthday suit because your trousers disintegrated. Not exactly the image the Agency wants to project.”

“I… yes, I see your point,” Kessler managed, already pulling up material specifications on his tablet. Leave it to Dave to present an engineering challenge he'd never considered. “There are some experimental fabrics designed for extreme conditions. I'll contact some of our equipment specialists. Maybe we can develop something that works with your… unique requirements.”

“Brilliant. I knew you'd understand.” Dave clapped the scientist on the shoulder—carefully, after today's lessons about force and physics. “Sometimes the small things make all the difference when you're superhuman.”

Kessler watched Dave leave the testing facility, shaking his head with a mixture of amusement and professional curiosity. Indestructible underwear. Now there was a research problem he'd never anticipated. He made a note on his tablet: “Project Dignity Protocol: Investigate durable clothing solutions for enhanced operatives.”



Later that night, Dave lay in bed, his mind refusing to quiet. The day's tests played on repeat in his thoughts—every punch, every impact, every measurement Kessler had taken. But it wasn't the physics that bothered him. He understood the limitations now, accepted that even his strength had to work within the rules of reality.

No, what kept him awake was Kessler's face when certain readings had appeared. That slight tightening around the eyes, the too-casual way he'd changed the subject when Dave had pressed for more information. The careful selection of words: “fundamentally different,” not just “enhanced” or “improved.” Different implied something else entirely.

Dave had seen enough secrets in his time with the Agency to recognise when one was being kept.

He raised his hand in the darkness, studying it against the dim light filtering through his bedroom window. Such ordinary-looking fingers—slightly pudgy, with the calluses from years of typing replaced by smooth skin that had survived machine gun fire. Yet they could bend steel, lift cars, break bones with barely any effort.

What else could they do? What else weren't they telling him?

The power thrumming through his veins felt different now—less like a gift he'd somehow acquired, more like a mystery waiting to be solved. Kessler had seen something in those energy readings, something that made him pause, made him measure his words more carefully. Something he wasn't ready to share.

And Dave was starting to wonder if he'd like the answers when they finally came.

He thought about the underwear question, how it had made Kessler laugh despite the awkwardness. That was real, practical, immediate. But the other questions—the ones about where his power came from, why it worked the way it did, what made him “fundamentally different”—those answers felt further away and potentially more troubling.

Sleep came slowly, and when it did, Dave's dreams were filled with equations he couldn't solve and readings he couldn't interpret, all while Kessler's voice echoed: “That's what we need to figure out.”

Tomorrow he'd call Cecilia. Maybe it was time to stop waiting for answers and start demanding them.
Vril

Dave's hands were still tingling from the morning's power tests when he entered the meeting room at Agency headquarters. The familiar space felt different today—too quiet, too formal. The kind of atmosphere that preceded bad news. Cecilia sat with perfect posture at the conference table, her usual warmth replaced by professional distance. Agent Lands seemed to be studying his tablet with unusual intensity, his salt-and-pepper hair catching the overhead lighting as he scrolled through whatever data had brought them all here.

Something was definitely off.

Dave had known Lands since recruitment—the man who'd shown him footage of himself surviving impossible situations, who'd explained that the Agency wanted to help him understand what he was. Lands had been his first handler, before Special Projects had consumed his attention. Now he ran what some operatives jokingly called the “Bigfoot Patrol,” investigating phenomena that conventional science couldn't explain.

Apparently, Dave had become one of those phenomena.

“Lands, good to see you,” Dave said, approaching the table with forced casualness. “How have you been?”

The pleasantries were brief, with Lands as stoic as ever, offering only a stiff nod in return. “Dave, you've been busy,” Lands said, adjusting his jacket as they all took their seats. “I see from the reports that you've become quite an asset to the Agency.”

Dave smiled, but the tension in the room was palpable. Cecilia's Ghanaian accent, usually warm and encouraging, seemed carefully measured today. “We appreciate you coming in on short notice,” she said. “There are matters we need to discuss.”

“About yesterday's tests?” Dave asked, settling into his chair. “Kessler seemed… concerned about something.”

Lands and Cecilia exchanged a glance—brief, but loaded with meaning. Dave's stomach tightened. He'd seen enough secrets in his time with the Agency to recognise when people were choosing their words carefully.

After a moment that stretched too long, Lands leaned forward and spoke more seriously. “Dave, we haven't been totally honest with you.”

The words hit Dave like a punch. He braced himself, his mind racing. What had they been hiding? Why now? What had they been keeping from him that required this kind of formal meeting?

Lands continued, his voice calm but weighted with something Dave had never heard from the usually stoic agent—guilt. “It's not that we've lied or misled you. But we've been guilty of… omission. Some of the tests we carried out on you—your DNA, your physical evaluations—we never shared all of the results.”

Dave's heart began to race, but he kept his expression neutral, his IT background serving him well. How many times had he delivered bad news to clients about system failures? Stay calm, listen, gather information, then respond. “I'm listening,” he said quietly.

Lands cleared his throat, then pulled up a series of scans on his tablet with practised efficiency. “Look at this,” he said, swiping through images with precise movements. “Standard human bone structure on the left. Yours on the right.”

Dave leaned forward, studying the scans. At first glance, they looked similar—the basic architecture of a human skeleton was clearly present. But as Lands zoomed in, the differences became unmistakable. Where normal bone showed the expected organic structure, Dave's bones were threaded with crystalline patterns, delicate geometric formations that looked almost decorative, like lacework woven through the calcium matrix.

“The DNA tests say you're human,” Lands explained, his finger tracing one particularly intricate pattern on the screen. “Your genetic code is standard Homo sapiens. But these structural anomalies…” He zoomed in further, and the pattern became even more complex, fractals within fractals, geometries that seemed to fold in on themselves in ways that hurt to look at too closely. “They're not just different, Dave. They're impossible.”

“Impossible how?” Dave asked, his voice steady despite the growing unease in his chest.

Cecilia chimed in, her voice softer, trying to ease the blow. “Your skeleton is, for the most part, human. The basic structure, the way it articulates, the composition—all recognisably human. But there's something fundamentally different about it. The materials your bones are composed of aren't what we would expect. They're denser, more organised at the molecular level. That's why your body can do the things it does without breaking.”

“That's why bullets bounce off,” Dave said slowly, processing. “Why I could take hits from that BTR's machine gun and just… walk through it.”

“Exactly,” Lands confirmed. “And that's just the start. Your physiology won't allow us to perform invasive procedures—your body can't be cut or pierced in any conventional sense. We can't get proper tissue samples, can't biopsy your organs, can't even draw blood, only swabs that we took during initial screening. It's as if your body has… sealed itself off from penetration.”

Dave thought about the fire test, how his hair had burned, but his skin hadn't even blistered under temperatures that should have caused third-degree burns. “My hair burned though. In the fire test.”

“Yes,” Cecilia nodded. “Your hair, your nails—those seem to have normal vulnerability. But your skin, your bones, your organs… they're protected by something we still don't fully understand.”

Lands picked up the thread again, his grey eyes intense behind his glasses. “Your skeletal system is unlike anything we've seen in nature or in any experimental enhancement programme we're aware of. And we believe it's connected to something else we detected during the tests—an unusual energy signature within your body.”

Dave's mind was swimming, trying to process this deluge of information. “Energy signature?” he asked, his voice cautious. “What does that mean?”

Lands nodded, as if he'd been expecting that question. He pulled up a new display on the tablet, this one showing what looked like heat maps or electromagnetic readings. “When we first ran comprehensive tests on your body—this was before the Congo mission, during your initial evaluation—we found this unique energy field. One that doesn't exist in any known human biology.”

The display showed three separate readings, arranged side by side for comparison. The first was rhythmic and relatively simple, labelled “Standard Human Bio-Electric Field”—just the normal electromagnetic signatures that every living body generated through neural activity and cellular function.

The second reading, labelled “Subject D”—Dave's designation in the research files—was dramatically different. It writhed and pulsed with complex geometries, patterns that seemed to fold in on themselves, creating shapes that looked almost fractal in nature. The energy didn't just exist in three dimensions; it seemed to suggest depth beyond normal space, as if the patterns extended into directions that shouldn't exist.

“At first, I thought it was a glitch in the system,” Lands continued, his professional mask slipping slightly to reveal genuine fascination. “A calibration error, interference from other equipment, something mundane. But it kept showing up. Every test, every scan. It's subtle in some readings, dramatic in others, but it's always there. This energy is part of you, Dave. It's woven into your cellular structure as intimately as your DNA.”

Dave stared at the pulsing patterns on the screen, his enhanced senses somehow picking up on rhythms in the display that seemed to echo something deep inside his own body. It was unsettling, like looking at an X-ray of your own skeleton and realising the bones aren't quite shaped the way you'd thought.

“And the more I dug,” Lands said quietly, “the more I realised it matched something from the Special Projects files.”

Dave furrowed his brow. “Your ‘Bigfoot’ research?”

Lands nodded, and for the first time Dave saw something like reluctance in the man's usually impassive expression. “Yes. The Special Projects division—or as you call it the Bigfoot Patrol as a… somewhat ironic title. It's a collection of research into phenomena we can't explain with conventional science. Unexplained energy signatures, alleged paranormal events, technological anomalies from historical records. Most of it is dead ends—misidentified natural phenomena, hoaxes, wishful thinking. But occasionally…” He trailed off, swiping to bring up a new file.

“Occasionally?” Dave prompted.

Taking a breath that suggested this was harder to say than he'd anticipated, Lands tapped the tablet. A new reading appeared on the display—the third pattern Dave had noticed earlier. It was dated 1945, marked with bureaucratic stamps and, disturbingly, a small swastika in the corner indicating Nazi classification.

“The energy signature in your body,” Lands said carefully, “is eerily similar to a file I uncovered that dates back to the end of World War II. It's connected to something the Nazis called Vril.”

Dave felt his mouth go dry. “Vril?” he echoed, unsure whether to be sceptical or worried. The word sounded like something from pulp fiction, not serious scientific research.

Lands pulled up more files, old documents that had been photographed and digitised, their pages yellowed with age and stamped with various classifications. Dave could see German text, complicated diagrams that looked more occult than scientific, and photographs of facilities that appeared to be deep underground.

“During the last days of World War II,” Lands explained, his voice taking on the measured tone of someone who'd spent considerable time researching this topic, “Nazi scientists, particularly those involved in occult research branches, claimed to have discovered an energy source they called Vril. The name comes from an old Victorian novel, actually—a 19th-century science fiction story about a superior underground race that wielded this mystical energy.”

“That doesn't sound particularly scientific,” Dave said, trying to inject some scepticism into his voice even as he stared at his own energy signature matching the one from 1945.

“No, it doesn't,” Cecilia agreed. “Which is why for decades, this research was considered fantasy. Occult nonsense from a regime desperate to find wonder weapons. But…” She gestured to the tablet, to the undeniable similarity between the patterns.

“But looking at you,” Lands finished quietly, “we have to reconsider.”

Dave leaned closer to the tablet, studying the 1945 reading and his own side by side. They weren't just similar—they were nearly identical. The same fractal patterns, the same suggestion of impossible geometries, the same sense that the energy existed partially outside normal space.

“That's impossible,” Dave whispered, but even as he said it, his own body seemed to hum in recognition. He could almost feel the energy Lands was describing, like a current running through his veins that he'd never consciously acknowledged before.

“They called it Vril,” Lands continued, his finger tracing the German text on one of the old documents. “According to these files—which were recovered by Allied forces in 1945 and immediately classified—this energy was believed to be powerful, dangerous, and capable of things we still don't understand. Transmutation of matter, enhancement of biological systems, even manipulation of fundamental forces. The research was theoretical, fantastical even by the standards of Nazi occult divisions. We thought their research was purely speculative, impossible.”

“But looking at me,” Dave said slowly, “you're thinking they actually found something.”

“Or something found you,” Cecilia said softly.

The words hung in the air like a physical weight. Dave sat back in his chair, his mind reeling. Nazi experiments. Ancient energy. Impossible geometries woven through his bones. It was like something from a bad science fiction film, except it was real, documented, measurable.

“It's not just about what you can do, Dave,” Cecilia continued, her voice taking on a more concerned tone. “The fact that your body contains this energy, or something like it, means we need to understand it fully. This isn't just about your strength or durability—it's about what powers you, what makes you fundamentally different from normal humans.”

Dave stared at the screen, at the files detailing experiments and attempts to harness Vril energy during the war. Most of the entries ended with stark notations: “Test subject expired,” “Catastrophic failure,” “Facility evacuated.” The Nazis had tried to weaponise this energy and had apparently killed numerous people in the process.

“The Allies uncovered these projects in 1945,” Lands explained, scrolling through more documents. “Found the facilities, the research notes, the bodies. After seeing the catastrophic results—the mutations, the explosions, the test subjects who simply… came apart at the molecular level—they classified everything at the highest levels and buried it. Literally, in some cases. Several facilities were demolished and entombed in concrete.”

“You've had these results for how long?” Dave asked, his voice now edged with frustration. The careful calm he'd maintained was cracking. “You've known about this energy signature, these Nazi connections—for how long?”

Lands shifted uncomfortably, and Dave realised he'd never seen the man look quite so… guilty. “I didn't want to tell you until I knew more,” Lands admitted. “It was a… guilt of omission, as I said. I've been researching this for months, trying to connect the dots, trying to find a rational explanation that didn't involve impossible Nazi occult research actually being successful. I didn't want to burden you with speculation until I was certain of what I was seeing.”

“Bother me?” Dave snapped, his voice rising as anger overrode his usual measured approach. “You think finding out my body runs on some ancient energy source linked to Nazi experiments would be a bother? That I wouldn't want to know that I might be connected to people who murdered millions?”

“Dave—” Cecilia started, but he cut her off.

“How long, Lands? How many months have you been sitting on this? While I've been going on missions, using abilities I don't understand, wondering what the hell I am? You know what this feels like? It feels like you lied to me.”

Lands met his eyes directly, not flinching from the anger, but his voice carried a quiet intensity Dave had never heard before. “When have we ever lied to you, Dave?”

The question stopped Dave cold. He opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again.

Lands pressed on, his tone measured but firm. “When we recruited you, we showed you exactly what we'd observed. No exaggeration, no promises we couldn't keep. We told you we didn't know where your abilities came from. That was true—we didn't. We still don't, not completely. When you asked about the Agency's structure, we explained our independence, our funding, our methods. Truth. When you asked about missions, about risks, about what we expected from you—we gave you honest answers. Every test result we understood, we shared. Every limitation we discovered, we documented with you.”

Dave wanted to stay angry, but Lands was right. From that first meeting, when they'd shown him footage of himself surviving that construction accident, through every briefing, every mission, every conversation—the Agency had been forthright. Sometimes frustratingly vague when they genuinely didn't know something, but never dishonest.

“This,” Lands gestured to the tablet, “wasn't a lie. It was incomplete information that we didn't fully understand ourselves. Four months ago, we got anomalous readings. Not answers—anomalies. Questions without context. Would you have wanted us to come to you and say, ‘Dave, we found something strange in your tests, and it might be connected to Nazi occult research, but we have no idea what it means or if it's even real’?”

“Yes,” Dave said immediately, but his voice had lost some of its heat.

“Fair enough,” Lands acknowledged. “And you're right to feel aggrieved. We made a judgement call—wait until we had something concrete rather than burden you with speculation. That was our mistake, and I take responsibility for it. But it wasn't a lie, Dave. It was… caution. Perhaps excessive caution.”

“Four months,” Dave repeated, but the accusation in his voice had softened. “Four months of wondering what I am, and you had a lead you didn't share.”

Lands met his eyes directly. “Four months. Since shortly after the Congo mission. That's when the energy signature analysis came back from the advanced testing we did on your initial biological samples. And every day since, I've been trying to verify it, to make sense of it, to find a rational explanation that didn't involve impossible Nazi occult research actually being successful.”

Four months. Dave had been on the pipeline mission not knowing that his power might be connected to Nazi occult research. He'd faced Grigory, stopped that BTR, saved Mei—all while the Agency had a lead they weren't sharing. Not lying, perhaps, but withholding something that felt pretty damn close.

“Lands was trying to protect you from unnecessary speculation,” Cecilia said firmly, her handler voice coming through. “We didn't want to give you half-answers, Dave. We didn't want to send you into the field carrying the psychological weight of ‘maybe you're connected to Nazi experiments’ without understanding what that actually meant. But now, with Kessler's latest findings confirming the patterns, we can't keep this from you any longer. We have to confront this together.”

“Show me everything,” Dave demanded, reaching for the tablet. His anger hadn't disappeared, but it had transformed into something more purposeful. “I understand you didn't lie. I do. But omission still hurts, Lands. Especially when it's about what I am.”

“I know,” Lands said quietly. “And I'm sorry for that.”

Cecilia shot Lands a warning look, her expression troubled. “There are some files that—”

“Everything,” Dave repeated, his tone leaving no room for argument. The friendly, cooperative demeanour from earlier had vanished completely, replaced by someone who was done being kept in the dark about his own nature. “If I'm connected to this Vril energy, if my bones are restructured by something the Nazis were researching, I have a right to know everything you know. Not filtered, not sanitised—everything.”

Lands handed over the tablet without hesitation, perhaps sensing that further resistance would only make things worse. “It's all there chronologically,” he said quietly. “Every incident, every report, everything we've managed to piece together from both the wartime research and our analysis of your physiology. It's… not pleasant reading, Dave. These experiments killed people. Lots of people.”

Dave took the tablet, his jaw set as he began scrolling through the files. “You've been gathering this information all along, haven't you?” he said, his voice hard. “Every test, every observation, every scan—you've been comparing it to these Nazi files.”

“Not gathering,” Cecilia corrected gently, though her voice was strained. “Trying to understand. To protect you.”

“From what?” Dave asked, looking up from the tablet to meet their eyes.

The silence that followed was answer enough. They didn't know. That was perhaps the most disturbing thing—the Agency, with all its resources and expertise, had no idea what Dave was or what the Vril energy might do to him. Or through him.

Lands watched Dave carefully as he began reading, his grey eyes showing something that might have been sympathy. “Look, some of what you're about to read… it might be hard to process. Take your time with it. If you have questions, we're here. If you need to stop—”

“I won't,” Dave interrupted, his eyes already scanning the first document. The German had been translated, but the clinical descriptions of what had been done to test subjects made his stomach turn. “I need to know. All of it.”

He looked down at the tablet, his mind racing as he scrolled through file after file. His thoughts were a blur, a mix of anger, confusion, and a growing horror. He had always known something was different about him, but this—this was something far beyond anything he could have expected. His world tilted on its axis. Nazi experiments. Ancient energy. Geometric patterns woven through his bones like alien circuitry. The words echoed in his head, each one landing like a physical blow.

He thought of all the times he'd used his strength, how natural it had felt. Lifting that car to test his strength. Tearing through that wall in Turkey. Stopping the BTR with concrete barriers. Now each memory was tainted, twisted by the possibility that his power came from something dark, something designed for destruction and domination.

After what felt like hours but was probably only minutes, Dave looked up from the tablet. “I need copies of everything,” he said, his voice calmer now but no less intense. “I want to study this myself, understand what I'm dealing with.”

“Of course,” Lands agreed immediately. “I'll have everything transferred to a secure device for you.”

“And no more secrets,” Dave added, looking between them both. “If you find something else, if you discover new connections or anomalies, I need to know immediately. Not in four months, not when you're ‘certain’—immediately. Agreed?”

Lands gave a firm nod, though there was still that flicker of something softer in his usually stoic expression—perhaps respect, perhaps guilt. “Agreed.”

Cecilia leaned forward, her voice gentle despite the gravity of the situation. “We want you to understand, Dave—this doesn't change who you are. Whatever the source of your abilities, you've used them to help people. You've saved lives. That matters more than where the power came from.”

“Does it?” Dave asked quietly, looking back down at the tablet where photographs of Nazi test subjects stared back at him with dead eyes. “Because right now, I feel like I'm powered by something that killed a lot of innocent people.”

“You're not those experiments,” Cecilia said firmly. “You're Dave Anderson. Whatever this Vril energy is, you've made it your own. You've chosen to use it for good.”

Dave nodded slowly, wanting to believe her but feeling the weight of history pressing down on him. “I hope you're right,” he said, standing up with the tablet still clutched in his hand. “I need some time to process this. To read through everything.”

As he moved toward the door, Dave caught his reflection in the window—same face, same body, but now he saw something else. Patterns of energy flowing through him, invisible but undeniably present. Nazi experiments, impossible physics, ancient forces that shouldn't exist—all of it flowing through his veins, woven into his bones.

Whatever he was, whatever this power was, one thing was clear: his past, his abilities, and his future were now tied to something much larger and far more dangerous than he had ever imagined. And somewhere in those files, in the darkness of history, were answers he wasn't sure he was ready to face.

But he'd face them anyway. Because not knowing was worse than any truth, no matter how dark.
Bartica

Dave stared at the satellite images spread across Cecilia's desk, trying to make sense of the pattern. Three days since the Vril revelation, and he'd barely slept—his mind kept circling back to Nazi experiments and geometric energy patterns woven through his bones. But Cecilia's urgent summons had pulled him back to more immediate problems.

“This was taken two days ago,” Cecilia said, tapping one of the photographs. Her Ghanaian accent carried an edge of concern that made Dave focus. “Bartica, Guyana. Small riverside town at the confluence of three rivers—the Essequibo, Mazaruni, and Cuyuni.”

Dave leaned closer, studying the grainy image. A wooden structure, partially hidden by jungle canopy, with what looked like recent vehicle tracks leading to it. Lots of them. “That's… a lot of traffic for a single building in the middle of nowhere,” he said, his IT background making him notice patterns even in mud. “Look at the tracks—multiple vehicles, different tread patterns, constant coming and going. For a structure that size? Doesn't fit.”

“Good eye,” Dan said from his position near the window, arms crossed. The former MI6 operative had arrived just before Dave, already briefed on the basics. “CIA safe house. Our Venezuelan contact flagged the unusual American activity in the region. Bartica's perfect for covert operations—isolated but with river access, close enough to the Venezuelan border for quick strikes.”

“Strikes at what?” Dave asked, though something in his stomach already knew the answer wouldn't be good.

Cecilia pulled up another image, this one showing a map of the Guyana-Venezuela border region. Red markers dotted the frontier, each one labelled with coordinates and dates. “Over the past three weeks, we've tracked a pattern of provocations. Small incidents, each one designed to look like Venezuelan aggression into Guyanese territory.”

“False flag operations,” Dan said flatly. “Classic destabilisation playbook. Create tension, manufacture incidents, wait for things to escalate.”

Dave studied the markers, his analytical mind—the one that used to track network traffic and system vulnerabilities—automatically looking for patterns. “They're building a narrative. Each incident gets slightly more serious, slightly closer to Guyanese population centres.”

“Exactly.” Cecilia swiped to a new file, and Dave felt his jaw tighten. Intelligence reports, communications intercepts, satellite tracking—all pointing to a coordinated CIA operation. “They're trying to force Venezuela's hand, make them respond aggressively. And if Venezuela doesn't take the bait…”

“They'll manufacture something that looks like they did,” Dave finished. “What's the endgame here?”

“Regime change would be the obvious goal,” Dan said, moving to join them at the desk. “Venezuela's already unstable—economy in shambles, international pressure mounting. Add a border conflict with Guyana, especially one that threatens oil infrastructure…”

“The government collapses under the weight,” Dave said quietly. “Or gets aggressive enough that international intervention becomes inevitable.” He thought of the Turkish pipeline mission, of Grigory's systematic targeting of energy infrastructure. Different players, similar tactics—hit the economic pressure points and watch the system buckle.

Cecilia nodded, her expression grim. “Our Venezuelan contact provided more details. The CIA team in Bartica has been actively recruiting local informants, feeding false intelligence to both sides. They've staged arms caches with Venezuelan military equipment, created fake trails to make it look like incursions.”

“How many people on the ground?” Dan asked, already thinking tactically.

“At least three that we've identified,” Cecilia pulled up personnel files—blurry surveillance photos, partial intelligence dossiers. “Richard Kane, team leader. Former CIA field operative with extensive experience in South America. Sarah Moreau, intelligence specialist. And Michael Santos, field operative with Marine background.”

Dave studied the faces, committing them to memory. Kane looked like someone who'd spent too many years in hot zones—weathered, sharp-eyed, the kind of operative who knew how to work in shadows. Moreau appeared younger, intense focus in her expression even in the surveillance shot. Santos had the solid build and scarred features of someone comfortable with violence.

“There'll be more,” Dan said. “Support staff, local assets, maybe a technical team. For an operation this complex, three people isn't enough.”

“Agreed,” Cecilia confirmed. “But these three are the primary actors. Kane's running the operation, Moreau's handling strategy and intelligence, Santos is their direct action specialist.”

Dave leaned back, processing. “So they're in Bartica, staging false flags, trying to spark a border conflict. What's our play here? Shut them down? Expose the operation?”

“Neither,” Cecilia said, and something in her voice made both Dave and Dan look at her sharply. “Or rather, not directly. If we simply disrupt the CIA operation, they'll either adapt or abandon it. The damage will already be done—tensions raised, trust broken, seeds planted for future conflicts.”

“And if we expose them publicly?” Dan asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

“International incident,” Cecilia replied. “The CIA isn't officially sanctioned for this kind of activity. Proof of American involvement in destabilising a sovereign nation would cause diplomatic chaos. Guyana's a Commonwealth member—Britain would be forced to respond. It would be a mess.”

Dave rubbed his face, feeling the stubble that had accumulated over three days of minimal sleep and maximum anxiety about what he was. “So what's the alternative? Let them continue?”

“Not exactly,” Cecilia said, and now her expression shifted to something Dave had seen before—the look she got when presenting a mission that would be complicated, dangerous, and morally ambiguous. “We need Venezuela to maintain some stability, at least until the North Korean arms connection can be properly addressed. But we also can't allow the CIA to manufacture a crisis that could destabilise the entire region.”

“You want us to play both sides,” Dave said slowly, understanding dawning. “Disrupt the CIA's operations without exposing them, while simultaneously preventing Venezuela from overreacting.”

“Can it even be done?” Dan asked, his tactical mind already working through scenarios. “We'd need to be in the middle of a potential conflict zone, manipulating events on both sides, all while staying invisible to CIA surveillance and Venezuelan intelligence.”

“It can be done,” Cecilia said firmly. “Because unlike the CIA, we're not trying to start a war. We're trying to prevent one while still achieving our objective—severing Venezuela's ties with North Korea without causing a humanitarian catastrophe.”

Dave thought about the Vril revelation, about power that came from something dark and destructive. About using that power for something better, something that actually helped people instead of hurting them. “What do you need from us?”

Cecilia pulled up a new image—a riverside town, wooden buildings on stilts, boats clustered along muddy banks. Even in the satellite photo, Dave could see the activity—people moving through markets, children playing near the water, ordinary life continuing in a place that was about to become a pressure point.

“The CIA's next operation is targeting an abandoned mining camp about fifteen kilometres into the interior,” Cecilia explained, zooming in on the map. “They're planning to stage it as a Venezuelan forward outpost—plant weapons, leave evidence, then tip off both Guyanese authorities and Venezuelan border patrols. The collision will look organic, accidental, but it'll escalate tensions dramatically.”

“When?” Dan asked.

“Within forty-eight hours, according to our intelligence. They're already moving equipment into position.”

Dave studied the terrain, the distances, the complexity of the operation. Rivers, jungle, border zones, multiple actors all moving toward a collision point. Like debugging a network failure, except this network was made of people and politics and the consequences of failure were measured in lives, not downtime.

“We need to get there first,” he said. “See the ground, understand the setup. If we're going to manipulate this without anyone knowing we're there, we need to be smarter than both the CIA and Venezuelan intelligence.”

“The team's already assembling,” Cecilia said. “Dan, you'll be running tactical coordination. Dave, you'll be our insurance policy—the capability they can't account for.”

Dave nodded, though something cold settled in his stomach. Insurance policy. Translation: the one who could walk through situations that would kill anyone else, absorb damage that would shatter normal operations, use abilities he still didn't fully understand for purposes he hoped were justified.

“Who else is coming?” Dan asked.

“Anya's already in Georgetown, setting up our communications infrastructure and establishing local contacts. She flew out two days ago when we first got wind of the CIA activities.” Cecilia pulled up another file. “Omar and Serj will join you on your flight—they've got experience operating in jungle environments, and Omar's demolitions expertise may prove useful if we need to disable equipment without leaving obvious traces.”

“Medical support?” Dan asked, his tactical mind already running through contingencies.

“Alicia Torres,” Cecilia said, bringing up a personnel file. The photo showed a woman in her thirties, dark hair pulled back, sharp eyes that had clearly seen their share of field work. “Former U.S. Army combat medic, served in Afghanistan and Iraq. She's been with the Agency for about eighteen months now.”

Dave leaned forward, studying the file. “Has anyone worked with her before?”

“You certainly haven't,” Cecilia confirmed. “She's been primarily assigned to African operations—Sudan, Somalia, a brief stint in the DRC. This will be her first time working with your team specifically, though Dan has crossed paths with her once.”

“Khartoum extraction, about a year ago,” Dan said, his expression neutral but his tone approving. “She's solid. Kept three casualties stable through a twelve-hour exfiltration with minimal supplies. Professional, doesn't panic, knows when to push patients and when to let them rest.”

“She also has close-quarters combat training,” Cecilia added. “Not at Anya or Serj's level, but competent enough to handle herself if things go sideways. More importantly, she's worked extensively in hot climates and has experience treating tropical diseases and environmental injuries.”

Dave studied the file more carefully. Cuban-American, Miami native, enlisted at nineteen, multiple tours in combat zones, commendations for field performance. The career trajectory looked impressive, but something nagged at him. “Why hasn't she worked with us before? If she's been with the Agency for eighteen months…”

“Different operational focus,” Cecilia explained. “Your team has been primarily European and Asian theatres. Alicia's expertise is Africa and Central America—regions where medical infrastructure is minimal, and field conditions are… challenging. But for this operation, we need someone who understands jungle medicine, tropical trauma, and can operate independently if you get separated.”

“And she's already in Georgetown with Anya?” Dan asked.

“Arrived yesterday. Anya's getting her oriented to local medical facilities, establishing supply chains for field equipment, and working out evacuation protocols if anyone needs serious medical attention. Georgetown has a hospital, but it's not equipped for major trauma. If something goes wrong, we're looking at air evacuation to Trinidad or emergency field surgery.”

Dave felt a flutter of unease. New team member, unfamiliar operational environment, multiple intelligence services all working different angles. “Has she been briefed on… everything?” He didn't say ‘my abilities’ but the implication hung in the air.

“She knows you have enhanced durability and strength,” Cecilia said carefully. “The specifics of your capabilities and the Vril research remain need-to-know. For operational purposes, she understands you're difficult to injure but not invulnerable, and that you can handle physical tasks beyond normal human capacity. That's sufficient for her role.”

“What about operational security?” Dan asked. “If she's been working Africa, has she dealt with CIA operations before?”

“Extensively,” Cecilia said. “Which is partly why I selected her. She understands how American intelligence operates in developing regions, knows their patterns and protocols. She's also fluent in Spanish, which will be useful if we need to interact with Venezuelan personnel or local populations along the border.”

Dave exchanged a glance with Dan. Adding a new team member mid-operation wasn't ideal, but having competent medical support in a jungle environment where injuries could turn septic within hours was non-negotiable. And if Dan vouched for her professionalism…

“Mei?” Dave asked, though he suspected he knew the answer.

Cecilia's expression softened slightly. “Still recovering. She's been cleared for light duty but nothing field-operational. She'll be providing technical support from here—signal analysis, communications monitoring, satellite coordination. She insisted on contributing.”

Dave thought about the last time he'd seen Mei, still moving carefully to protect healing ribs and torn muscles. His fault, in a way—if he'd been faster, smarter, less controlled by rage…

“Dave,” Cecilia said, her voice cutting through his spiral. “What happened in Turkey wasn't your fault. And Mei doesn't blame you.”

“I know,” Dave said quietly. But knowing and feeling were different things, and the memory of breaking bones under his fists was still too fresh, too visceral.

Dan cleared his throat, bringing them back to the practical. “Timeline. When do we leave?”

“Tonight,” Cecilia said. “Flight to Georgetown departs Heathrow at eleven. You'll have about eighteen hours of travel time to review all available intelligence and formulate an initial approach. Once you're on the ground, Anya will brief you on the local situation and any developments with the CIA team.”

“Rules of engagement?” Dan asked. The question was professional, clinical, but Dave knew what he was really asking: how far were they authorised to go?

“Avoid direct confrontation with American personnel if possible,” Cecilia said. “Our objective is to defuse the situation, not create an international incident. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “If it comes down to stopping a crisis that could kill thousands versus maintaining operational discretion, you have full authorisation to do what's necessary.”

Dave met her eyes, seeing the weight of that decision. She was giving them permission to cross lines if needed, to make calls that could have consequences far beyond this single operation. It was trust, responsibility, and burden all wrapped together.

“Understood,” Dan said simply.

“One more thing,” Cecilia added, pulling up a final image. This one showed a man in Venezuelan military uniform, though the photo quality suggested it was taken covertly. “Colonel Sebastián Ruiz, Venezuelan border command. He's been our contact providing intelligence on the CIA activities. He's… complicated.”

“Meaning?” Dave asked.

“Meaning he's a patriot who's tired of watching his country be used as a chessboard by foreign powers. He's feeding us information to prevent a crisis, but he's also feeding information to his own command structure. His loyalty is to Venezuela first, which means he's as likely to help us as hinder us, depending on what he thinks serves his country's interests.”

“So we can't trust him,” Dan said.

“We can trust him to act in what he perceives as Venezuela's best interest,” Cecilia corrected. “Which sometimes aligns with our goals, and sometimes doesn't. Navigate carefully.”

Dave looked at the assembled intelligence—satellite photos, personnel files, geographic data, political analysis. A week ago, his biggest concern had been understanding the physics of his own abilities. Now he was staring at an operation that could trigger a regional conflict, with civilians caught in the middle and multiple intelligence services all working different angles.

“Anything else we should know?” he asked.

Cecilia hesitated, and that moment of uncertainty was more concerning than anything she'd said so far. “The CIA team in Bartica… they've already attempted one operation. It failed, but not because of anything we did.”

“Failed how?” Dan's posture shifted, alert.

“They tried to lure a Venezuelan patrol across the border using false intelligence about Guyanese militants. Should have worked—classic provocation, well-executed. But the Venezuelan unit somehow knew it was a trap. They avoided the engagement entirely, outmanoeuvred the Guyanese forces that were supposed to ‘respond’ to them, and disappeared back across the border.”

“Someone warned them,” Dave said. “Another leak?”

“Possibly. Or Venezuelan intelligence is better than the CIA anticipated. Either way, it means Kane's team is already adapting, getting more aggressive. Whatever they try next will be harder to predict and potentially more dangerous.”

The room fell quiet, the hum of Cecilia's computer the only sound. Dave thought about Bartica, about a quiet riverside town that was about to become ground zero for a manufactured crisis. About CIA operatives who thought they were serving their country by destabilising another. About Venezuelan soldiers who might die in a conflict designed to look like something it wasn't.

And about himself, about Vril energy and Nazi experiments and power that shouldn't exist being used to try to prevent catastrophe instead of cause it.

“Right,” Dan said, breaking the silence with characteristic practicality. “We should pack. Jungle operations kit, tropical climate considerations, communications gear for remote operations. What's our cover story?”

“Oil industry consultants,” Cecilia said, already pulling up forged credentials. “Legitimate enough to explain your presence in Georgetown, vague enough that no one will ask detailed questions. Anya's establishing a paper trail as we speak.”

Dave stood, his body moving automatically while his mind was still processing the complexity ahead. “When do we brief the full team?”

“Georgetown. Anya's securing a location now—somewhere we can speak freely without CIA or Venezuelan surveillance picking us up. You'll have about twelve hours after landing to coordinate before things start moving.”

“Assuming the CIA sticks to their timeline,” Dan pointed out.

“Assuming that,” Cecilia agreed. “Which is why you're leaving tonight. Stay ahead of them, understand their operation better than they do, and find the pressure points we can use to defuse this without anyone knowing we were there.”

Dave nodded, already mentally cataloguing what he'd need. Not much, really—his abilities meant he travelled light. No body armour needed, no concern about weapons for personal protection. Just the usual kit for looking normal and the burden of knowing what his hands could do if things went wrong.

“Dave,” Cecilia said as he turned toward the door. “How are you managing? With… everything?”

The Vril revelation hung unspoken between them. Three days of reading Nazi research files, of seeing his own energy signature matched against experiments that had killed dozens of test subjects, of wondering what he really was and whether that mattered compared to what he chose to do.

“Managing,” he said, which wasn't quite a lie. “One crisis at a time.”

“That's all any of us can do,” Cecilia said softly. Then her professional mask slipped back into place. “Check in when you land. And Dave? Be careful out there. Bartica looks peaceful in the photos, but it's about to become the centre of something ugly.”

Dave left the office with Dan, the weight of another mission settling onto shoulders that already carried too much. The hallway was quiet, most of the Agency staff already gone for the evening. Through frosted glass windows, he could see London's skyline darkening, ordinary city lights coming on for ordinary people living ordinary lives.

He thought about Bartica, about riverside markets and children playing, about a quiet town that had no idea it was sitting on a pressure point. About CIA operatives and Venezuelan soldiers and North Korean arms dealers, all the pieces moving toward collision while regular people just tried to live their lives.

“You alright?” Dan asked as they reached the lift.

“Yeah,” Dave said, pressing the button. “Just thinking about how many ways this could go wrong.”

“That's the job,” Dan said with characteristic pragmatism. “Figure out all the ways it can fail, then make sure it doesn't.”

The lift doors opened, and they stepped inside. Dave caught his reflection in the polished metal—same face, same overweight frame, same ordinary appearance that hid something impossible underneath. In a few hours, he'd be on a plane to South America, heading toward another situation where his abilities might make the difference between crisis and catastrophe.

He just hoped he could use them better than he had in Turkey. More controlled, more precise, more human despite the inhuman power flowing through his veins.

The doors closed, and the lift began its descent. Outside, London continued its evening routine—people heading home, lights coming on, life proceeding normally.

In Bartica, the same rhythms were playing out half a world away. Markets closing for the evening, families gathering for dinner, river boats tying up for the night.

Tomorrow, Dave would be there. And whatever the CIA had planned, whatever crisis they were trying to manufacture, he'd do his best to make sure the only people who got hurt were the ones who deserved it.

If such a thing was even possible in operations like this.
Caracas

The back room of the government building smelt of old paper and stale coffee, a bureaucratic tomb buried in Caracas's chaotic sprawl. Colonel Park Ji-Hoon sat at a scarred wooden desk, the kind that had witnessed decades of petty corruption and minor functionaries, and sipped dark tea from a chipped mug. Outside, the city hummed with the desperate energy of a nation unravelling—protesters clashed with police, queues stretched around shuttered shops, and the bolivar plummeted towards irrelevance. Inside, Park remained an island of calm.

He wore the same brown suit he'd arrived in six months ago, deliberately chosen for its ability to fade into backgrounds, to slip past eyes that should have been watching. The fabric was worn at the elbows now, authentically shabby rather than artificially distressed. At 5’7” with angular features that conveyed neither threat nor distinction, Park had perfected the art of existing in plain sight. Few people in the Venezuelan government knew his real position. Fewer still understood the extent of his influence.

The laptop screen before him displayed a simple encrypted message from General Carlos Alvarez: Patrol returned. Zero contact. Appreciate the heads-up.

Park allowed himself the ghost of a smile. The CIA's elaborate trap—weeks of planning, careful logistics, false flag operation staging—had crumbled with a single, timely warning. Somewhere in the jungle, Agent Richard Kane was probably staring at satellite feeds, watching Venezuelan forces ghost through terrain they should have blundered into, and wondering how his perfect operation had turned to dust.

Chess, Park reflected, wasn't about brute force. It was about seeing moves before they happened.

His career had taught him that lesson young, during the famine years when North Korea teetered on the edge of collapse. Fresh from training, he'd been posted to border regions where desperation transformed citizens into defectors. The work was grim—monitoring, reporting, occasionally more direct interventions. But it honed his instincts. He learnt to read people, to predict behaviour, to recognise the patterns that preceded betrayal.

That skillset earned him promotion to the Reconnaissance General Bureau, North Korea's premier foreign intelligence service. His first overseas posting came in Syria, coordinating arms shipments during the civil war's darkest years. Sitting in safe houses whilst Damascus burned, he'd built networks that operated independently of official channels—loyal to him first, Pyongyang second. The model proved effective enough that they'd sent him to Iran next, establishing covert communication channels between Tehran and North Korea that bypassed international surveillance.

South America was his current theatre, and Venezuela represented his masterwork.

The relationship between Caracas and Pyongyang mystified outsiders, but Park understood it perfectly: mutual isolation bred mutual dependency. Venezuela, drowning in economic sanctions and international condemnation, needed partners who wouldn't lecture about democracy. North Korea, desperate for foreign currency and resources, needed allies willing to trade outside the system. Oil for weapons. Access for influence. Survival for both.

President Hugo Chávez had initiated the partnership in the early 2000s, recognising North Korea's expertise in evading Western pressure. The relationship deepened under Maduro, particularly as Venezuela's economy imploded. Park had arrived three years ago as a “technical adviser” for agricultural development—a laughable cover that Venezuelan intelligence accepted because acknowledging his true role meant confronting uncomfortable realities about their own sovereignty.

He'd spent those years building something far more valuable than any official agreement: a network of informants threaded through Venezuela's military and intelligence apparatus. Officers who valued their careers more than ideology. Administrators tired of watching their country spiral into chaos. Low-level analysts who appreciated having someone actually pay attention to their reports. Park offered them all something—protection, advancement, occasionally discreet solutions to troublesome rivals. In return, they fed him information before it reached official channels.

The CIA operation had been visible from inception, if you knew where to look.

Several weeks before Kane's team moved on Bartica, one of Park's signals intelligence analysts had flagged unusual communications between the U.S. embassy in Georgetown and Langley. The encryption was professional, but not impenetrable—Americans sometimes forgot that their secure channels ran through infrastructure where other people's equipment lived. Requests for specific weapons types, Venezuelan-made assault rifles and explosives, filtered through supposedly clean channels.

Park had recognised the pattern immediately. False flag operations followed predictable logistics. You needed weapons that matched your designated fall guy, staging areas that looked plausible, and timing that created maximum confusion. The specific equipment requests told him everything: the CIA intended to stage a Venezuelan military presence, probably near the disputed border, and use it to provoke an incident.

With that framework, the rest assembled quickly. Park activated his human intelligence network, pulling information from sources in Venezuela's border patrol and military intelligence. Troop movements became transparent. Communication patterns revealed operational timelines. Within days, he had a complete picture of both sides’ positions—the CIA's trap and Venezuela's unknowing approach towards it.

The question then became how to respond.

Simply warning Alvarez would prevent immediate disaster, but Park thought several moves ahead. The CIA would try again, adjusting tactics, probably escalating. Better to discredit their entire approach, demonstrate that Venezuela's borders weren't as vulnerable as Langley assumed. Better to make them question whether their sources were compromised, their planning leaked, their entire South American strategy fundamentally flawed.

So Park had crafted his message carefully, providing enough detail to route the patrol around danger without revealing the full extent of his knowledge. Let Kane think a single informant had tipped off the Venezuelans. Let Washington wonder about security breaches. Let doubt spread through their operational planning like rot through timber.

General Alvarez, to his credit, hadn't asked unnecessary questions. Their relationship had been built over years of similar warnings, quiet interventions that protected Venezuelan interests whilst advancing North Korea's position. Park had saved Alvarez's career three times—once from a failed raid that would have exposed command incompetence, once from an intelligence leak that could have implicated him in corruption, once from a junior officer's vendetta that threatened to destroy his reputation. Each time, Park had appeared with solutions: alternative explanations, convenient scapegoats, evidence that shifted blame elsewhere.

Trust built through utility was the strongest kind. Alvarez didn't need to understand Park's motivations. He just needed to know that following Park's guidance kept him alive and promoted.

The teacup was empty now, its dregs forming abstract patterns across white ceramic. Park stood, moved to the window overlooking Caracas's sprawl. Somewhere out there, Kane was regrouping, planning his next move. The CIA didn't accept failure gracefully. They'd escalate, try different angles, probably bring in more resources.

Let them. Every move they made, Park would see coming. Every operation they planned, he'd dissect. His network expanded daily, roots digging deeper into Venezuela's structures. Officers who might have resisted approaches three years ago now actively sought him out, recognising that Park represented stability in an increasingly chaotic landscape.

The Americans thought of intelligence work as gathering secrets. Park understood it as cultivating relationships. Information was merely the byproduct of trust, loyalty, and carefully managed obligations. Build enough of those, position them correctly, and you didn't need to steal secrets—people gave them to you willingly.

His laptop chimed with an incoming message, this one from an analyst monitoring radio communications along the Colombian border. New activity, unusual patterns, possibly another operation brewing. Park opened the file, scanned its contents, began constructing his response.

Outside, sirens wailed as police dispersed another protest. Venezuela lurched towards some uncertain future, its people trapped between a failing government and international pressure that offered no real solutions. Park felt no particular sympathy. Nations rose and fell according to their ability to adapt, to survive, to play the games that mattered. Venezuela's current crisis was simply the price of poor strategic choices made years ago.

North Korea had survived worse. His country had faced complete international isolation, economic collapse, famine that killed millions, and emerged with its system intact. Survival wasn't about righteousness or legitimacy—it was about control, information, and the will to do what was necessary.

Park Ji-Hoon understood those lessons intimately. He'd lived them during the famine years, enacted them across three continents, refined them into something approaching art. The CIA's failure today was just another brush stroke in a much larger picture, one that would take years to complete.

He finished his tea, set the mug aside, and returned to his laptop. Work awaited. Networks required constant cultivation, informants needed regular contact, and somewhere in the mountains between Venezuela and Guyana, American intelligence officers were probably planning their next attempt at destabilisation.

Park would be waiting.
The Forgotten Battlefield

Dave had managed perhaps two hours of actual sleep in the seventy-two hours since Cecilia's briefing about the Vril connection. His flat in London had become a way station between existential crises—Nazi occult experiments one day, CIA destabilisation operations the next. Now, with his go-bag packed and departure looming in less than six hours, he sat at his kitchen table reviewing satellite imagery of Bartica whilst trying not to think about what flowed through his cells.

His phone buzzed. Dan's name on the screen.

“Situation's changed,” Dan said without preamble. “Cecilia needs us at the office. Now.”

The edge in Dan's voice killed any questions. Dave grabbed his jacket and headed for the door, his mind already shifting from the theoretical problem of his abilities’ origin to whatever practical crisis had just escalated.

The agency's offices were quiet at four in the morning, most of London still hours from waking. Cecilia's briefing room showed signs of hasty occupation—multiple coffee cups, scattered intelligence printouts, and the particular controlled chaos that came from rapidly developing situations. Anya was already there via video link from Georgetown, her face showing the grainy quality of satellite communications and the tired determination of someone who'd been working through the night.

“The CIA team went dark,” Cecilia said as soon as Dave and Dan arrived. No pleasantries, no preamble. She pulled up a timeline on the main display. “Kane, Moreau, and Santos. Complete communications blackout starting seventy-two hours ago.”

Dave studied the timeline, his analytical mind automatically flagging the significance. “That's not tactical silence. That's capture or death.”

“It's both,” Anya said from the screen, her Russian accent making the clinical assessment sound even colder. She brought up intercepted Venezuelan communications, the translated text scrolling across the display. “Venezuelan intelligence knew about the false flag operation. They didn't just avoid the trap—they turned it around. Captured all three operatives during the failed provocation attempt.”

The briefing room's temperature seemed to drop despite the building's heating. Dan leaned forward, his tactical mind already processing implications. “Langley knows?”

“They suspect,” Cecilia replied. “CIA can't officially acknowledge a team that doesn't officially exist in Bartica. But their communications patterns match a crisis response—calls going up the chain, contingency planning, the kind of scrambling you see when an operation collapses completely.”

“And Venezuela?” Dave asked. “Are they making noise about capturing American operatives?”

Anya shook her head. “Nothing public yet. But our contact—Colonel Ruiz—sent a priority message three hours ago.” She pulled up the decoded text: “The Americans are here. You need to intervene.”

Dave felt the familiar weight of operational complexity settling onto his shoulders. A failed CIA operation was manageable. Captured operatives with evidence of their activities was a diplomatic crisis waiting to detonate. “What else did Ruiz report?”

Cecilia's expression shifted, and Dave recognised that look—the one that preceded information nobody wanted to hear. “The Venezuelan government executed two of the captured operatives. Kane and Santos. Immediately after interrogation, according to Ruiz. Quick, clinical—extract intelligence value, eliminate witnesses.”

The silence that followed carried weight. Dave thought about Kane's operational history that he'd reviewed just hours ago, about Santos's Marine background, about professional lives ended in some Venezuelan compound by people who saw them as political assets rather than human beings.

“And Moreau?” Dan asked quietly.

Anya's expression hardened. “Still alive. But not because of any humanitarian concern.” She paused, choosing words carefully. “Ruiz reports she's been transferred to militia groups operating outside official military command. They're keeping her alive because certain elements see… different value in a female CIA officer.”

The implications hung in the air like poison gas. Dave felt something cold and familiar settle in his chest—the same rage that had driven him through that Turkish compound when he'd found Mei Lin. The same fury that terrified him because of what it made him capable of doing.

“Specifics,” Dan said, his voice professionally controlled but with steel underneath.

“Interrogation, torture, sexual violence,” Anya replied, maintaining clinical distance even as her hands tightened on the edge of her desk. “She's been moved between locations, traded between militia groups. They're treating her as a commodity—someone who can be sold back to the Americans, traded to Venezuelan intelligence, or used as proof of CIA operations depending on who offers the best price.”

Cecilia pulled up a map showing the Venezuelan border region. “Ruiz doesn't have exact coordinates for Moreau. The militia groups are deliberately unpredictable, probably to avoid both Venezuelan military oversight and potential rescue attempts. But signals intelligence suggests she's somewhere near the Essequibo River, approximately thirty kilometres from where the bodies of Kane and Santos are being held.”

“The bodies,” Dave said, following the logic chain. “Venezuela's holding them as evidence. Proof of American covert operations.”

“In a military compound about twenty kilometres west of the Venezuelan border,” Cecilia confirmed. “Not a regular installation—more of a black site for storing sensitive assets. Heavily guarded, designed to keep secrets in and threats out.”

Dan studied the map with the focus of someone already planning routes and timing. “And the CIA's response?”

“Exactly what you'd expect,” Anya said. “They're sending a second team. Agent Jonathan Cole leading—twenty-two years with the Special Activities Centre, extensive experience in deniable operations. His team crossed into Venezuela eighteen hours ago with a simple mission: recover the bodies, destroy the evidence, maintain complete deniability.”

“Do they know Moreau's alive?” Dave asked.

“Negative,” Anya replied. “Langley thinks their entire team was killed. Cole's operating under the assumption he's conducting a body recovery, not a potential rescue.”

Dave moved closer to the display, studying the terrain and distances. Dense jungle, minimal infrastructure, and multiple actors converging on overlapping objectives. “Timeline?”

“Satellite surveillance puts Cole's team approximately twenty kilometres from the compound,” Anya reported. “Moving cautiously, good tradecraft, no obvious mistakes. At their current pace, they'll reach the perimeter in thirty-six hours.”

“And Venezuelan intelligence?” Dan asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

“Knows they're there,” Anya confirmed. “They're allowing Cole's team to approach. Either planning to capture them like the first team, or create an engagement that Venezuelan forces win decisively. Either outcome gives them more propaganda value—proof of ongoing American operations.”

Cecilia pulled up additional intelligence—communication intercepts, satellite imagery, analytical assessments from multiple sources. “This is why we need to intervene. If Cole's team walks into a trap, we'll have six dead Americans instead of three, and Venezuela gets both the evidence and proof of ongoing operations. If we do nothing, Venezuela releases information about the captured team whenever it suits their political purposes, which destabilises the entire region.”

“And Moreau remains in militia custody,” Dave added, the words tasting bitter. “Being traded around like merchandise.”

“Exactly,” Cecilia said. “Which is why your mission parameters have expanded. Primary objective remains preventing regional destabilisation—we can't allow Venezuela to use this evidence to manufacture a crisis. But we now have secondary objectives: extract Moreau from militia custody, and secure or destroy the evidence at the compound before Cole's team arrives.”

“While making sure no one knows we were ever there,” Serj observed from his position near the window. The Russian operative had arrived whilst Dave was reviewing the maps, moving with his characteristic silence. “No British involvement, no international complications.”

“Precisely,” Cecilia confirmed. “You'll be operating under complete deniability. If anything goes wrong, if anyone's captured, if there's any evidence of British operations—it becomes a diplomatic crisis that could damage our relationship with both Venezuela and the United States.”

Omar entered the briefing room carrying additional equipment cases. “Ambitious timeline. Two simultaneous operations, limited intelligence, hostile territory, and thirty-six hours before everything potentially goes to hell.”

“Which is why we're accelerating your departure,” Cecilia said. “Original plan had you staging in Georgetown for twelve hours to coordinate and gather additional intelligence. New plan: you're wheels-up in four hours. Anya's already established your operational hub and local contacts. You'll have perhaps six hours on the ground to finalise preparations before you need to move toward the border.”

Dave felt the familiar pre-mission tension settling into his shoulders. The kind that came from knowing you were about to step into a situation where the margin for error was non-existent and the cost of failure was measured in lives. “Equipment?”

“Already staged in Georgetown,” Cecilia replied. “Anya's secured two Toyota Land Cruisers for jungle transit, communications equipment, weapons, medical supplies—everything you'll need. Alicia's flying in from Brussels, arriving approximately the same time as you. She'll provide medical support when you extract Moreau.”

If we extract Moreau, Dave thought, but kept the pessimism to himself. Thirty-six hours to penetrate hostile territory, locate a captive being deliberately hidden, conduct a rescue operation, and simultaneously secure evidence from a guarded military compound. All while avoiding detection by Venezuelan forces, CIA operatives, and whatever militia groups were currently profiting from Moreau's captivity.

The IT consultant part of his brain wanted to map out all the failure points, calculate the probability of success, identify the critical dependencies that could collapse the entire operation. The field operative part—still relatively new, still uncomfortable in ways he couldn't quite articulate—knew that some operations couldn't be debugged in advance. You just had to execute and adapt.

“Ruiz,” Dan said, bringing them back to practical details. “He's taking enormous personal risk feeding us intelligence. If his involvement is discovered, the Venezuelan military will execute him as a traitor.”

“Which is why we move fast and leave no traces,” Cecilia replied. “Ruiz will provide access to the compound through his position, but he can't risk extended contact or direct support. Once you're inside, you're on your own.”

Anya pulled up additional screens showing communication intercepts and movement patterns. “I've been monitoring Venezuelan military channels and militia radio traffic. There's significant activity in the border region—heightened patrols, increased communications security, defensive posturing. They're expecting something, possibly the CIA's second team, possibly other American responses. The entire area is tense.”

“Which works in our favour,” Serj noted. “When everyone's expecting Americans, a British team operating quietly might slip through the gaps.”

“Assuming we're careful,” Omar added. “Any mistakes, any traces we leave, and Venezuelan intelligence will start asking questions about who else is operating in their territory.”

Cecilia stood, signalling the briefing's conclusion. “Your flight departs Heathrow at oh-eight-hundred. Commercial flight to Georgetown under oil industry consultant cover—Anya's established the documentation. Once you land, you'll have approximately six hours to coordinate with her, review final intelligence updates from Ruiz, and prepare for insertion. Dan, you'll run tactical coordination from Georgetown. Dave, Anya, and Alicia will focus on Moreau's extraction. Serj and Omar will handle the compound operation.”

Dave checked his watch. Four hours until wheels-up. Enough time to return to his flat, shower, grab his go-bag, and try not to think too hard about what he was about to attempt. Or about the Vril energy flowing through his cells, or about Nazi experiments, or about any of the other existential questions that would have to wait until after people were rescued and crises averted.

“One more thing,” Cecilia said as they prepared to leave. “The militia groups holding Moreau aren't ideological—they're opportunistic. Which means they might be willing to negotiate if approached correctly. It also means they're unpredictable and dangerous in ways that professional soldiers aren't. They don't follow rules of engagement, they don't care about international norms, and they've already demonstrated they're willing to brutalise a captive for leverage.”

“Understood,” Dave said, though the word felt inadequate for the reality they were discussing.

The briefing room emptied, each team member heading off to their final preparations. Dave remained a moment longer, studying the maps and intelligence assessments displayed across the screens. Somewhere in that jungle, Sarah Moreau was enduring each hour with no idea whether rescue would ever come. And somewhere else, Kane and Santos's bodies were being held as evidence that could trigger a regional crisis.

Thirty-six hours to prevent multiple disasters simultaneously. No pressure.

Dave headed for the exit, already mentally cataloguing what he'd need from his flat. The same kit he'd taken to Turkey, plus tropical climate considerations. His abilities meant he travelled light—no body armour needed, no concern about personal protection. Just the usual equipment for looking normal and the burden of knowing what his hands could do when things went wrong.

The London street outside was empty, pre-dawn darkness broken only by street lights and the occasional early commuter. Somewhere in this city, ordinary people were waking up to ordinary problems—traffic, work stress, relationship issues. The kind of normal concerns that felt impossibly distant from intelligence briefings about captured operatives and regional destabilisation.

Dan emerged a moment later, his expression reflecting the same grim calculation Dave felt. “Thirty-six hours,” he said. “Not much margin for error.”

“When has there ever been?” Dave replied, attempting levity that fell flat.

They headed for Dan's car in silence, both men processing the complexity ahead. The drive through empty London streets gave Dave time to think about all the ways this could go wrong, which was probably counterproductive but impossible to avoid. His analytical mind kept running scenarios, calculating probabilities, identifying failure points.

The Vril revelation still gnawed at him—three days wasn't enough time to process what he'd learned, to reconcile the source of his abilities with his determination to use them for something better than their origin suggested. Nazi occult experiments and geometric energy patterns that shouldn't exist, all flowing through his cells in ways he couldn't fully control.

But that internal crisis would have to wait. Right now, people needed help, and existential questions about power's origin could wait until after he'd prevented another catastrophe.

Dave stared out the window, watching London slide past. Ordinary city, extraordinary operations, and the persistent question of whether using power derived from darkness could ever create light.

In four hours, he'd be on a plane to Georgetown. In thirty-six hours, he'd have his answer.
Into the Interior

The steady drone of the plane's engines filled the cabin as Dan and Dave flew from London Heathrow to Cheddi Jagan International Airport in Georgetown, Guyana. The long flight had passed in relative silence, with both men focused on the mission ahead and the complexity of what they were walking into. Dave had spent most of the flight reading through Cecilia's briefing files again, trying to absorb every detail about CIA operations, Venezuelan border dynamics, and the political powder keg they were about to step into.

Dan, always the more relaxed of the two, glanced at Dave during the final approach. “You ready for the heat?”

Dave smirked. “I've dealt with worse.” His eyes drifted to the window, where the dense, green expanse of Guyana's coastline came into view. The sight of the vast jungle stretching out below reminded him of the challenges that awaited. This mission would test every skill they had—his unusual abilities included—and they both knew it.

As the plane descended into Georgetown, the city came into sharper focus—a sprawling patchwork of colourful buildings nestled between the jungle and the Demerara River. The capital of Guyana had a vibrant energy to it, a blend of colonial architecture, bustling markets, and a sense of history written into its streets.

Once the plane touched down and taxied to a stop, Dan and Dave gathered their bags and stepped out into the thick, tropical air. The heat hit them immediately, a wall of humidity that clung to their skin and made breathing feel like work. The air, rich with the smell of jet fuel mixed with tropical flowers, was oppressive in a way that London never prepared you for. Dave adjusted his duffel bag over his shoulder, his senses already alert as they moved through the small, bustling terminal.

Anya was waiting for them near the arrivals area, leaning casually against a pillar with her laptop bag slung over one shoulder. Her sharp grey eyes lit up when she saw them approach, and she waved them over with a slight grin. “Welcome to paradise, boys.”

Dan chuckled as they approached. “Paradise? I think I've been lied to.”

Anya's expression turned wry, her Russian accent wrapping around the words with dry amusement. “Depends on your definition of paradise. Anyway, we've got some time before the next flight, so let's go meet the rest of the team. I thought we could head into the city and grab a drink. Get our bearings.”

Dave nodded in agreement. “Sounds good. Let's get moving.”

The drive into Georgetown was a mix of contrasts that Dave found himself cataloguing automatically—modern cars sharing the roads with horse-drawn carts, colourful wooden houses on stilts standing next to towering concrete buildings. The city had a lively energy, the streets bustling with people on foot and bicycles weaving through traffic with apparent disregard for any concept of lanes or right-of-way. Vendors lined the pavements, selling everything from fresh fruits and vegetables to handmade crafts. The scent of street food—spicy pepper pot, fried plantains, and curries—drifted through the open taxi windows, making Dave's stomach remind him he'd only eaten airline food for the past twelve hours.

As their taxi moved through the streets, Dan gazed out at the city, soaking in the sights with the practised eye of someone who'd operated in dozens of foreign cities. The colonial architecture, remnants of Guyana's past under British rule, stood proudly amidst the more modern structures. St. George's Cathedral, a towering wooden church painted white, dominated the skyline—a symbol of Georgetown's colonial history that looked oddly fragile in the tropical heat.

The taxi passed through Stabroek Market, a sprawling open-air market housed under a red clock tower. The market was a hive of activity, with vendors shouting their wares in a mix of English and Creole, and customers haggling over prices with the kind of theatrical intensity that suggested it was as much entertainment as commerce. It was loud, chaotic, and alive—a perfect representation of Georgetown's vibrant soul.

As they moved toward the quieter parts of the city, the streets began to narrow, the buildings becoming more spaced out as lush greenery took over. Anya, sitting in the front seat, pointed ahead. “We're almost at the bar. It's quiet, off the beaten path. Perfect for a low-profile meeting.”

The bar Anya had chosen was a small, unassuming place near the edge of the city, tucked away from the main roads in a neighbourhood that had clearly seen better days. It had a wooden facade and a sign that had long since faded in the tropical sun, the paint peeling in strips that suggested decades of heat and humidity. Inside, the atmosphere was laid-back, with a few locals sipping on cold beers and listening to the low murmur of Caribbean music playing from a radio behind the bar.

They entered to the sound of creaking wooden floorboards, and were met with the scents of stale beer and tropical decay—not unpleasant exactly, but distinctly different from anything Dave was used to. Omar and Serj were already seated at a well-worn table in the corner, their eyes scanning the room even as they nursed their drinks. Serj nodded in greeting as Dave and Dan approached, his usual stoic expression suggesting he'd already assessed every exit and potential threat in the establishment. Omar leaned back in his chair, his ever-watchful gaze assessing the newcomers with the casual intensity Dave had come to associate with the Moroccan operative.

“Good to see you made it in one piece,” Omar said with a grin, raising his glass of what looked like local beer. “Though you both look like you've been sitting in a sauna.”

Dan chuckled as he and Dave sat down. “Would've been nice if someone told us to pack for the bloody sauna.”

Anya raised an eyebrow, taking a seat next to Omar. “Consider this your acclimatisation. Wait until you've been in the jungle for a few days.”

The team exchanged pleasantries, but there was a palpable sense of urgency beneath the surface. The mission ahead was no simple task, and they all knew it. Dave found himself studying his teammates—Omar's easy confidence masking constant vigilance, Serj's massive frame somehow managing to blend into shadows despite being six-foot-four and built like a brick wall, Anya's sharp intelligence evident in how she tracked conversations and environmental details simultaneously.

After about ten minutes of small talk and logistics discussion, the bar door opened with a creak that drew everyone's attention. A woman entered, carrying two large duffel bags that looked heavy despite her competent handling of them. She was in her thirties, Dave guessed, with dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail and sharp eyes that swept the bar before settling on their table. Cuban-American features, athletic build, moving with the kind of economical grace that suggested military training.

Anya raised a hand. “Over here, Alicia.”

The woman—Alicia Torres, Dave remembered from the file—made her way over, setting the duffel bags down with a controlled heaviness that suggested medical equipment inside. She was breathing slightly heavier from the exertion, a sheen of sweat on her face from the heat, but she looked composed. Professional.

“Sorry I'm late,” she said, her accent carrying hints of Miami and something else—Spanish, Dave realised. “Medical supply run took longer than expected. The pharmacy situation here is… let's call it creative. Had to visit three different places to get everything we need.”

Dan stood, extending his hand. “Dan Carter. We worked together briefly in Khartoum.”

Alicia's face brightened with recognition as she shook his hand firmly. “Right, the extraction. You were the one who kept everyone calm while I was trying to keep three casualties alive in the back of that truck. Good to see you again.” Her grip was strong, confident—the handshake of someone used to being taken seriously.

“This is Dave Anderson,” Dan said, gesturing. “He'll be our… specialist on this operation.”

Dave stood, offering his hand, and Alicia shook it with the same professional firmness. Her palm was warm, slightly calloused—hands that had seen work. Up close, Dave could see old scars on her forearms, the kind that came from fieldwork rather than accidents. “Cecilia mentioned you. Said you've got some unusual capabilities that might come in handy.”

“Something like that,” Dave said, keeping it vague. How much had Cecilia told her? “Heard you've got extensive experience in hot climates and jungle medicine.”

“Afghanistan, Iraq, most of East Africa,” Alicia confirmed, taking a seat at the table and immediately pulling one of the duffel bags closer. “Tropical diseases, environmental trauma, field surgery when there's no alternative. If someone gets hurt out here, we're hours from proper medical facilities, so prevention and immediate treatment are everything.” She unzipped the bag slightly, showing neatly organised medical supplies. “I've got antibiotics, antimalarials, IV fluids, surgical supplies, even antivenom for the local snakes. Anything we might need for jungle operations.”

“Efficient,” Serj rumbled, his first words since they'd arrived. “Good.”

Alicia glanced at him, not intimidated by the massive Russian's presence. “You must be Serj. Anya mentioned you've got Spetsnaz background. If you've got any specific medical concerns or conditions I should know about, tell me now rather than when you're bleeding out in the jungle.”

The corner of Serj's mouth twitched—the closest thing to a smile Dave had seen from him. “Am fine. But good to know medic has spine.”

“Cuban-American from Miami,” Alicia said with a slight grin. “We're born with spines. Comes with the humidity.” She turned to Omar. “And you're Omar Al-Ghazadi. Anya said you've got demolitions expertise and contacts along the border routes.”

Omar nodded, clearly impressed she'd done her homework. “That's right. You speak Spanish?”

“Fluently. Also, enough Portuguese to get by, and I can curse in Arabic if needed.” Alicia pulled a water bottle from her bag, taking a long drink. “Cecilia briefed me on the basics—CIA destabilisation operation, potential border incidents, North Korean arms connection. We're trying to defuse things without triggering an international crisis or a humanitarian disaster.”

“That's the short version,” Dan confirmed. “The long version is considerably more complicated.”

“Field operations usually are,” Alicia said pragmatically. “What's our timeline?”

Anya pulled out her tablet, bringing up a map. “We're flying to Mabaruma in about three hours. Small town north of here, close to the Venezuelan border. That'll be our staging area. From there, we'll be operating in jungle terrain, potentially crossing into Venezuelan territory if needed.”

Alicia studied the map, her expression thoughtful. “Medical evacuation options?”

“Limited,” Dan said bluntly. “Georgetown hospital isn't equipped for major trauma. If someone needs serious help, we're looking at air evacuation to Trinidad, which could take hours to arrange. So like you said—prevention and immediate treatment are everything.”

“Understood.” Alicia pulled a small notebook from her pocket, already making notes. “I'll need to know everyone's blood type, any allergies, current medications, pre-existing conditions. Also, has everyone had their yellow fever vaccination? Hepatitis A and B? Typhoid?”

Dave blinked. He had no idea what his blood type was any more—did the Vril energy change that? Could he even get diseases? The fire test had proven his hair was vulnerable, but did bacteria and viruses work differently than physical damage?

Dan must have seen his expression. “Dave's medical situation is… unique. He's extremely resistant to most forms of injury and illness.”

“How resistant?” Alicia asked, her medic's instincts clearly engaged. “Because ‘resistant’ covers a lot of ground. Are we talking enhanced immune system, or something more extensive?”

“More extensive,” Dave said carefully. “I don't get sick, injuries heal fast, I'm pretty much immune to environmental damage. But I'd rather not test the limits if we can avoid it.”

Alicia studied him for a moment, her sharp eyes assessing. “Alright. I won't ask questions you can't answer, but if something does happen to you—and I mean anything unusual—you tell me immediately. Enhanced healing or not, jungle environments have ways of surprising you. Infections, parasites, toxins—some of them are creative about finding vulnerabilities.”

“Fair enough,” Dave agreed, appreciating her professionalism. She'd clearly been briefed on his abilities but wasn't pushing for details beyond what she needed medically.

“And the rest of you?” Alicia looked around the table. “Anyone have medical issues I should know about?”

The team ran through their basic medical information—blood types, minor allergies, old injuries that occasionally acted up. Professional, efficient, the kind of briefing that could save lives when things went sideways. Dave found himself impressed by how Alicia handled it, her questions precise and her manner putting everyone at ease despite the serious nature of the discussion.

“Right,” Alicia said, finishing her notes. “I've got trauma supplies, antimicrobials, pain management, everything we need for field operations. I'm also carrying combat medical equipment—tourniquets, hemostatic agents, chest seals. If anyone gets shot or seriously injured, I can stabilise them long enough to get to proper facilities.” She looked directly at Dave. “Even if you're resistant to most damage, the rest of the team isn't. If something happens, I need to know immediately. Don't play hero and try to handle casualties yourself unless you've got medical training I don't know about.”

“I'll leave the medicine to you,” Dave assured her. The memory of Mei's injuries flashed through his mind—broken ribs, torn muscles, the way Alicia's predecessor in Turkey had worked to stabilise her while Dave had stood there feeling useless despite his power.

“Good.” Alicia zipped up her duffel bags. “Now, someone want to buy me a beer and brief me on the tactical situation? I've got the strategic overview from Cecilia, but I need to understand the ground-level reality.”

Dan grinned. “I like her already. Omar, get the medic a drink.”

As Omar headed to the bar, the conversation shifted to mission specifics—CIA activities in Bartica, Venezuelan military movements, the complicated dance they'd need to perform to prevent escalation. Alicia listened intently, occasionally asking pointed questions that showed she understood both the medical and tactical implications. Dave found himself relaxing slightly. Having competent medical support was reassuring, especially after Turkey. And Alicia's straightforward professionalism was exactly what the team needed.

After about an hour, they finished their drinks and prepared for the next leg of the journey. The sun was lower on the horizon by the time they headed to the airport for the flight to Mabaruma.

The Fly Jamaica Embraer jet bound for Mabaruma was small, a compact regional aircraft built for short-haul flights. It was filled with a mixture of locals heading home and a few foreign travellers—aid workers, maybe, or mining consultants. The team spread out across several rows, keeping their conversation minimal in the public space.

The flight was smooth, the small plane soaring over the dense rainforest that stretched as far as the eye could see. Below them, the jungle seemed endless, a thick carpet of green punctuated by rivers snaking through the trees like silver threads. The vastness of the landscape was breathtaking, but it was also a reminder of the challenges they would face once they were on the ground. Dave found himself staring out the window, trying to imagine navigating that terrain, trying to operate in an environment where his abilities might be the only thing standing between success and disaster.

He leaned over to Dan during the flight, his voice low. “It's like another world down there. You sure I'm ready for this?”

Dan glanced out the window, his face calm but focused. “You'll manage. We always do. Just remember—your abilities are tools, not solutions. Use your head first, your powers second.”

Dave nodded, appreciating the reminder. It was easy to default to his strength when problems arose, but this mission required subtlety and intelligence more than brute force.

As the plane began its descent into Mabaruma, the view shifted to reveal the small town nestled among the trees. Mabaruma was little more than a collection of wooden houses and dirt roads, surrounded by thick jungle on all sides. The town was remote, isolated, and exactly the kind of place where they could operate without drawing too much attention.

The team stepped off the plane into the humid air of Mabaruma's small airstrip, the sounds of the jungle immediately filling their ears. There were no crowds, no bustling terminals—just the quiet murmur of locals going about their business and the distant call of birds from the surrounding trees. The air was even more oppressive here than in Georgetown, thick with moisture and the rich smell of vegetation and mud.

As they gathered their gear, Dan looked around, nodding in approval. “This'll do. Remote enough for privacy, close enough to the border for quick access.”

Omar was already scanning the area for potential threats, his eyes tracking the locals and assessing the layout. Serj remained silent, his presence massive and calm, while Anya was on her phone coordinating their next steps. Alicia had both duffel bags slung over her shoulders, managing the weight with practised ease.

Two Toyota Land Cruisers were waiting for them at the edge of the airstrip, already fuelled and provisioned—arranged in advance through one of Cecilia's local contacts, no rental agent, no paperwork, no paper trail for anyone to find later. Heavy-duty vehicles built for off-road travel, rugged, with four-wheel drive and enough space to store their gear. Perfect for the rough terrain they'd be facing in the jungle, and exactly the kind of head start a time-sensitive operation needed.

Dan ran his hand over the hood of one of the Land Cruisers, nodding approvingly. “These'll get us where we need to go. Omar, you take one. I'll drive the other.”

Alicia was already loading her medical supplies into the back of the lead vehicle, her movements efficient and methodical. “We've got everything we need—first aid, weapons, gear. Now it's just a matter of getting there and not dying from heat stroke in the process.”

Dave watched her work, impressed by her calm competence. She'd integrated into the team smoothly, asking the right questions, knowing when to listen and when to contribute. Different from Mei's analytical brilliance or Anya's tactical precision, but equally professional in her own domain.

“You good to drive in this terrain?” Dan asked her.

“Did convoy operations in Afghanistan,” Alicia replied, securing the last of her equipment. “Jungle's different, but the principles are the same. Watch the ground, don't trust anything that looks like solid road, and assume the environment is trying to kill you.”

Serj actually chuckled—a low rumble that sounded like distant thunder. “Da. Jungle and desert, both hate humans equally.”

With the vehicles secured and the team ready, they set off toward the town centre, the airstrip shrinking in the mirrors behind them. There was a contact to meet before the jungle proper began, and Dave felt the faint hope that they could prevent a crisis before it started.

Dave climbed into the passenger seat of the lead vehicle, Dan at the wheel, with Alicia in the back surrounded by her medical supplies. As they bounced along the deteriorating road, he found himself thinking about the team they'd assembled. Each person bringing specialised skills, each one professional and experienced. And him—the anomaly, the one with abilities no one fully understood, trying to figure out how to use impossible power for the right reasons.

“You're quiet,” Dan observed, navigating around a particularly large pothole.

“Just thinking,” Dave said. “About the team. About what we're walking into.”

From the back seat, Alicia spoke up. “First time working with most of us, right?”

“Yeah. Anya and I go back to the Congo, Omar and Serj from the pipeline mission. But you're new.”

“To you, maybe,” Alicia said. “But I've read the files. Cecilia's thorough in her briefings. You're the one who stopped that BTR in Turkey, who rescued the analyst after she was captured. That kind of capability is why we might actually pull this off.”

“Let's hope so,” Dave said quietly. “Because if we don't, a lot of innocent people are going to pay the price.”

“Then we make sure that doesn't happen,” Alicia said simply. “That's what we're here for, ¿no?”

Dave smiled despite the tension. “Yeah. That's exactly what we're here for.”

The wooden houses of Mabaruma closed in around them, jungle pressing close on every side street, and Dave settled in for what he knew would be a long, challenging operation. But with this team, with these people who'd chosen to stand against chaos and try to protect those who couldn't protect themselves, he felt something he hadn't felt since the Vril revelation.

Hope.
Ruiz

The Land Cruisers covered the short distance from the airstrip into Mabaruma's town centre in minutes, dirt roads narrowing as the last of the jungle gave way to wooden houses on stilts. Dave rode in the passenger seat, Dan driving, both of them still adjusting to solid ground after the flight. Omar and Serj followed in the second Land Cruiser. Anya and Alicia split between the vehicles, Anya's laptop remaining active despite the rough road as she continued monitoring Venezuelan communications.

“Café's not far,” Dan said, checking the coordinates Ruiz had sent through Cecilia. “Mabaruma's basically the last proper settlement before the border region. After this, it's jungle, rivers, and isolated communities with no particular love for government oversight.”

“Perfect for covert operations,” Dave observed, watching the wooden houses slide past the window.

“Perfect for a lot of things, most of them illegal.” Dan glanced at the map overlay showing known smuggling routes, militia activity zones, and areas where Venezuelan and Guyanese territorial disputes remained unresolved. “We're heading into a region where official authority barely exists and unofficial power structures fill the vacuum.”

Mabaruma emerged from the jungle like a compromise between civilisation and wilderness. Wooden houses on stilts lined unpaved streets, their faded paint testimony to years of tropical weather. The architecture reflected practicality over aesthetics—elevated structures to avoid flooding, wide porches for air circulation, and metal roofing that could withstand seasonal storms. The town carried the particular quality of frontier settlements everywhere: people going about their business with minimal government interference and maximum self-reliance.

The small airstrip they'd landed at less than an hour earlier, visible now behind them to the east, served as Mabaruma's primary connection to Georgetown—flying remained faster and more reliable than road travel during rainy season. A few light aircraft sat baking in the afternoon sun, their pilots probably waiting for cooler evening temperatures before attempting return flights.

Anya's voice crackled through the radio. “Café's two blocks ahead on the right. Weathered blue facade, outdoor seating. Ruiz should already be there.”

Dave spotted it easily enough—one of perhaps three establishments in Mabaruma that could generously be called a café. The wooden structure showed its age through sun-bleached paint and repairs undertaken with whatever materials happened to be available. A hand-painted sign identified it in Portuguese and English, testament to Guyana's multicultural heritage.

They parked the Land Cruisers a block away, establishing quick rally points and fallback routes before approaching on foot. The team split naturally—Dave, Dan, and Omar would make initial contact whilst Serj positioned himself with clear sightlines to the café and surrounding streets. Anya and Alicia would remain mobile, ready to provide communications support or rapid extraction if the meeting went wrong.

Colonel Sebastián Ruiz sat at an outside table, a ceramic cup cradled in his hands despite the heat. He wore civilian clothes—light cotton shirt, dark trousers, worn boots—but military bearing showed through the relaxed posture. His eyes tracked their approach with the professional assessment of someone trained to evaluate threats, though his expression remained carefully neutral.

Dave studied him as they crossed the final distance. Mid-fifties, weathered features that suggested decades of field service, and the particular tension of someone operating well outside approved channels. Ruiz had been feeding intelligence to the agency for years according to his file, motivated less by ideology than pragmatic recognition that Venezuela's instability served no one's interests. Meeting face-to-face elevated his risk dramatically—if Venezuelan intelligence discovered this contact, Ruiz would be executed as a traitor.

The café's interior was marginally cooler than the street, ceiling fans rotating lazily whilst achieving little beyond redistributing hot air. A radio somewhere played merengue, the cheerful rhythm incongruous against the tension of the meeting. Ruiz gestured to empty chairs with minimal movement, his gaze already scanning the street for surveillance or threats.

Dave sat with his back to the wall, professional habit asserting itself even though bullets posed minimal concern. Dan took the seat offering clearest view of their vehicles, whilst Omar positioned himself where he could monitor the café's interior and the street simultaneously. The wooden chairs creaked under their weight, and the table showed years of use through scratches and stains no amount of cleaning could remove.

“Thank you for coming,” Ruiz said quietly, his English carrying the particular precision of someone speaking a second language. “I know the risks you're taking.”

“Not as much as you,” Dan replied, his tone acknowledging the reality without being patronising. “If we're compromised, we extract and disappear. If you're discovered, there's no extraction.”

Ruiz's mouth tightened fractionally. “Which is why we must be efficient. I can't risk extended contact.” He pulled a folded map from his pocket, spreading it across the table. “The compound where Kane and Santos's bodies are held. Twenty-three kilometres west-south-west from here, deep in Venezuelan territory.”

Dave studied the hand-marked map, noting guard positions, patrol routes, and facility layout sketched with detailed precision. This wasn't satellite imagery or second-hand intelligence—this was information from someone with direct access. “Security?”

“Twenty-six soldiers on rotating shifts,” Ruiz replied, keeping his voice low enough that surrounding tables wouldn't overhear. “Twelve on duty at any given time, remainder sleeping or eating. Two guard posts at the main perimeter, motion sensors along primary approach routes, and the storage facility itself is reinforced concrete designed as both archive and armoury.”

“Access points?” Dan asked, already processing tactical approaches.

Ruiz indicated three locations on the map. “Main gate—vehicle checkpoint, always manned, impossible for covert approach. Service entrance on the east perimeter—less security but still monitored, used for supply deliveries. And this—” his finger traced to the north-west corner “—drainage system that connects to a culvert outside the perimeter. It's monitored sporadically, but I know the guard rotation schedule. There's a forty-minute window between shifts when surveillance is minimal.”

Omar leaned forward, studying the drainage route. “What's the interior layout once we're inside?”

“The storage facility occupies the southern section of the compound. Three-story structure, bodies are held in the basement level along with confiscated weapons and sensitive materials. You'll need to penetrate approximately sixty metres from the culvert to the facility, then descend two levels.” Ruiz pulled out additional papers—hand-drawn floor plans showing corridors, stairwells, and defensive positions. “Two guards stationed at the facility entrance, cameras covering primary corridors, and electronic locks on the basement access.”

“Electronic locks we can bypass,” Omar said, his technical expertise already identifying solutions. “If we have the specifications.”

Ruiz produced another document, this one showing security system details. “Everything I could access without raising suspicion. Lock types, power sources, backup systems. The compound was designed to be secure, but budget constraints and maintenance issues create vulnerabilities.”

Dave absorbed the intelligence whilst maintaining awareness of their surroundings. The café had perhaps a dozen customers, none showing obvious interest in their table. The street outside continued its afternoon routines—people moving between errands, vendors hawking goods, the normal rhythms of a frontier town. But normal could shift to hostile instantly if someone recognised Ruiz or identified foreign operatives conducting covert planning.

“Timeline?” Dan asked. “When do we have this forty-minute window?”

“Guard rotation occurs at zero-two-hundred,” Ruiz replied. “The relief shift arrives early, but the outgoing shift doesn't depart immediately—they brief their replacements, handle any administrative requirements. During this overlap, the drainage culvert monitoring is minimal. But the window is precise—any earlier, and you'll be detected, any later and the new shift will be fully operational.”

“And Cole's CIA team?” Dave asked. “Do you know their approach timeline?”

Ruiz's expression darkened. “Venezuelan intelligence has been tracking them since they crossed the border. They're allowing the approach to continue, planning to intercept them approximately eight kilometres from the compound. The trap will spring tomorrow evening, approximately nineteen hundred hours.”

Which gave them roughly twelve hours before everything converged. Dave felt the familiar pre-mission tension settling into his shoulders. Twelve hours to insert, conduct two simultaneous operations, and extract before Venezuelan forces were alerted by either their own actions or the CIA team's capture.

“Moreau,” Dan said, shifting to their second objective. “Your last report suggested she's being held near the Essequibo River.”

Ruiz nodded, pulling out photographs—grainy images that showed a woman being moved between vehicles. Even in the poor quality, Dave could see signs of abuse—awkward movement suggesting injury, visible bruising, and the defeated posture of someone who'd endured systematic brutality. “These were taken three days ago by one of my contacts. The militia group holding her has been moving her between locations, probably to avoid both Venezuelan military discovery and potential rescue attempts.”

“Do we have current coordinates?” Anya asked, having joined the table whilst maintaining cover as simply another café patron.

“Approximate location only.” Ruiz indicated an area on the map, roughly thirty kilometres from the compound. “The militia operates three camps in this region, rotating her between them. My contact reports she was at this location—” he tapped one spot “—yesterday morning, but they may have moved her again since then.”

“Which means we're conducting a search operation in hostile territory with incomplete intelligence,” Dave said, the reality settling like lead in his stomach. “How many militia fighters are we talking about?”

“The group holding her numbers perhaps twenty combatants,” Ruiz replied. “Former Venezuelan soldiers, some local recruits, operating outside official military structure. They fund themselves through smuggling, extortion, and taking contracts from various factions. Moreau represents significant value to them—either ransom from Americans, sale to Venezuelan intelligence, or leverage against both governments depending on who offers the best price.”

“Which makes them unpredictable,” Dan observed. “Professional soldiers follow doctrine. Militia groups follow profit motives, which change based on circumstances.”

“Exactly.” Ruiz's expression carried both concern and something else—guilt, perhaps, that his country's instability had created space for such groups to operate. “They're dangerous because they're pragmatic. If rescue looks imminent, they might kill her to avoid capture. If they believe negotiation is possible, they'll keep her alive but continue…” He paused, struggling with the words. “Continue using her as they have been.”

The implications hung in the tropical air like humidity. Dave felt the familiar cold rage building, the same fury that had driven him through the Turkish compound when he'd found Mei Lin broken and bleeding. But rage wouldn't help Sarah Moreau—only speed, precision, and the willingness to do whatever was necessary would bring her home.

“Equipment for both operations?” Omar asked, bringing them back to practical details.

Ruiz produced a final document, this one listing weapons, explosives, and technical gear he could access. “I can provide Venezuelan military equipment—it will match what any investigator would expect to find. Nothing exotic, nothing that can be traced to foreign sources. If you're discovered, the equipment trail goes cold.”

Dan studied the list, mentally matching it against their requirements. “This works. We'll need pickup at this location—” he indicated a spot on the map “—tomorrow at oh-six-hundred. Can you arrange that?”

“Vehicle will be there,” Ruiz confirmed. “Local driver, no knowledge of the operation. You'll tell him you're oil surveyors heading back to Georgetown after fieldwork. He'll ask no questions.”

“And your risk?” Dave asked. “After tonight, what's your exposure?”

Ruiz was quiet for a moment, his eyes distant. “I've been feeding intelligence to the West for six years, always carefully, always maintaining plausible deniability. This operation…” He gestured to the maps and documents. “This crosses lines. If Venezuelan intelligence investigates, they'll find gaps in compound security logs that coincide with the breach. They'll discover I accessed floor plans and security specifications without authorisation. They'll question why I was positioned to observe so much about Moreau's movements.”

“You could stop now,” Anya said quietly. “Provide what you have and disappear into the interior. We'd understand.”

“And Sarah Moreau?” Ruiz met her eyes. “She remains in militia custody because I protected myself? No. I've seen enough of what foreign interference has done to my country. But I've also seen what it means to abandon people who need help.” His jaw tightened. “I'll take my chances. Just make sure her suffering wasn't for nothing.”

The weight of that commitment settled across the table. Ruiz was risking everything—career, life, family—on the belief that preventing regional catastrophe justified personal sacrifice. Dave understood that calculation, though it didn't make witnessing it any easier.

“We'll bring her home,” Dave said, the promise carrying weight he hoped he could deliver. “And we'll make sure no one knows you were involved.”

Ruiz nodded, gathering his documents and map. “I'll establish the equipment pickup for twenty-two hundred hours. Small clearing five kilometres north-west of here—coordinates marked on the map. After that, I return to my assigned duties, and we have no further contact unless absolutely necessary.”

“Understood,” Dan replied. “And Ruiz? Thank you. Whatever else happens, you've likely prevented a regional war.”

“We'll see,” Ruiz said, standing. His expression carried the particular exhaustion of someone who'd made hard choices and would live with the consequences regardless of outcome. “Bring her home. That's all I ask.”

He departed the café without looking back, returning to whatever cover story explained his presence in Mabaruma. Dave watched him disappear into the afternoon crowds, wondering if they'd just witnessed heroism or witnessed someone signing their own death warrant. Possibly both.

The team remained at the table several minutes longer, maintaining the appearance of casual conversation whilst processing the intelligence. Twelve hours until operations commenced. Thirty kilometres of jungle between their current position and both targets. And somewhere in that complexity, Sarah Moreau was enduring another hour of captivity whilst militia groups negotiated over her fate.

“Right,” Dan said finally. “Back to the vehicles. We'll stage north-west of town, review the intelligence in detail, and prepare for tonight's equipment pickup. Once we have Ruiz's supplies, we finalise the operational split and begin insertion.”

They departed the café separately, each taking different routes back to the Land Cruisers. Dave walked through Mabaruma's streets, absorbing details that might prove relevant—escape routes, local population density, potential complications if operations went wrong and they needed to extract through town. The analytical part of his brain that used to map network topologies now applied itself to tactical geography, and he still wasn't sure whether that represented growth or loss.

The Land Cruisers remained where they'd left them, Serj confirming no surveillance or interference during the meeting. The team regrouped quickly, heading north-west out of Mabaruma toward the staging area Ruiz had designated. The roads deteriorated further, forcing Dave to reduce speed to avoid damage that would compromise their mobility.

Jungle pressed in from both sides, dense vegetation creating walls of green punctuated by occasional clearings or river access points. This was the environment they'd be operating in—difficult terrain, limited visibility, and countless places for ambush or concealment. Dave's abilities would help with direct confrontation, but jungle operations required skills he was still developing.

The designated staging area appeared after twenty minutes of careful navigation—a small clearing accessed by an overgrown track, probably used by hunters or smugglers seeking isolation. The Land Cruisers fit comfortably off the main path, concealed from casual observation whilst remaining accessible for rapid departure.

“Six hours until equipment pickup,” Dan announced, checking his watch. “We'll use the time to rest, review intelligence, and finalise operational details. Omar and Serj, you'll handle the compound infiltration. Dave, Anya, Alicia—you're on Moreau extraction. I'll coordinate from here, managing communications and extraction timing.”

The team dispersed to their preparations, each member processing the mission through their particular expertise. Dave found a relatively dry spot and spread out Ruiz's maps, studying approach routes and defensive positions. Twelve hours to execute what would normally require weeks of planning. The compressed timeline wasn't ideal, but ideal and necessary were different things, and Sarah Moreau's suffering wouldn't wait for perfect preparation.

Somewhere in the jungle ahead, two operations were converging toward their execution points. The compound with its stored evidence and Venezuelan security. The militia camps with their captive and uncertain objectives. And in between, Cole's CIA team advancing toward a trap they didn't know existed.

Twelve hours to prevent multiple catastrophes simultaneously. Dave had stopped calculating the probability of success—the numbers were discouraging, and dwelling on them achieved nothing beyond undermining confidence. Sometimes you just had to execute and trust that skill, determination, and impossible abilities were enough.

The jungle canopy above filtered tropical sunlight into patterns that shifted with the breeze. Insects provided constant background noise, and somewhere distant a bird called with a sound Dave couldn't identify. Normal jungle sounds for an environment that would become a battlefield before dawn.

He closed his eyes, attempting rest that refused to come. His mind kept cycling through scenarios, calculating variables, identifying failure points. The Vril energy in his cells felt reactive, responding to his emotional state in ways he still didn't fully control. Three days since learning about Nazi experiments. Four days since Moreau's capture. Twelve hours until everything converged.

The jungle waited, patient and unforgiving. Time to find out whether they were good enough to survive it.
Division

The equipment arrived precisely at twenty-two hundred hours, delivered by a weathered pickup truck that appeared from the jungle track with minimal headlamp illumination. The driver was an older man, indigenous features suggesting Amerindian heritage, who said nothing beyond confirming their destination and helping unload three heavy crates from the truck bed. He accepted Dan's payment without counting it, departed without looking back, and disappeared into the jungle darkness within minutes.

Professional tradecraft from someone who understood that asking questions could prove terminal in this region.

The team waited fifteen minutes after the truck's departure before approaching the crates, ensuring no surveillance or follow-up contacts. Dave stood watch whilst Omar and Serj examined the equipment with methodical precision, checking each item against Ruiz's promised inventory. Venezuelan military weapons, ammunition, technical gear, and supplies—everything chosen to match what any investigator would expect local forces to carry.

“AK-103 rifles,” Omar reported, inspecting the first crate's contents under red-filtered torchlight. “Venezuelan military standard issue, serial numbers filed but not completely removed. If someone tries hard enough, they'll trace these to a shipment that went missing three years ago during border operations.”

Serj examined the second crate, pulling out explosive charges and detonators. “Plastic explosive, Russian manufacture, probably from the same supply chain that equips Venezuelan special forces. Enough here for controlled demolitions or creating significant distractions.”

“And communications equipment,” Anya added, reviewing the third crate's contents. “Encrypted radios compatible with Venezuelan military channels, though we'll be using our own frequencies. But if anyone examines the hardware, it'll match local specifications.”

Dave helped transfer the equipment to the Land Cruisers whilst maintaining perimeter security. The jungle around their staging area remained quiet—nocturnal creatures resuming their routines after the truck's disruption, no indication of human presence or surveillance. But quiet didn't mean safe, and Dave's instincts kept him alert for threats that might approach through darkness.

The weapons felt strange in his hands. Three years ago, he'd been an IT consultant whose most dangerous equipment was a laptop capable of crashing poorly-configured servers. Now he was loading assault rifles and explosives into vehicles for operations that would be denied by every government involved if discovered. The disconnect between his previous life and current reality sometimes felt unbridgeable.

“Right,” Dan said once the equipment transfer was complete. “Final briefing before we split.”

The team gathered in the small clearing, using the Land Cruisers to block any sight-lines whilst maintaining awareness of their surroundings. Dan spread Ruiz's map across one vehicle's bonnet, the detailed markings visible under shielded torchlight.

“Two objectives, limited coordination window, and approximately eight hours until we need to be extracted,” Dan began, his tactical mind organising the complexity into manageable components. “Omar, Serj, and I will handle the compound operation. Dave, Anya, and Alicia will focus on Moreau's extraction. Both operations need to complete before oh-six-hundred when Cole's CIA team reaches the compound perimeter and Venezuelan forces spring their trap.”

Omar studied the compound layout Ruiz had provided. “We'll approach via the drainage culvert here—” he indicated the north-west corner “—during the oh-two-hundred guard rotation. Forty-minute window to penetrate the perimeter, reach the storage facility, secure Kane and Santos's remains, and extract before the new shift establishes full operational awareness.”

“What about compound security systems?” Serj asked, already identifying potential complications.

“Electronic locks on the basement level, cameras in primary corridors, and motion sensors along main access routes,” Omar replied, reviewing the technical specifications Ruiz had supplied. “I can bypass the locks given time, and we'll be using their own security blind spots for movement. The cameras are the bigger concern—we'll need to move during gaps in coverage and hope their monitoring is less than perfect at oh-two-hundred.”

“And if it's not?” Alicia asked.

“Then we adapt,” Serj said with characteristic Russian pragmatism. “Quiet approach if possible, loud if necessary, but we complete the objective either way.”

Dan nodded. “Rules of engagement: avoid contact if possible, minimum necessary force if unavoidable, and absolutely no evidence of British involvement. You're using Venezuelan military equipment, wearing civilian clothing with no identifying markers, and if things go catastrophically wrong, you scatter and make your way to the emergency extraction point.”

Dave felt the weight of those parameters. They were operating without backup, without official acknowledgement, and without the safety net that normally supported intelligence operations. If something went wrong, they were on their own.

“Moreau extraction,” Dan continued, shifting focus to Dave's team. “We don't have exact coordinates, but Anya's narrowed the probable location to three militia camps within a thirty-kilometre radius of the Essequibo River. You'll need to conduct reconnaissance, identify which camp holds her, and execute the rescue without alerting other militia groups in the region.”

“Timeline?” Dave asked, already calculating the challenge of searching multiple locations whilst maintaining operational security.

“You have until oh-five-hundred,” Dan replied. “Any later and you risk running into Venezuelan military patrols responding to the compound breach or Cole's team's capture. We need both operations complete and teams moving toward extraction before dawn breaks fully.”

Anya pulled up her laptop, showing the latest intelligence analysis. “I've been monitoring militia communications—sporadic radio traffic, mostly encrypted, but the AI's identified patterns suggesting prisoner movement between these three locations.” She indicated areas on the map. “North camp here has the most activity, but it's also the most heavily defended. Middle camp shows irregular vehicle movement consistent with supply runs or prisoner transfers. South camp is smallest but closest to Venezuelan military positions.”

“So we check all three,” Dave said, accepting the reality. “Starting with most likely and working through the list until we find her.”

“That's the plan,” Dan confirmed. “Anya's communications intercept will continue during operations—if she identifies definitive location intelligence, she'll relay immediately and you adjust approach accordingly.”

Alicia reviewed her medical supplies, mentally cataloguing what she'd need for various trauma scenarios. “Once we secure Moreau, what's her likely condition?”

The silence that followed carried weight. Everyone had read Ruiz's reports about what Moreau had endured—interrogation, torture, sexual violence across seventy-two hours of militia custody. The clinical language couldn't quite mask the human reality.

“Assume significant physical trauma,” Dan said finally. “Broken bones, lacerations, dehydration, possible internal injuries. Also psychological trauma that will complicate extraction—she may not immediately trust rescuers or be capable of following instructions under stress.”

“I'll have sedatives if needed,” Alicia replied, her medical training providing professional distance from the emotional weight. “And trauma supplies for immediate stabilisation. But we need to understand—if her injuries are severe enough, rapid extraction might not be medically possible.”

“Then we secure the location and hold until she's stable enough to move,” Dave said, though he recognised the tactical nightmare that scenario represented. “We don't leave her behind.”

Dan studied Dave for a moment, probably assessing whether that was operational commitment or emotional reaction. “Agreed. But if holding the location becomes untenable, we prioritise getting her out alive over waiting for optimal medical conditions.”

The team reviewed extraction routes, emergency protocols, and contingency plans for various failure scenarios. Professional planning for operations that could go wrong in countless ways, each requiring different responses. Dave's analytical mind appreciated the systematic approach whilst simultaneously recognising that most contingency plans collapsed upon contact with reality.

“Communications protocol,” Anya said, pulling up the frequency plan. “We'll maintain radio silence unless absolutely necessary. I'll monitor both teams’ operational areas and provide alerts for Venezuelan military movement or unexpected complications. Emergency channel here—” she indicated a specific frequency “—if either operation is compromised and immediate extraction required.”

“And if extraction isn't possible?” Serj asked, voicing the question everyone was thinking.

“Then you do what needs doing and get yourself home however you can,” Dan replied. “The operation matters, but not more than the people conducting it. If you need to abort, abort. We'll handle the strategic consequences.”

Dave appreciated the sentiment whilst recognising its complexity. Sometimes aborting wasn't optional—sometimes you were committed beyond the point of safe withdrawal and had to see things through regardless of consequences. He suspected this operation would prove one of those times.

“Equipment distribution,” Omar said, moving to practical details. “Serj and I will carry the breaching gear, explosives, and technical equipment for compound penetration. Dan, you'll maintain overwatch position with communications suite and provide tactical coordination.”

“Dave's team?” Dan asked.

“Light and mobile,” Dave replied. “We're potentially searching multiple locations, so speed matters more than heavy equipment. AK-103s, sidearms, basic medical kit, and Anya's communications gear. We travel fast, hit hard when we locate Moreau, and extract before militia groups can coordinate response.”

The team began loading their respective vehicles, each member falling into pre-mission routines honed through training and experience. Weapons checked and rechecked, ammunition distributed, emergency supplies secured, and personal gear minimised to essential items only. Professional preparation for operations that existed in legal grey areas and would be denied by multiple governments if discovered.

Dave secured his AK-103, the weapon feeling awkward despite familiarization training. Three years of field work hadn't quite erased his fundamental discomfort with firearms—tools designed explicitly for killing people. His abilities meant he rarely needed weapons for personal protection, but operations required maintaining appearances, and showing up to a militia camp without visible armament would raise questions better avoided.

“You good?” Anya asked, noticing his expression.

“Yeah,” Dave replied, checking the rifle's action one more time. “Just thinking about how different this is from debugging network problems.”

“Similar principles though,” Anya observed with dark humour. “Identify the problem, develop a solution, implement carefully, and hope nothing crashes catastrophically.”

“Except network crashes don't usually involve people dying.”

“No,” Anya agreed. “But the stakes are why we're here instead of them. Someone has to handle the complicated operations where failure has consequences beyond quarterly earnings reports.”

Dave nodded, accepting the logic whilst still processing the weight. Somewhere in the jungle ahead, Sarah Moreau was enduring another hour of captivity whilst militia groups negotiated over her fate. And somewhere else, Venezuelan forces were preparing to ambush Cole's CIA team, creating exactly the kind of international incident the operation was meant to prevent.

Eight hours to prevent multiple catastrophes simultaneously. No pressure.

“Mount up,” Dan said, checking his watch. “We've got approximately ninety minutes to reach our respective operational areas and establish positions before operations commence. Omar, Serj—you're on point for compound approach. Dave's team follows until the fork, then breaks west toward the river region.”

The Land Cruisers started with muted rumbles, engines warm from earlier running. Dave took the wheel of the lead vehicle whilst Anya claimed the passenger seat with her laptop already active, monitoring communications. Alicia settled in back with the medical supplies, her expression showing the particular focus that preceded difficult work.

Behind them, Dan's vehicle carried Omar and Serj along with the breaching equipment and explosives necessary for compound operations. The heavier load meant slightly reduced speed, but both vehicles were capable of handling jungle terrain at night—assuming the terrain cooperated.

The convoy departed the staging area with minimal illumination, navigation lights extinguished and headlamps set to minimum output. Jungle darkness pressed in from all sides, the canopy blocking moonlight and creating corridors of deeper shadow between trees. Dave's eyes adjusted gradually, distinguishing terrain features through ambient light and careful attention to the track ahead.

The road—if the muddy depression between trees qualified—deteriorated rapidly as they pressed deeper into the interior. What passed for maintained surface near Mabaruma gave way to raw jungle tracks probably created by logging operations or smuggling routes. The Land Cruiser's suspension absorbed constant impacts whilst Dave maintained speed that balanced urgency against the risk of mechanical failure.

“Militia communications picking up,” Anya reported after twenty minutes of driving. “Nothing specific yet, but more radio traffic than earlier. Could be routine, could be indication they're moving Moreau again.”

“Can you localize the transmissions?” Dave asked.

“Working on it,” Anya replied, her fingers moving across the keyboard whilst the laptop compensated for vehicle movement. “Getting better triangulation now that we're closer to their operational area. If they transmit again, I should be able to narrow down which camp is most active.”

The jungle around them carried the night sounds Dave was still learning to interpret. Insects provided constant background noise, punctuated by occasional bird calls and the rustle of larger creatures moving through undergrowth. Every sound potentially represented threat or merely normal jungle activity, and distinguishing between them required experience Dave hadn't yet accumulated.

“Fork ahead,” Dan's voice came through the radio. “We split here. Dave's team continues west toward the river, we break south toward the compound. Radio silence from this point unless emergency. Good luck.”

“Copy,” Dave replied. “See you at extraction.”

The vehicles separated, Dan's Land Cruiser disappearing into southern jungle whilst Dave maintained westward course. The separation carried finality—from this point forward, each team operated independently, success or failure determined by their individual capabilities and whatever advantages they could create.

The Essequibo region lay ahead, somewhere in thirty kilometres of jungle that could hide militia camps, Venezuelan patrols, and countless other threats. Anya's intelligence suggested three probable locations, but probable wasn't certain, and searching multiple camps whilst maintaining operational security would test their capabilities.

“How far to the first camp?” Alicia asked from the back seat.

“Approximately eighteen kilometres,” Anya replied, studying her map overlay. “We should reach the vicinity in forty minutes, then dismount and conduct final approach on foot.”

Forty minutes to cover eighteen kilometres of deteriorating jungle track, followed by however long reconnaissance and assault required. The timeline was brutal but necessary—they had to locate and extract Moreau before dawn brought increased Venezuelan military activity and exposure risk.

Dave focused on driving whilst his mind processed tactical considerations. Three militia camps, unknown number of combatants, and somewhere in that complexity a CIA officer who'd endured three days of systematic abuse. Finding her was step one. Extracting her whilst avoiding detection was step two. Getting her to safety despite likely severe injuries was step three.

And all of it had to happen before oh-five-hundred, when the window closed and operations collapsed into chaos.

The jungle pressed closer as they advanced, vegetation scraping against the Land Cruiser's sides and low-hanging branches forcing Dave to choose his path carefully. This was frontier territory where human presence remained tenuous and nature reasserted dominance constantly. Beautiful in daylight, treacherous in darkness, and indifferent to the operations unfolding within it.

“Getting stronger signal concentration from the middle camp,” Anya reported. “Multiple radio transmissions in the last ten minutes, encrypted but using frequency patterns consistent with militia communications. Could be routine traffic, could be them coordinating something.”

“Like moving a prisoner?” Dave asked.

“Possibly. Or responding to intelligence about potential rescue attempts. Militia groups in this region aren't stupid—they know Moreau represents valuable commodity and that someone might try recovering her.”

Which meant they needed to move fast before the militia relocated her again or reinforced security beyond what a three-person team could overcome. Dave pushed the Land Cruiser harder, accepting increased noise and visibility risk in exchange for speed. Every minute delayed was another minute Moreau remained in captivity.

The jungle canopy thinned slightly as they approached what maps indicated was floodplain terrain near the Essequibo River. The ground became wetter, forcing Dave to navigate around standing water and mud that could bog the vehicle down permanently. Progress slowed despite urgency, the jungle imposing its own timeline regardless of human needs.

“There,” Anya said, pointing ahead where the track widened slightly. “Good dismount point. We'll continue on foot from here.”

Dave pulled the Land Cruiser off the track into concealment beneath overhanging vegetation. The engine shut down, leaving only jungle sounds and the team's breathing. Dawn remained hours away, but the night felt charged with approaching violence—the particular tension that preceded combat operations.

They'd divided from the main team. They'd penetrated deep into hostile territory. Now came the hard part: finding Sarah Moreau before time ran out and everything collapsed into chaos.

Dave checked his AK-103 one final time and prepared to enter the jungle.
Essequibo

The Land Cruiser's suspension groaned as it dropped into another pothole, jarring Dave's teeth together. He corrected the wheel, guiding them through what optimistically passed for a road—little more than parallel ruts carved through red mud by decades of infrequent traffic. Overhead, the canopy had thickened into something solid, transforming late afternoon into premature dusk.

Dave's sharp vision picked out details the fading light tried to hide—the way shadows pooled in wheel ruts, the glossy sheen of wet leaves overhead. The rot-sweet smell of decomposing vegetation filled the cabin, mixing with diesel fumes and stale sweat. His IT professional's brain still catalogued these inputs like error logs—data to be processed, analysed, filed away. Three years of field work hadn't entirely broken that habit.

“How far?” His voice came out rougher than intended, fatigue, and frustration bleeding through.

In the backseat, Anya's face remained illuminated by her laptop's pale glow, her features cast in sharp relief by the screen. She'd been hunched over that keyboard for hours, fingers moving with the mechanical precision of someone operating past exhaustion. “Twenty kilometres. Maybe more if this terrain gets worse.”

“It'll get worse,” Alicia said from the passenger seat, checking her watch. “We've been pushing twelve hours. Full dark in thirty minutes.”

Dave's jaw clenched. They'd been racing the sun since Mabaruma, and the jungle was winning. Each kilometre surrendered more ground to the encroaching darkness, and with it, any hope of reaching Sarah Moreau tonight.

The Land Cruiser lurched violently, front wheels suddenly spinning free. Dave felt the familiar sinking sensation—that moment when forward momentum died and gravity took over. The vehicle settled deeper into the mud with a wet, sucking sound.

“Bollocks.” Dave killed the engine, hands tight on the wheel. The engine ticked as it cooled, insects immediately filling the silence with their constant drone. In the back, Anya's fingers still tapped keys.

“We're bogged.” Anya's tone carried no surprise, just tired acknowledgement of another obstacle in a day full of them.

Dave slammed his palm against the dashboard—carefully, always carefully—leaving no mark on the plastic but releasing a fraction of his frustration. “Why couldn't we get the one with a bloody winch?”

“Because we drew the short straw.” Alicia was already scanning the swamp-like terrain surrounding them. Stagnant water pooled in every depression, reflecting the gunmetal sky. Dense vegetation crowded both sides of the track. Above, the canopy filtered what little light remained into a greenish murk that made depth perception uncertain.

The air pressed against them like something physical—thick with humidity and the constant drone of mosquitoes. Dave swatted at one near his ear, the high-pitched whine irritating in a way that felt almost personal.

“I'll get out.” Dave reached for the door handle. “You drive. I'll push.”

“In that?” Alicia gestured at the mud. “Dave, you don't know what's in there. One cut with contaminated water—” She caught herself sliding into medical mode, softened her tone. “Just be careful.”

Dave managed something that might have been a smile. “Aren't I always?”

“No.” Both women spoke simultaneously, sharing a look that mixed worry and wry amusement.

“Just drive.” Dave stepped out before they could argue further.

His boots hit the mud and kept going, sinking to mid-calf in warm, soupy earth that smelled of decay and standing water. The sensation still caught him off-guard—that disconnect between expected difficulty and actual ease. To anyone watching, he'd just stepped into knee-deep muck that should have been exhausting to wade through. To Dave, the resistance barely registered—just another reminder that his body no longer followed the rules he'd spent forty years learning.

He waded to the rear of the vehicle, mud sucking at his boots with each step. The weight that would have dragged a normal man down barely registered—just another data point his brain struggled to reconcile with a lifetime of ordinary physics.

“Ready?” Alicia called from the driver's seat, hands gripping the wheel.

Dave positioned himself, hands flat against the Land Cruiser's rear panel. The vehicle weighed over two tonnes fully loaded. His former self—the IT professional who'd struggled with IKEA furniture—would have found the situation absurd. His current self just calculated angles and force vectors with the same methodical precision he'd once used for network load balancing.

“Go.”

Alicia hit the accelerator. The tyres spun, flinging mud in thick arcs that splattered across Dave's chest and face. He pushed.

The Land Cruiser moved.

Not slowly, not grudgingly—it surged forward as if suddenly weightless, Dave's strength cutting through the problem with the same ease his abilities handled most physical obstacles. He walked forward through the sucking mud, maintaining steady pressure against the vehicle's rear as the tyres finally found purchase on firmer ground.

One final shove and the Land Cruiser lurched onto solid earth, free of the pit that had trapped it.

Dave stood chest-deep in the mud pit, breathing hard more from stress than exertion. Mud coated him from thighs to collar, thick brown sludge that clung to fabric and skin. Without his abilities, this would have been miserable—cold, exhausting, potentially dangerous. With them, it was just messy and frustrating.

Alicia killed the engine, looking back with an expression Dave had seen before on teammates’ faces. That mixture of gratitude and unease that came from watching him do things that shouldn't be possible. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

Dave hauled himself out of the muck, mud sliding off him in sheets. “Let's just get moving.”

“At least something good came of this mess,” Anya commented, still focused on her screen. “That shirt was awful anyway.”

The brief moment of levity died quickly. Dave climbed back into the driver's seat, leaving muddy hand-prints on everything he touched. The jungle stretched ahead, darkness gathering in the gaps between trees like something with intent.

“How far now?” Dave's question came out flat, rhetorical—he knew the answer would be the same.

“Twenty kilometres if the terrain cooperates.” Anya's fingers hadn't stopped moving. “Which it won't.”

“We're not making it before dark.” Alicia's words carried the weight of a decision already made. “Even if we get there, we don't have Sarah's exact location. Going in blind with hostiles in unknown numbers…”

Dave's hands tightened on the wheel, mud cracking and flaking off his knuckles. They'd been twelve hours on the road, pushing deeper into territory that made no allowances for urgency or good intentions. Sarah Moreau was somewhere ahead—alive, according to Ruiz's intelligence—but ‘somewhere’ wasn't a location they could assault.

The mission clock in his head ran calculations: time lost to terrain, distance remaining, daylight available. Every variable came up negative.

“Bollocks.” Dave reached for the radio, the weight of his decision settling like the mud on his clothes. “Dan, this is Dave. We're delayed.”

Static crackled before Dan's voice came through. “Copy. What's your situation?”

“Terrain's worse than expected. We're not reaching the target tonight.” Dave forced the admission through clenched teeth. “We need to scrub for today.”

A pause that stretched long enough for Dave's enhanced hearing to pick up voices in the background—Omar's low rumble, Serj's clipped response.

“Understood,” Dan finally replied. “We're in position near the compound. Can hold until you're ready.”

“Thanks.” Dave lowered the radio, the word inadequate for the relief it carried. “We'll find Sarah first, then coordinate both extractions.”

“Stay safe.”

The line went quiet.

Dave killed the engine. In the sudden silence, the jungle's evening chorus swelled—a thousand competing sounds that blurred into white noise unless he focused. The tick of cooling metal. Anya's typing. Alicia's measured breathing. A bird calling in the canopy. Water dripping somewhere to the right.

“We camp here.” Dave's voice carried no room for debate. “Can't navigate this terrain in the dark.”

They'd prepared for this contingency—sleeping bags, basic supplies, enough food and water to last three days if necessary. Dave stepped out of the vehicle, his boots squelching in mud that had already started to harden in the evening air. The temperature was dropping fractionally, humidity condensing into a fine mist that caught in his throat.

Alicia was already unpacking gear from the rear. “I'll take first watch.”

Dave nodded, grateful for her steady competence. “I'll relieve you in four hours.”

The team moved with minimal discussion, establishing their makeshift camp with the efficiency of people who'd done this before in worse conditions. Sleeping bags on relatively dry ground. Medical kit within reach. Weapons checked and ready. A perimeter marked more by mutual agreement than physical boundaries.

Anya remained in the Land Cruiser's back seat, laptop balanced on her knees, face still lit by that pale glow. “I'm narrowing the search,” she said without looking up. “More encrypted traffic near the river. Militia activity that doesn't match any official patterns.”

“Get some rest when you can,” Dave said. “We'll need you sharp tomorrow.”

“I'll rest when we have a location.” Anya's fingers continued their relentless rhythm across the keyboard. “She's out there. The data's just… fragmented.”

Dave settled against the Land Cruiser's front wheel, mud-caked clothes already starting to stiffen. The jungle pressed in from all sides—not hostile, exactly, but indifferent to their presence in a way that felt more threatening than active opposition. This wasn't his environment. Give him a server room, a corporate network, even a London street at midnight. This wall of green that swallowed sound and light, that reduced visibility to metres and offered cover to anything patient enough to wait…

The darkness brought its own sounds—insects, nocturnal creatures moving through the undergrowth, water dripping from leaves. Dave's vision, sharper than most, still struggled once full night arrived. He could make out shapes and movement better than average, but the jungle's layers of shadow defeated even that advantage.

Alicia took up position ten metres from the vehicle, alert but relaxed—the posture of someone comfortable with night watches. Her medical kit sat beside her like a security blanket, always within reach.

The darkness completed its takeover of the canopy. Without artificial light, the jungle transformed into layers of absolute black punctuated by the occasional glimpse of stars through gaps in the foliage. Dave's vision adjusted—his 20/10 eyesight gave him a slight edge—but even that needed some light to work with. The jungle provided precious little.

Hours bled together. The jungle's night shift took over completely—creatures that made the day's inhabitants seem almost quiet by comparison. Howler monkeys called in the distance, their voices carrying through the trees. Something screamed near the canopy—prey or predator, impossible to tell. The insect chorus rose and fell in waves that made sleep difficult even without the situation pressing on his mind.

Sarah Moreau was twenty kilometres ahead. Maybe less. Possibly more if she'd been moved again. Alive, but in what condition? Ruiz's intelligence painted a picture Dave's imagination filled with details he couldn't verify and couldn't ignore. Torture. Rape. Traded between militia groups like currency.

How long could someone survive that?

How much of them remained when you finally brought them home?

Dave's sharp vision caught the change in Anya's posture before she spoke—the way she straightened slightly, fingers slowing from data entry to analysis.

“I've got something.” Anya's voice cut through the darkness, sharp with controlled excitement.

Dave was on his feet before conscious thought caught up, moving to the rear door. Alicia abandoned her watch position, rifle slung and attention focused.

Anya looked up from her screen, face pale in the laptop's glow but eyes bright. “Encrypted communications spike in the last hour. Cluster of buildings near the river, five kilometres from our current position. Lines up with everything we've tracked since Mabaruma.”

“Confidence level?” Dave kept his voice steady, refusing to let hope cloud judgement.

“Seventy percent. Maybe higher.” Anya pulled up a satellite map, overlaying their signal intelligence on terrain features. “It's the only concentration of activity that makes sense for someone they're keeping off-grid. The pattern matches—irregular movements, isolated location, communication security protocols.”

Dave studied the map, his mind running tactical calculations. Five kilometres through jungle terrain in daylight would take two hours. At night, probably four if they were lucky. And going in blind without reconnaissance…

“Tomorrow,” he said. “First light. We scout the location, confirm she's there, then plan the extraction.”

Anya nodded, already saving her data and preparing for rest she'd been denying herself. “I'll refine the coordinates overnight. Should be able to narrow it to specific structures by morning.”

“Good work.” Dave returned to his position against the wheel. The mission had a target now. Not a location they could assault immediately, not a guarantee of success—but a direction. In the jungle's oppressive darkness, that counted as victory.

Alicia resumed her watch, but the tension in her shoulders had eased fractionally. Even the jungle seemed less hostile—or perhaps Dave's perception had shifted, his mind focusing on tomorrow's action rather than tonight's helplessness.

The night stretched on. Dave traded watches with Alicia at the agreed time, his sharper eyesight making him marginally more effective at detecting movement in the darkness. Not that it mattered much—nothing approached their position. The jungle's predators had easier prey than three armed humans radiating caution and competence.

He sat in the darkness, listening to his teammates’ breathing pattern into the rhythms of sleep. Anya had finally surrendered to exhaustion, laptop closed and packed away. Alicia slept with the efficiency of someone who'd learned to rest anywhere. Both trusted him to keep watch, to detect threats they couldn't see, to use abilities they only partially understood, to keep them safe.

The weight of that trust pressed heavier than the mud that still caked his clothes.

Sarah Moreau had trusted her team. They'd walked into a trap. Now she was five kilometres ahead, alive but broken, waiting for rescue that might come too late or not at all.

Dave catalogued the mission variables with the same methodical precision he'd once used for IT problems. Known factors: Sarah's approximate location, team composition and capabilities, available equipment. Unknown factors: hostile numbers and disposition, Sarah's exact condition, the terrain between here and target.

The unknowns outweighed the knowns by a significant margin.

But they'd work with what they had. They always did.

The night's darkest hours passed slowly, each minute stretching as Dave's mind ran through tomorrow's possibilities. Dawn would bring action—movement, decisions, the kind of forward momentum that kept you from thinking too hard about the stakes.

For now, there was only waiting, watching, and the constant calculation of force and angles that defined his new existence. Some problems could be solved with enhanced strength. Others required planning, patience, and the acceptance that not every variable could be controlled.

Sarah Moreau's rescue would need both.

The jungle breathed around him, indifferent to human urgency. Somewhere in that darkness, a woman waited—alive, the intelligence said, but Dave had learned that “alive” covered a spectrum of conditions, some worse than alternatives he didn't want to imagine.

Tomorrow they'd find out where on that spectrum she fell.

Tonight, he kept watch.
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  Recovery

The compound sat in its clearing like something from a Cold War thriller—all chain-link and searchlights, the kind of installation designed to exist officially whilst housing things better left off the books. Dan studied it through his binoculars from the treeline, two hundred metres out, comparing what he saw against Ruiz's hand-drawn maps. Every detail matched—guard positions, building layout, even the slight sag in the north-west fence line that the Venezuelan colonel had marked.

“Third patrol rotation in six hours,” Omar said from his position three metres left, his own optics tracking a different section of perimeter. “Thirty-minute intervals. They're bored but disciplined. Exactly as Ruiz described.”

Dan lowered his binoculars, checking his watch against the guard rotation schedule Ruiz had provided. Fourteen hundred hours. The patrol had changed shifts at thirteen-thirty, precisely on schedule. Six hours of reconnaissance had confirmed something Dan always found both reassuring and unsettling—when intelligence was this accurate, the source had taken enormous risks to obtain it. Ruiz hadn't just passed along second-hand reports; he'd documented this facility with access that would be impossible to explain if questioned.

Serj occupied the third observation point, silent as always, his attention divided between the compound and the north-west drainage culvert that Ruiz had identified as their access point. The Russian had spent an hour observing that specific section, confirming the surveillance gaps and monitoring patterns the Venezuelan colonel had documented. When Serj finally reported “Viable,” it carried the weight of professional assessment from someone who didn't waste words on speculation.

“Main building, centre of compound.” Dan pointed with two fingers, military precision, comparing his visual assessment against the floor plans Ruiz had provided. “That's where the bodies are. Storage facility, climate controlled judging by the generator load. Three-storey structure, bodies in the basement level along with confiscated weapons. Ruiz's layout is accurate down to the bloody door hinges.”

“Twenty-six soldiers on rotation,” Omar added, his Arabic accent colouring the words despite years abroad. “Twelve on duty at any given time. Guard posts at perimeter, mobile patrol covering the approaches, and four stationed at the main building. Standard security posture, exactly matching Ruiz's intelligence.”

Dan studied the drainage culvert again through his binoculars. The concrete opening sat partially obscured by vegetation at the north-west corner, exactly where Ruiz had marked it. Water trickled from the outlet—storm drainage from the compound's guttering system, designed to prevent flooding during rainy season. The culvert stretched approximately sixty metres, emerging inside the compound near the storage facility.

“The culvert's our insertion point,” Dan said, confirming what they'd already discussed during planning. “Ruiz documented the surveillance gaps—cameras cover the main approaches, but the drainage system was considered low-priority for monitoring. They check it during guard rotation changes, but there's a forty-minute window between shifts where oversight is minimal.”

Omar shifted, checking his rifle—a Heckler & Koch HK416 equipped with suppressor, part of the equipment Ruiz had arranged. “The colonel's intelligence is solid. Guard rotation at oh-two-hundred, forty-minute overlap during shift change. We enter through the culvert during that window, bypass the electronic locks on the basement access—he provided the specifications—retrieve the bodies, and extract the same route before the new shift is fully operational.”

“Assuming nothing changes between now and tomorrow,” Serj added, his Russian accent rendering the observation as flat statement rather than concern. “Every hour we wait increases the possibility they'll adjust procedures, relocate the bodies, or enhance security.”

Dan's radio crackled before he could respond. Dave's voice came through, distorted by encryption but recognisable. “Dan, this is Dave. We're delayed.”

Dan exchanged a glance with Omar. The kind of look that passed between professionals when plans started degrading. “Copy. What's your situation?”

Static filled the pause, jungle sounds bleeding through. “Terrain's worse than expected. We're not reaching the target tonight. Need to scrub until tomorrow.”

Dan felt his jaw tighten—not anger, exactly, but the frustration of a professional watching careful planning dissolve into contingency. They'd spent twelve hours establishing patterns, identifying vulnerabilities, preparing for an operation that now had to be postponed. Twelve hours of motionless observation in hostile territory, and they'd have to repeat it tomorrow.

“Understood,” Dan replied, keeping his tone professional. “We're in position near the compound. Can hold until you're ready.”

“Thanks.” Dave's voice carried audible strain. “We'll find Sarah first, then coordinate both extractions.”

“Stay safe out there.”

The line went quiet.

Dan lowered the radio, surveying his team. Omar's expression had darkened—not with anger towards Dave, but with the recognition of increased risk. Serj remained impassive, though his eyes tracked the compound with renewed intensity. Every hour they spent in the area increased the chance of detection, of patrol patterns changing, of their window closing.

“Bollocks,” Omar muttered, the word carrying more frustration than actual profanity. He'd been American-trained, but the British influences showed in moments of stress. “Entire day of recon, and now we wait another cycle.”

Dan couldn't argue. The Venezuelan military wasn't stupid—they knew the CIA agents’ bodies were valuable. If they suspected foreign operatives in the area, they'd move the bodies deeper into the interior, or destroy them entirely to eliminate evidence. Time worked against them in multiple ways.

“We can't just sit here for another twenty-four hours,” Serj said, his voice carrying that particular Russian directness that bypassed diplomatic phrasing. “The longer we maintain position, the higher the probability of detection. And we still haven't confirmed the bodies are actually in that facility.”

Dan studied the compound through his binoculars again, mind working through alternatives. Ruiz's intelligence had been flawless on the observable details—guard rotations, building layouts, security systems. But confirming the bodies’ exact location required penetrating the facility itself, something reconnaissance from the treeline couldn't accomplish.

“You're suggesting a close approach,” Dan said, not quite a question.

“Tonight,” Serj replied. “We use the darkness, confirm the target, establish our extraction route, and prepare for tomorrow's operation. If the bodies have been moved, we need to know now rather than discovering it mid-mission.”

Omar nodded slowly, tactical mind engaging with the proposal. “We could plant charges on the searchlight controls whilst we're in there. Give us a diversion option for extraction. Ten seconds of darkness could make the difference between clean exit and sustained contact.”

Dan ran the calculations. The risk of detection increased with any close approach, but Serj was right about the dangers of waiting. Better to confirm their target and prepare the battlefield tonight than discover critical problems during tomorrow's extraction attempt.

“Right,” Dan decided. “Full dark, we go in. Serj, you're point. Omar, you handle the searchlight charges. I'll maintain overwatch from here, provide warning if patrol patterns shift or reinforcements arrive.”

“Time frame?” Serj asked.

Dan checked his watch. “Searchlights activate at eighteen-thirty. We'll wait until twenty-two hundred—give the night shift time to settle into routine, guards to get comfortable. You'll have until oh-one-hundred to complete reconnaissance and return. That gives you three hours before the guard rotation we're targeting for tomorrow's main operation.”

The afternoon hours crawled past with agonising slowness. Dan maintained observation whilst Omar and Serj prepared their kit—weapons checked and rechecked, electronics tested, communications protocols verified. They'd be operating without radio contact once inside the compound perimeter, relying on pre-established signals and timing rather than real-time coordination.

The sun dropped below the treeline, jungle darkness arriving with tropical abruptness. Temperature dropped fractionally—not enough for comfort, just enough to notice. The compound's searchlights activated on schedule, casting harsh illumination across the cleared ground. The night shift took over at eighteen hundred, guards conducting the changeover with the same precision they'd demonstrated all day.

Twenty-two hundred arrived with the jungle's nocturnal chorus in full voice. Serj and Omar conducted final equipment checks with the methodical precision of professionals who understood that survival depended on details. Night vision equipment, suppressed weapons, lock-bypass tools, and the explosive charges that would disable the searchlights during tomorrow's extraction.

“Radio check,” Dan said quietly.

“Clear,” Omar replied.

“Clear,” Serj confirmed.

“You've got three hours. If you're not back by oh-one-hundred, I'm assuming compromise and conducting emergency extraction protocols.”

Both men nodded acknowledgement. Then they were gone, melting into the darkness like smoke, moving with the particular silence that came from years of covert operations in hostile territory.

Dan settled into his observation position, rifle scope providing magnified view of the compound whilst his radio remained open on the pre-arranged emergency frequency. The searchlights swept their programmed patterns, guards conducted their patrols, and somewhere in that darkness, two of his best operators were penetrating a Venezuelan military facility to confirm intelligence and prepare tomorrow's battlefield.

The waiting resumed, different in quality now. No longer passive observation but active operation, Dan's attention split between the compound's visible activity and the sections where Serj and Omar would be operating beyond his sight. Every variation in guard behaviour, every pause in patrol patterns—all of it potentially indicating his team had been detected.

Thirty minutes passed. The compound maintained its routine, nothing suggesting alarm or increased alertness. Dan forced himself to trust his people's skills, to resist the urge to break radio silence for status updates that would only increase detection risk.

Forty-five minutes. A guard near the north-west perimeter paused, head turning toward the drainage culvert. Dan's finger moved to his rifle's trigger guard, not yet committing but ready to provide covering fire if compromise seemed imminent. But the guard continued his patrol after several seconds, showing no sign of having detected anything unusual.

One hour. Dan's watch showed twenty-three hundred, the operation's halfway point. Serj and Omar would be inside the facility now, navigating corridors mapped by Ruiz's intelligence, searching for the storage room holding their targets. Every minute they remained inside multiplied the risk, but rushing would guarantee mistakes.

Dan shifted position slightly, easing cramped muscles whilst maintaining observation. The jungle breathed around him, insects and night creatures creating acoustic camouflage that would mask most sounds. But inside that compound, in artificially lit corridors with concrete floors, every footstep and shifted piece of equipment could betray foreign presence.

At twenty-three-twenty, Dan's radio crackled with Serj's voice, barely above a whisper. “Target confirmed. Three body bags, basement storage, exactly as intelligence indicated. Omar planting charges on searchlight controls. Exfiltrating in ten minutes.”

Relief flooded through Dan's professional calm. The bodies were there, recoverable, exactly where Ruiz had documented them. Tomorrow's operation remained viable, and his team would be clear of the compound well before the oh-two-hundred guard rotation they were targeting for extraction.

“Acknowledged,” Dan whispered back. “Clear route confirmed. No changes in patrol patterns.”

But as Serj's transmission ended, movement caught Dan's attention through his night vision scope. Not from the compound, but from the jungle approximately one hundred fifty metres north-east of his position. Three figures moving with tactical precision, weapons held in professional low-ready positions, advancing toward the compound with the coordination of trained operators.

Dan's blood went cold. Not Venezuelan guards—those would be inside the compound or conducting exterior patrols along established routes. These were infiltrators, moving toward the same facility where Serj and Omar were conducting their reconnaissance.

The CIA team. Cole's operatives, executing their own insertion attempt at precisely the wrong moment.

Dan keyed his radio, voice barely audible. “Serj. Three contacts, north-east approach, advancing on your position. Unknown if friendly or hostile. Maintain stealth protocol.”

“Copy,” came Serj's whispered response. “We're at the culvert exit. Observing.”

Through his scope, Dan watched the CIA team continue their advance. They were good—proper spacing, weapons discipline, moving with the confidence of professionals executing a well-rehearsed plan. But they were also blind to the fact that another team was already operating in the same facility, creating the potential for catastrophic friendly fire if the two groups encountered each other in the darkness.

The CIA team reached the compound's perimeter fence, one operative producing tools whilst the others provided security. They'd obviously conducted their own reconnaissance, identified vulnerabilities, chosen tonight for their insertion. Professional military thinking following similar logic paths toward identical conclusions.

Which meant they were about to penetrate a facility that Serj and Omar were in the process of exiting, two covert operations colliding in hostile territory with neither team aware of the other's presence.

Dan made a decision that violated every operational security protocol but prevented something worse. He shifted his night vision scope, searching the darkness near the culvert outlet where Serj and Omar would be emerging. Found them—two shadows moving with professional stealth, approximately twenty metres from where the CIA team was preparing to cut through the fence.

Serj had already seen them. The Russian had frozen in place, hand signals directing Omar to hold position whilst he assessed the situation. Through his scope, Dan watched Serj's tactical calculation play across his posture—three armed operatives advancing, unknown affiliation, potentially hostile, definitely complicating extraction.

The CIA team's point man began cutting through the fence, the soft snick of bolt cutters barely audible but clearly visible through night vision. They were perhaps sixty seconds from breaching the perimeter, at which point they'd be inside the compound whilst Serj and Omar were trying to exit through the culvert.

Through his scope, Dan watched Serj assess the situation with tactical precision. The Russian couldn't allow the CIA team to enter—not whilst he and Omar needed extraction, and not without preventing the collision that would alert the compound. But intercepting them outside the fence offered better control than a confrontation inside the perimeter.

Serj moved with the decisive speed of someone who'd calculated every variable and committed to action. He ghosted through the darkness, positioning himself near the fence opening the CIA team was creating, using the cut itself as his interception point. Omar remained at the culvert exit, weapon ready, trusting his partner's judgement.

The CIA point man completed his cut, creating an opening large enough for entry. He gestured to his companions, then moved through the gap, weapon raised, scanning for threats inside the compound.

Serj hit him the moment he cleared the fence.

The takedown was brutally efficient and completely silent. Serj's hand clamped over the operative's mouth from behind whilst his other arm wrapped around in a restraint hold that prevented both sound and effective resistance. The man struggled briefly before Serj applied pressure to his carotid artery—not enough to cause permanent damage, but sufficient to induce unconsciousness within seconds.

The other two CIA operatives froze mid-movement, still outside the fence, weapons rising toward the threat. But Serj was already positioning himself, using the unconscious man's body as partial cover whilst his free hand displayed an empty palm—universal signal for non-hostile intent, though his control of their point man suggested he could make it hostile instantly if required.

Cole—the team leader, Dan assumed—kept his weapon trained on Serj but didn't fire. Professional discipline overriding instinct, his tactical mind processing the situation at speed. Foreign operative, western equipment, interception executed with precision suggesting elite training rather than standard Venezuelan military. Not an enemy, but definitely not an ally they'd been informed about.

Serj carefully lowered the unconscious operative to the ground just inside the fence, then straightened slowly, hands visible, posture suggesting capability whilst projecting restraint. His voice, when it came, was barely above a whisper but carried clearly in the jungle silence.

“You're walking into a parallel operation. Stand down or risk compromising both missions and getting a captured operative killed.”

Cole studied Serj for three seconds that stretched toward uncomfortable, tactical mind clearly processing implications. His hand remained near his weapon, ready but not committed. “And you would be?”

“Agency,” Serj replied, the single word carrying deliberate ambiguity. Not which agency, not which government—just enough to suggest official sanction whilst leaving interpretation open. “Currently extracting from the facility you're about to enter. The bodies you're after have been confirmed and will be recovered. Your insertion compromises that extraction and risks alerting the compound to foreign presence.”

“Says the man who just disabled one of my operators,” Cole observed, though his tone carried professional assessment rather than anger.

“Says the man who prevented you from breaching a facility whilst another team was inside, which would have triggered exactly the kind of alert that gets everyone killed.” Serj's posture remained relaxed but ready. “Your man will wake up in ten minutes with nothing worse than a headache. But if you continue this insertion, you'll compromise our operation and likely get captured in the trap that's been set for you.”

Cole's companion had his weapon trained on Serj, but his eyes kept flicking to the compound, clearly aware that this conversation was occurring dangerously close to Venezuelan guards. “We have authorisation for this operation,” he said quietly.

“Then your authorisation is based on incomplete intelligence,” Serj replied. “Venezuelan forces know you're in-country. They're allowing your approach because they want to catch you in the act—evidence of American covert operations they can use for international propaganda. You have approximately eight hours before that trap closes.”

“And how would you know that?” Cole asked, scepticism evident but not dismissive.

“Same source that told us about Sarah Moreau,” Serj said, watching Cole's reaction to the name. “She's alive. Being held by militia forces approximately thirty kilometres from here. We have a team closing on her location now, coordinating extraction with our recovery of the bodies. If you trigger an alert at this compound—either by getting caught or by conducting your own extraction—the militia holding her will execute her before we can reach her.”

Cole's expression shifted, professional calculation mixing with something more personal. Moreau was CIA, one of their own, and the confirmation she was alive changed every equation. “You're certain she's alive?”

“Intelligence from a Venezuelan military source with direct access,” Serj replied. “Same source that provided the facility layout, guard rotations, and the trap information. Everything he's given us has been accurate. Moreau is alive, but the situation is time-critical and requires coordination between operations.”

Dan watched the exchange through his scope, finger resting near his radio in case he needed to provide support. But Serj had the situation controlled, professional credibility and tactical logic doing more to convince the CIA team than threats could accomplish.

Cole studied Serj for another long moment, then glanced at his downed companion and the compound beyond. His tactical calculation showed clearly—insert now with unknown complications from another team's presence, or stand down based on intelligence from an unknown source. Neither option appealed, but one kept his people alive and avoided catastrophic mission compromise.

“Who confirms the bodies are recovered?” Cole asked finally.

“We do. Tomorrow morning, coordinated with another operation. You'll receive notification through your chain of command within twelve hours of extraction completion.”

“And if you fail?”

“Then you're welcome to try with full knowledge of the enhanced security that will result from our failure,” Serj replied. “But we won't fail.”

Cole made his decision with the same professional assessment that had got him this far. “We're pulling back. But if this goes wrong, if Moreau isn't extracted—”

“Then you can tell everyone you warned us,” Serj interrupted. “But she will be extracted, and the bodies will be recovered. You have my word as an operator.”

Omar had emerged from the shadows during the conversation, his presence adding weight to Serj's position. Two foreign operators, professional equipment, confidence suggesting capability rather than bravado. The CIA team's remaining conscious operative lowered his weapon slightly, recognising that escalation served no one's interests.

“Your man?” Cole asked, gesturing to the unconscious operative.

“He'll wake naturally. No permanent effects beyond wounded pride.” Serj's tone suggested this wasn't the first time he'd rendered someone unconscious for tactical purposes. “I recommend you establish observation from the treeline to the south. You'll see us complete tomorrow's extraction and can verify mission success before reporting to your superiors.”

Cole nodded once, the gesture carrying resignation and professional respect. He moved to check on his downed companion whilst his second operative maintained security. “Moreau better make it home,” he said quietly, not quite a threat.

“She will,” Serj replied with the flat certainty that characterised his every statement.

Serj gestured to Omar, and both men melted back into the jungle, moving with the same silence that had brought them to this point. Dan tracked their movement through his scope until they were clear of the compound perimeter, then shifted attention back to the CIA team.

Cole and his companion were already withdrawing, carrying their unconscious teammate with professional efficiency. They'd return to their staging area, report the contact, and wait for confirmation of mission success or failure. The encounter had lasted perhaps five minutes, but it had prevented a collision that could have compromised both operations catastrophically.

Twenty minutes later, Serj and Omar materialised at Dan's observation position, appearing from the jungle with minimal sound despite navigating hostile territory. Both men looked focused but relaxed, the professional calm of operators who'd just executed a high-risk reconnaissance successfully.

“Bodies confirmed,” Serj reported quietly. “Three bags in basement storage, exactly matching Ruiz's intelligence. Omar planted charges on searchlight control boxes—radio detonators, ten-second blackout when activated. CIA team has been convinced to stand down.”

“I saw,” Dan replied. “Professional handling. They're unlikely to interfere further.”

Omar pulled out his technical equipment, showing Dan the detonator controls and frequency settings. “These are keyed to three separate explosive charges. When you activate, we'll have ten seconds of complete darkness before backup generators engage. Should be enough for final extraction from the culvert.”

Dan studied the equipment, then returned his attention to the compound. Everything was in place—target confirmed, extraction route verified, diversion prepared, and competing operations neutralised. Tomorrow's mission could proceed as planned, pending Dave's team successfully locating and extracting Sarah Moreau.

“We pull back to secondary position,” Dan said. “Get some rest. Tomorrow's going to be complicated enough without operating on zero sleep.”

They withdrew from the treeline with the same care that had brought them to this point, erasing their presence and establishing position at the fallback observation post. The compound continued its routines below, guards unaware that foreign operators had penetrated their facility, confirmed their stored intelligence, and prepared tomorrow's battlefield.

Dan settled into his position, checking his watch. Oh-one-thirty. In approximately twelve hours, assuming Dave's team successfully located Sarah Moreau, they'd conduct the coordinated extraction that had brought them to Venezuela. Bodies recovered, captive rescued, international incident prevented.

The jungle breathed around them, patient and unforgiving. Somewhere in that darkness, Dave's team was closing on their own objective. And somewhere in the treeline to the south, the CIA team was establishing observation to verify tomorrow's mission success.

Everything balanced on the edge of a knife, waiting for dawn and the signal that would transform careful preparation into violent action.

But for now, there was only waiting, watching, and the quiet confidence of professionals who'd confirmed their mission was possible, their intelligence accurate, and their extraction route viable.

Tomorrow would bring its own complications. Tonight, they'd done everything preparation could accomplish.
The Militia Camp

The Land Cruiser sat motionless in the jungle shadows, engine killed, only the soft tap of keys breaking the oppressive silence. Anya perched in the back seat, laptop balanced on her knees, configuring the drone that represented their best chance of locating Sarah Moreau without alerting the militia camp somewhere below. Dawn had arrived two hours ago, bringing with it the realisation that time had become their primary enemy.

Dave stood beside the vehicle, studying the jungle canopy whilst his mind processed tactical variables. Twelve hours since they'd confirmed the approximate location. Twenty-four hours since Dan's team had been forced to delay their body recovery. Every additional hour increased the probability that something would change—Sarah moved, militia patterns shifting, the window for coordinated extraction closing.

Alicia conducted her own preparations with methodical precision, arranging medical supplies in her kit according to priority of need. Her expression carried the particular focus of someone who'd treated trauma patients before, who understood that physical injuries were often the least complicated damage to address.

“Drone's ready,” Anya announced, fingers still moving across the keyboard. “High-altitude reconnaissance. We'll get a complete overview of the camp layout before deciding approach vectors.”

Dave nodded once. “Do it.”

The quad-copter rose almost silently from Anya's hands, its electric motors providing just enough thrust to lift it above the canopy. Within seconds it had disappeared from view, climbing to an altitude where its presence would be dismissed as a bird by anyone who noticed it at all.

Anya's screen flickered to life, displaying the drone's high-resolution camera feed. Jungle stretched in every direction, an unbroken sea of green punctuated by the occasional river tributary. Then the clearing appeared—a rough oval carved from the vegetation, perhaps two hundred metres across at its widest point.

“There,” Dave said, though Anya had already centred the camera on the encampment.

The militia camp occupied the clearing's southern section, positioned to take advantage of river access whilst maintaining jungle concealment on three sides. From altitude, it looked almost temporary—canvas tents arranged in loose clusters, no permanent structures, minimal fortification. But the presence of guards and the disciplined movement patterns suggested something more organised than a transient smuggling operation.

Anya zoomed the camera, her fingers dancing across the keyboard. “Approximately thirty personnel visible. Standard militia composition—mix of former military and local recruits. No heavy weapons I can identify, just small arms. Tents arranged by function rather than strict military protocol.”

Dave studied the layout, his IT professional's brain automatically creating mental maps and categorising information. Sleeping tents clustered near the northern perimeter. A larger tent serving as mess hall or command post. Supply storage near the eastern edge. And there, isolated at the southern corner closest to the jungle—

“That one,” Dave said, pointing to the screen though Anya had already focused on it.

The tent sat apart from the others, positioned as if deliberately separated from camp activities. Two guards stood at its entrance, their posture suggesting alertness rather than the bored casualness displayed by most of the camp's personnel. They weren't guarding supplies or equipment. They were guarding someone.

“Thermal imaging,” Anya said, switching the drone's camera mode. The screen shifted to blues and reds, heat signatures rendered in false colour. Most of the camp showed the scattered warmth of people moving through their routines. But the isolated tent displayed two heat sources—one large, one slightly smaller, both human-sized.

“Two people inside,” Anya confirmed, studying the thermal patterns. “One appears to be stationary whilst the other is moving.”

They watched for several minutes, the thermal camera documenting patterns. Then the larger heat signature moved toward the tent entrance and disappeared from view—someone leaving. Anya switched back to optical zoom.

Dave felt something cold settle in his chest—not quite relief, more like grim confirmation. Sarah Moreau was in that tent, had been for weeks based on Ruiz's intelligence, enduring circumstances his imagination provided details for despite his attempts to maintain professional detachment.

Alicia moved to study the screen over Anya's shoulder. “Guard positioning suggests they're keeping her isolated from the main camp. Whether that's for security or…” She trailed off, not completing the thought that all three of them understood.

The drone continued its surveillance, circling at sufficient altitude to avoid detection whilst Anya documented patrol patterns, guard rotations, and the camp's daily rhythms. Most of the militia fighters moved with the casual efficiency of people following routine rather than expecting trouble. The central fire pit served as a natural gathering point, weapons leaning against logs whilst men talked and smoked. Near the command tent, someone was checking supplies—ammunition crates and food stores that suggested they'd been in position for weeks rather than days.

But it was the isolated tent that held Dave's attention. The two guards maintained their positions with noticeably better discipline than their comrades, eyes scanning the jungle perimeter, hands never far from their weapons. They knew what they were guarding. They knew its value.

As Dave watched, a figure emerged from the tent.

The soldier was young, mid-twenties, his grin visible even from the drone's altitude as he adjusted his belt with casual movements that suggested he'd just completed some routine task. He exchanged words with the guards, all three men laughing at something, the body language suggesting crude humour shared among people comfortable with each other.

Dave's vision narrowed, his conscious thought process briefly overtaken by a cold fury that felt remarkably similar to what he'd experienced in the Turkish compound when he'd found Mei Lin. The casual way the soldier fastened his belt. The laughter from the guards. The timing that suggested—

“Bastards,” Anya whispered, her knuckles white where her hands gripped the laptop. She didn't elaborate. She didn't need to.

Alicia's expression had hardened into something professionally calm but fundamentally cold. “When we extract her, medical treatment will be the least complicated aspect of recovery.”

Dave forced his breathing to remain steady, channelling the rage into tactical focus rather than letting it cloud judgement. Getting angry wouldn't help Sarah. Speed, precision, and the willingness to do whatever was necessary—those would bring her home.

“We move tonight,” Dave said, his voice carrying that particular flatness that emerged when emotion had to be suppressed for operational necessity. “Can't wait for better circumstances. Every additional hour she's in there is unacceptable.”

Anya nodded, already adjusting the drone's flight pattern to document approach routes. “I'll keep it airborne as long as battery permits. We need complete intelligence on guard rotations and patrol patterns. The camp isn't heavily fortified—no fences, minimal defensive positions. If we approach from the south, we can use the jungle for concealment up to approximately twenty metres from the tent.”

“Guard response time?” Dave asked.

“Assuming they hear gunfire or an alarm, I'd estimate fifteen to thirty seconds before armed response arrives from the main camp. The guards at the tent itself are our primary concern—taking them down has to be silent and simultaneous.”

Dave ran the calculations. Twenty metres of open ground between jungle edge and the target tent. Two alert guards who'd proven they took their duty seriously. Approximately thirty militia fighters in the main camp who'd converge on any disturbance. Sarah Moreau inside the tent, condition unknown but certainly requiring immediate medical attention and support.

“Right,” Dave said, decision crystallising. “Alicia, you position twenty metres inside the treeline with medical kit ready. The moment we have Sarah, you stabilise her for transport. Anya, you provide overwatch and cover from fifteen metres out—if anyone responds from the main camp before we're clear, you delay them.”

“And you?” Alicia asked, though the answer was obvious.

“I take down both guards simultaneously, extract Sarah from the tent, and carry her to your position. Total operation time from me leaving the treeline to us being back in the jungle: ninety seconds maximum.”

Anya studied the drone feed again, tracking the guards’ movements. “They're not sloppy, but they're also not expecting immediate threat. If you approach during the evening meal service—approximately eighteen hundred hours based on current patterns—most of the camp will be focused on food distribution. Best window we'll have.”

The day stretched ahead with agonising slowness. They couldn't maintain position this close to the camp indefinitely—the longer they stayed, the higher the probability of detection by militia patrols or random chance. But rushing the operation with incomplete intelligence would guarantee failure.

Anya kept the drone airborne in shifts, landing it periodically to swap batteries whilst documenting everything observable about the camp's routines. Guard rotations occurred every four hours. The isolated tent received visitors approximately every two hours—always male, always emerging with that same casual satisfaction that made Dave's jaw clench. Sarah remained inside, her thermal signature showing minimal movement, suggesting either physical restraint or psychological shutdown.

Seventeen hundred hours arrived with the sun beginning its descent toward the horizon. The camp's routines shifted subtly as evening approached—less movement between tents, people gathering near the central fire pit for the meal service Anya had predicted. The guards at the isolated tent remained at their posts, but their attention had drifted slightly toward the main camp, drawn by the social activity and the promise of food.

“Operational window opening in forty-five minutes,” Anya reported. “Guard alertness is lowest during meal service. Lighting conditions will be transitioning from full daylight to dusk—good for concealment whilst maintaining sufficient visibility for precision work.”

Dave conducted final equipment checks with automatic movements refined through training. His Glock 17 sat in its holster, suppressed and loaded, though he hoped not to use it. Speed and physical capability would handle the guards more silently than firearms. The weapon existed as backup, insurance against complications.

Alicia arranged her medical kit one final time, verifying supplies for trauma treatment, shock management, and emergency stabilisation. “When you bring her out, I'll need two minutes for initial assessment and treatment before we can move. If she's been… if her physical injuries are severe, attempting transport without stabilisation could kill her.”

“Understood,” Dave replied. “I'll buy you whatever time you need.”

Eighteen hundred hours approached with jungle sounds shifting from diurnal to nocturnal species. The militia camp's activity centred almost entirely on the fire pit now, voices carrying through the evening air as men collected food and settled in for their meal. The isolated tent's guards remained at their posts, but one had turned slightly toward the camp, watching the social activity with visible longing.

“Window is open,” Anya confirmed. “Guards are at minimum alertness. Camp is distracted. Lighting conditions are optimal.”

Dave rose from his position, muscles responding to commands with the casual ease that still felt foreign after three years. “Maintain drone observation. If this goes wrong, and I'm compromised, do not attempt rescue. Extract to the Land Cruiser and inform Dan that the operation failed.”

“Dave—” Anya started.

“Not negotiable,” Dave interrupted. “Sarah's rescue doesn't work if everyone gets captured or killed attempting it.”

Neither woman argued, though Alicia's expression suggested she disagreed with the calculus. Dave didn't wait for further discussion. He moved into the jungle, using the dense vegetation for concealment whilst navigating toward the camp's southern perimeter.

The twenty metres between treeline and tent stretched ahead like something from a nightmare—open ground, minimal cover, two armed guards who'd proven themselves more alert than their companions. Dave's enhanced vision picked out details in the fading light: the nervous way the left guard shifted his weight, the right guard's hand resting on his rifle's pistol grip, the canvas tent showing stress points where internal structure met external stakes.

The evening light painted everything in amber and shadow, depth perception becoming unreliable as the sun dropped behind the treeline. Dave used the transition, counting seconds in his head whilst watching the guards’ attention cycles. Left guard scans jungle. Right guard checks tent entrance. Both look toward main camp. Pattern repeats every ninety seconds with minor variations.

Dave waited for the pattern's optimal moment, then moved.

Ninety metres covered in seconds that felt simultaneously too fast and agonisingly slow. His boots made minimal sound against the jungle floor, his approach angled to use the tent itself as concealment from the main camp's line of sight. The guards’ attention remained focused elsewhere—left guard still watching the jungle's wrong section, right guard turned slightly toward the camp's activities.

Dave hit them simultaneously.

His left hand caught the first guard's throat, crushing the trachea before sound could form. His right fist connected with the second guard's temple with calculated force—enough to induce immediate unconsciousness but not enough to cause skull fracture that could result in death. Both men dropped within two seconds, their weapons clattering against the ground with sounds that would alert anyone paying attention.

Dave froze, listening. Voices continued from the main camp, undisturbed. No shouts of alarm. No movement suggesting the guards’ collapse had been observed.

He grabbed the tent's entrance flap and stepped inside.

The smell hit him first—sweat, fear, urine, and something else he couldn't quite identify but recognised from too many trauma situations. The tent's interior held minimal furnishing: a sleeping mat in one corner, a bucket that served purposes Dave didn't want to examine, and Sarah Moreau.

She huddled in the corner furthest from the entrance, wrists bound with rope that had rubbed her skin raw. Her clothes—what remained of them—were torn and stained. Bruises covered visible skin in patterns that told stories Dave's mind automatically catalogued before forcing the analysis aside. Her face, pale beneath the bruising, showed the particular blankness of someone whose mind had retreated somewhere safer than reality.

“Sarah,” Dave whispered, moving toward her slowly, hands visible, posture suggesting help rather than threat. “I'm getting you out of here.”

Her eyes focused on him briefly, recognition flickering before being swallowed by the defensive blankness. She flinched when he knelt beside her, body tensing against violence it had learned to expect.

“My name is Dave. I'm with an agency that's been looking for you.” He kept his voice low, steady, projecting calm competence rather than urgency. “I'm going to cut these ropes, then carry you to where medical help is waiting. You're safe now. Do you understand?”

No response. Her eyes tracked his movements but showed no comprehension, no relief, nothing beyond the automated survival responses of someone who'd endured too much for too long.

Dave pulled his knife and cut through the ropes binding her wrists, moving with careful precision to avoid contact that might trigger panic. The ropes fell away, revealing raw flesh where she'd struggled against restraint. Fresh injuries overlaying older scars.

“I'm going to pick you up now,” Dave said, maintaining the same steady tone. “We need to move quickly. If you can hold onto me, that helps. If you can't, that's alright too.”

He slid one arm under her knees, the other supporting her back, then lifted. She weighed almost nothing—combination of natural build and  week of inadequate nutrition. Her body remained rigid, muscles locked in defensive tension, but she didn't fight the movement.

Dave turned toward the tent entrance, Sarah cradled against his chest, and found himself facing five militia fighters who'd apparently decided to check on their captive.

Time slowed in the way it sometimes did during combat, Dave's perception accelerating whilst the world around him moved through honey. Five men, weapons carried casually but ready. Expressions shifting from surprise to calculation to aggressive intent. The mathematical certainty that if any of them fired, the entire camp would respond within seconds.

“Anya!” Dave barked into his radio. “Get Sarah and go! Take her to Alicia!”

He couldn't use his full speed whilst carrying Sarah—the acceleration would injure her more than help. But he pivoted, using his body to shield her whilst his free hand grabbed the nearest fighter's rifle and yanked it from his grip. The weapon's sling caught on the man's neck, pulling him off-balance directly into Dave's path.

The second fighter managed to raise his weapon before Dave's improvised shield—the first fighter's body—crashed into him. Both men went down in a tangle of limbs and rifles, blocking the tent entrance for precious seconds.

Dave didn't wait to see if the remaining three would overcome their surprise. He sprinted toward the treeline, Sarah held against his chest, the sounds of shouting erupting behind him as the camp finally registered that something had gone catastrophically wrong.

Anya appeared from the shadows like a ghost, her arms reaching for Sarah. “Give her to me!”

Dave transferred Sarah to Anya's grip, watching as she immediately began moving deeper into the jungle where Alicia waited with her medical kit. Sarah remained limp, unconscious or in shock, her body showing every abuse she'd endured.

Behind them, the militia camp came alive. Men poured from tents, weapons raised, voices shouting orders and questions. The isolated tent's guards had recovered, adding their shouts to the chaos. Within seconds, the entire camp would be organised and pursuing.

Dave turned back toward the clearing.

“Dave, no!” Anya's voice came sharp through the darkness. “We extract together!”

“Not with Sarah,” Dave replied, his voice carrying that cold flatness that meant the decision was made. “They follow you to the Land Cruiser, she doesn't survive the rough extraction. I'm buying time. Get her to Alicia, stabilise her, and move to the fallback position. I'll find you when it's done.”

“Dave—”

“Go!” The command cut through any argument. “That's an order. Get her out of here.”

Anya hesitated for one second, professional training warring with personal concern. Then she turned and disappeared into the jungle, Sarah cradled in her arms, moving with the speed of someone who understood that Dave's sacrifice was meaningless if she didn't use the time he was buying.

Dave stepped back into the clearing.

The effect was immediate. The searching militia fighters stopped their advance toward the jungle, attention focusing on the single figure who'd just walked out of cover they'd been preparing to enter. Confusion played across faces—one man couldn't be stupid enough to face thirty armed fighters. Therefore, it must be a trap, or a distraction, or something else that required caution rather than immediate violence.

“Your prisoner is gone,” Dave said, voice carrying across the clearing with deliberate calm. “She's receiving medical treatment and will be evacuated. You have two choices: let us leave in peace, or discover why attacking was a mistake.”

One of the fighters—older, bearing the confidence of leadership—laughed with genuine humour. “You threaten us? Alone?”

“I'm giving you the chance to walk away,” Dave replied. “That's more mercy than you showed her.”

The leader's laughter died. His hand moved toward his rifle's trigger. “Kill him.”

The first shots rang out, and Dave's world contracted to violence, and rage. The terrible knowledge that he was about to discover exactly how far his control extended when facing three dozen armed men who'd just lost their most valuable asset.
Unleashed

The first volley of gunfire erupted with the ragged discipline of militia fighters rather than trained soldiers—multiple weapons firing at slightly different moments, creating a staccato rhythm that echoed across the clearing. Muzzle flashes lit the gathering darkness as perhaps fifteen rifles opened fire on the single figure standing between them and the jungle where their valuable captive had just disappeared.

Dave didn't flinch.

The bullets struck him—chest, shoulders, face—with impacts that would have killed any normal person instantly. He felt each one as pressure rather than penetration, his skin turning aside rifle rounds the way armour plate stopped pistol fire. His shirt shredded under the sustained barrage, fabric disintegrating to reveal skin that showed no wounds, no blood, nothing beyond the force-induced movement of being struck repeatedly by high-velocity projectiles.

The militia fighters’ weapons clicked empty one by one, magazines exhausted in the panic-driven response to a threat their training hadn't prepared them for. In the sudden silence, Dave could hear their breathing—rapid, frightened, the sound of men realising that everything they understood about how violence worked had just stopped applying.

Dave's jaw clenched, muscles working as he tried to form words. Nothing came out. The rage burning in his chest was too complete, too all-consuming—it had locked his throat, made speech impossible. He could only stand there, fists clenched, letting them see what was coming.

The militia leader—the older man who'd laughed moments ago—stared at Dave with eyes that showed the particular terror of someone watching reality break. His hands trembled as he fumbled with a fresh magazine, trying to reload whilst his tactical brain struggled to process what he'd just witnessed.

“Kill him!” The order came out as a scream rather than a command, desperation overwhelming whatever authority he'd maintained before. “Kill him!”

Dave moved.

The distance between him and the nearest fighter—perhaps eight metres—disappeared in less than two seconds. The man was still trying to reload when Dave's fist connected with his chest, the impact producing an audible crack as ribs shattered beneath the blow. The fighter flew backwards, body ragdolling through the air before striking a tent support with force that collapsed the structure around him.

A bayonet thrust came from Dave's left, the blade aimed at his throat with the precision of someone who'd trained in close-quarters combat. Dave caught the rifle mid-thrust, his hand closing around the barrel with grip strength that bent metal. He yanked the weapon from the fighter's grasp, the sudden reversal of momentum pulling the man off-balance. Dave's follow-up strike—an elbow to the temple—ended the threat with clinical efficiency.

Another fighter rushed him, screaming something in Spanish that Dave's tactical brain catalogued as either profanity or prayer. The man swung his rifle like a club, aiming for Dave's skull with the desperate strength of someone who'd stopped thinking tactically and started fighting for survival. Dave let the rifle connect, the wooden stock shattering against his head with an impact that should have fractured his skull. The fighter stared at his broken weapon, mind trying to process this impossibility, before Dave's fist ended his confusion with an uppercut that lifted him off his feet.

The next few seconds dissolved into choreographed violence—not the wild brawling of untrained fighters but the controlled brutality of someone who'd learned to use impossible physical capabilities with tactical precision. Dave moved through the militia fighters like a force of nature, each strike calibrated for maximum efficiency. A punch to the solar plexus that folded a man in half. A grab and throw that sent another fighter crashing into three of his companions. A twist and snap of a rifle that transformed it from weapon to shrapnel before Dave used the broken barrel as a club.

But beneath the tactical control, something darker was building.

The memory of Sarah in that tent—bound, bruised, her eyes empty of everything except trauma—kept surfacing through Dave's professional detachment. The soldier fastening his belt. The guards laughing. The casual cruelty of men who'd systematically destroyed another human being for entertainment and profit.

Dave's next punch hit harder than it needed to. The fighter's jaw didn't just break—it shattered, bone fragments visible through torn flesh as the man spun to the ground. Dave felt the crunch resonate up his arm, felt the satisfaction of it, and that satisfaction scared him more than the violence itself.

Another fighter tried to run, dropping his weapon and sprinting toward the jungle's edge. Dave caught him in three strides, grabbing the back of his vest and yanking him off his feet with force that would have dislocated joints on anyone less sturdy. The man's scream cut off when Dave slammed him into the ground, the impact driving air from lungs and consciousness from his brain.

A rifle butt caught Dave across the back of his head—one of the few fighters still thinking tactically enough to attack from behind. The blow would have crushed a normal skull. Instead, the rifle's stock shattered against Dave's invulnerable bone, wood splintering across his shoulders whilst his head barely registered the impact. Dave spun, his fist already in motion, connecting with the fighter's sternum with a crack that echoed across the clearing. The man folded, blood spraying from his mouth as broken ribs punched into organs they were meant to protect.

Ten seconds. Perhaps fifteen. The militia camp's organised resistance had collapsed into panicked flight and dying groans. Bodies lay scattered across the clearing—some unconscious, some writhing in pain, a few ominously still in ways that suggested Dave's control had slipped further than he'd intended.

And then Dave saw him.

The soldier from the tent. The one who'd emerged fastening his belt, laughing with the guards about whatever he'd just done to Sarah Moreau. He'd been trying to flee into the jungle but had frozen when he'd realised the screaming behind him had stopped. Now he stood at the clearing's edge, rifle half-raised, eyes wide with the recognition that the impossible man destroying his camp had noticed him specifically.

Something in Dave's brain shifted. Not quite snapped—that would imply loss of control he didn't feel. This was more like a door opening onto something he'd kept locked, a deliberate choice to stop holding back, to let the rage have what it wanted.

The soldier fired, emptying his magazine in a panicked burst that should have killed Dave three times over. Bullets struck face, throat, chest—each impact producing the now-familiar sensation of pressure without penetration. Dave walked forward through the barrage, each step deliberate, letting the soldier empty his weapon whilst knowing it wouldn't matter.

The rifle clicked empty. The soldier stared at it, then at Dave, then threw the weapon aside and turned to run.

Dave caught him before he'd taken three steps.

His left hand closed around the soldier's throat, lifting him off his feet with the casual ease of someone picking up a bag of shopping. The soldier's hands clawed at Dave's wrist, boots kicking uselessly at air, his face already darkening as pressure cut off blood flow to his brain. But Dave held him there, suspended, letting him feel what was coming.

His left hand closed around the soldier's throat, lifting him off his feet with the casual ease of someone picking up a bag of shopping. The soldier's hands clawed at Dave's wrist, boots kicking uselessly at air, his face already darkening as pressure cut off blood flow to his brain. But Dave held him there, suspended, letting him feel what was coming.

Dave's mouth opened, trying to form words—trying to tell this man exactly what he was about to pay for, exactly why this was happening. But the rage was too complete. No sound came out except a low growl that barely qualified as human. The soldier's eyes bulged, recognition mixing with terror as he understood exactly who Dave was talking about even without words, understood exactly what was about to happen because of it.

Dave's right hand shot out, grabbing between the soldier's legs with grip strength that had bent rifle barrels. He squeezed.

The soldier's scream was high-pitched, inhuman—the sound of agony so complete it transcended language. His body convulsed in Dave's grip, legs kicking with desperate strength that meant nothing against invulnerable flesh. Blood ran between Dave's fingers, warm and slick, the sensation producing revulsion and satisfaction in equal measure.

Dave squeezed harder.

The wet crushing sound—like a pomegranate being compressed in a vice—was drowned out by the soldier's shrieking. His eyes rolled back, body trying to shut down to escape pain that nervous systems weren't designed to process. But Dave kept him conscious through pressure on his throat, careful not to choke him out, wanting him to feel every second of this.

The wet crushing sound—like a pomegranate being compressed in a vice—was drowned out by the soldier's shrieking. His eyes rolled back, body trying to shut down to escape pain that nervous systems weren't designed to process. But Dave kept him conscious through pressure on his throat, careful not to choke him out, wanting him to feel every second of this even as his own throat remained locked, unable to voice the words burning in his mind.

One final squeeze, Dave's fist closing completely, crushing tissue into ruined meat. The soldier's body went limp finally, unconscious from pain that exceeded his brain's capacity to process. Dave let him drop, watching him crumple into the dirt, groin a bloody mess that would never heal properly even if he somehow survived the next few hours.

Dave stood over him, breathing hard—not from exertion but from the adrenaline and rage still coursing through his system. His right hand was covered in blood to the wrist, gore dripping from his fingers onto the jungle floor. The soldier was still alive, chest rising and falling with shallow breaths, but the damage Dave had inflicted would define whatever existence he had left.

The clearing had gone quiet. The few militia fighters still conscious had fled, disappearing into the jungle with the desperate speed of men who'd witnessed something that broke their understanding of warfare. The wounded remained—perhaps eight or nine men scattered across the clearing, moaning or unconscious, no longer threats.

Dave looked at his bloody hand, watching it shake slightly with aftershocks of controlled violence. He'd crossed a line tonight. Multiple lines. In Turkey, rescuing Mei Lin, he'd injured the Russians—broken bones, shattered joints, damage that would take months of recovery and physio. Even that level of violence had scared him, had made him question what he was becoming.

Tonight he'd gone further. Much further.

Bodies lay scattered across the clearing. Some unconscious. Some broken beyond repair. And some—his mind shied away from counting them, from cataloguing which blows had been controlled and which had been delivered with force that exceeded human survivability.

He'd killed. Not injured. Not incapacitated. Killed.

The realisation settled into his stomach like ice. During the violence, it had felt like lightning in his veins—righteous, necessary, justified. The rage had burned so hot it had consumed thought itself, left him operating on pure instinct and fury.

Now, standing in the ruins of what he'd done, it felt like a crushing blow to his soul.

He forced himself to move, turned away from the broken soldier. He still had to finish the job. Prevent any radio chatter from the camp. He sought the radio tent, easily distinguishable by the wiring from the portable mast, and set about disabling it. During its destruction, it seemed almost gentle compared to how he'd handled people. He smashed the radio equipment with slow blows, flattening the casing and crushing and shattering the internals. The backup unit. The satellite phone. Every piece of communications equipment in the camp received the same methodical treatment.

The final walk toward the treeline where Anya and Alicia had taken Sarah. Each step felt heavier than the last, his tactical brain trying to reassert professional detachment whilst the rest of his mind processed what he'd just discovered about himself.

The jungle swallowed him, darkness and vegetation creating separation from the ruined camp behind him. Somewhere ahead, his teammates were stabilising Sarah, preparing her for the long extraction to Mabaruma and safety. Somewhere behind, militia fighters were either fleeing or dying, their camp destroyed by a single man who'd proven that all their weapons and training meant nothing against someone whose skin turned aside bullets.

Dave found them twenty metres into the jungle—Anya keeping watch with her pistol whilst Alicia worked over Sarah with the focused intensity of a trauma surgeon conducting triage in impossible conditions. Sarah lay on an improvised stretcher, unconscious or in shock, her body showing every abuse she'd endured through bandages that couldn't quite hide the damage.

Alicia looked up as Dave approached, her professional assessment taking in his condition in seconds—blood-covered hands, shredded clothing, the particular tension in his posture that suggested violence not yet fully processed. “You're not injured,” she said, not quite a question.

“No.” The word came out rough, the first sound he'd managed since the violence started. His throat felt raw, as if the rage had burned it on the way through. “Sarah?”

“Stable. Physical trauma is extensive but survivable with proper medical facilities. The psychological damage…” Alicia let the sentence die, its completion obvious to everyone present.

Anya stood from her overwatch position, holstering her weapon but keeping her tactical awareness active. “Camp?”

“Destroyed. Most fled into the jungle. Some dead. Some…” Dave looked at his bloody hand, still shaking slightly. “Some won't die but will wish they had.”

Anya followed his gaze to the blood, her expression showing understanding without judgement. She'd been Spetsnaz, had conducted operations in Chechnya and Syria that Dave had only read about in redacted reports. Whatever violence he'd just committed, she'd seen worse and probably delivered it herself.

“We need to move,” Anya said, bringing them back to tactical necessity. “Venezuelan forces might investigate if anyone heard the firefight. And Sarah needs proper medical treatment as soon as possible.”

Dave nodded, trying to force his mind back into professional mode. “Alicia, how long until we can transport her?”

“Now, if necessary. I've administered sedatives for pain management and to prevent psychological shock from compounding physical trauma. The IV will maintain hydration and blood pressure during transport. She'll survive the rough road if we're careful.”

They began preparing for extraction, each team member falling into practised roles. Dave shouldered the stretcher's front end, using his strength to make what would normally require multiple people manageable. The physical exertion helped, gave the rage somewhere to go that wasn't destructive, wasn't violent.

The journey back to the Land Cruiser took thirty minutes of careful progress through hostile terrain. Dave carried his end of the stretcher in complete silence, his mind replaying what he'd done in that clearing on an endless loop. The kills. The brutality. The soldier from Sarah's tent and what Dave had done to him whilst watching him scream.

And underneath all of it, the satisfaction. The rightness of it. The part of him that had enjoyed delivering that violence, that wanted more of it, that saw nothing wrong with what he'd done because the targets had deserved it.

That realisation kept circling back, unavoidable: he'd liked it. Not lost control and done something regrettable—he'd chosen it, executed it with precision, and felt satisfaction watching it happen.

The Land Cruiser appeared through the foliage. They loaded Sarah with practised efficiency, Alicia arranging her position whilst monitoring vitals. Dave slid behind the wheel, hands gripping the steering wheel with pressure that bent the metal slightly before he caught himself and eased off. Even his unconscious movements were becoming dangerous, strength responding to emotional state in ways he still couldn't fully control.

“Ready?” he asked, not turning around.

“Ready,” Alicia confirmed from the back seat. “Maintain steady speed, avoid sharp turns. She's stable but fragile.”

They drove in silence for the first hour, each person processing the mission through their particular lens. Anya studied intelligence reports on her laptop whilst maintaining situational awareness. Alicia monitored Sarah's condition, adjusting IV flow and checking bandages. Dave focused on navigating terrain that seemed designed to prevent rapid travel, the Land Cruiser's suspension working overtime against roads that barely qualified as paths.

Finally, Anya spoke. “The camp?”

Dave kept his eyes on the road. “Destroyed. Fifteen to twenty casualties. Most fled into the jungle. They won't regroup.”

“And the one from the tent?”

Dave's hands tightened on the wheel, metal groaning before he forced himself to ease off. “He lived. But he'll never hurt anyone again.”

Anya was quiet for a moment, her tactical brain processing what hadn't been said. “You lost control?”

“No.” The word came out flat, certain. “That's what scares me. I didn't lose control at all. I knew exactly what I was doing, why I was doing it, and how much damage I was inflicting. And I enjoyed it.”
Shadows

The jungle pressed in from all sides, darkness so complete it seemed to have physical weight. Dan crouched in his overwatch position, the HK G28’s night vision scope providing a green-tinted window into the compound below. Twenty-three hundred hours. The guard rotation had completed thirty minutes ago, precisely on schedule, exactly as Ruiz's intelligence had documented. Every detail was holding—patrol patterns, searchlight sweeps, the forty-minute window during shift changes when surveillance of the drainage culvert would be minimal.

Omar and Serj had entered the compound an hour ago through that same culvert, moving with the practised silence of operators who'd conducted dozens of similar infiltrations. Dan had tracked their progress through thermal optics and brief radio checks—bodies confirmed in basement storage, searchlight charges planted, CIA team intercepted and convinced to stand down. Everything according to plan.

Now they waited for Dave's signal. Sarah Moreau secured. The final piece that would transform reconnaissance into action.

Dan's radio crackled with Dave's voice, carrying audible strain despite encryption. “Dan, this is Dave. Mission accomplished. Sarah Moreau is secured and receiving medical treatment. You are green-lit for recovery operation. Repeat, you are green for go.”

Relief flooded through Dan's professional calm. “Copy that, Dave. Confirm Sarah is secured and stable?”

“Confirmed. Alicia's treating her now. She'll survive.” A pause. “The militia camp is no longer operational. Significant casualties, but some fled into the jungle. Recommend you proceed with body recovery immediately before any complications develop.”

Dan processed the implications quickly. Dave's team had encountered resistance—”significant casualties” suggested violence that went beyond simple extraction. But Sarah was safe, which meant the coordination that had kept them waiting for two days had finally paid off.

“Understood. Moving to execute now. Well done, Dave.”

The line went quiet.

Dan keyed a different frequency, connecting with Omar and Serj who'd withdrawn to the secondary position after their reconnaissance. “We're green-lit. Dave's team has Sarah. Time to bring our people home.”

“Copy,” Omar replied, his voice carrying the particular focus of someone transitioning from waiting to action. “Charges are set, bodies confirmed in basement storage exactly where Ruiz indicated. Ready to execute.”

Dan checked his watch. Twenty-three-fifteen. The next guard rotation wouldn't occur until oh-two-hundred, giving them over two hours of operational window. But waiting wasn't an option—the longer they delayed, the higher the probability that something would change, that Venezuelan forces would detect unusual activity, that the narrow circumstances allowing success would shift into something impossible.

“We move in thirty minutes,” Dan decided. “Oh-hundred hours. Full dark, guards settled into routine, maximum time before next rotation.”

He shifted his position slightly, scanning the compound through his scope one final time before the operation commenced. The facility looked exactly as it had for the past forty-eight hours—routine security, no heightened alert, guards conducting their patrols with the bored efficiency of people who'd been doing the same job for months without incident.

Which made them predictable. And predictable meant exploitable.

Movement at the treeline caught Dan's attention—three figures approaching with weapons raised in non-threatening positions. Dan's finger moved to his trigger before recognition hit. CIA operatives. The same team Serj had interdicted last night, now returning at precisely the moment when Dan's own team was preparing to execute.

Professional timing or professional courtesy? Dan wasn't sure which.

The CIA team leader—Cole, the one Serj had physically confronted—raised his hand in a gesture that fell somewhere between greeting and request for parley. Dan maintained his scope on them for three seconds longer than necessary, making the point that he'd seen them first, before lowering his rifle and keying his radio.

“Omar, Serj. We have visitors. CIA team approaching from the north. Stand by.”

Dan rose from his position, rifle slung but accessible, moving to intercept the CIA operatives before they reached the compound perimeter. They met in a small clearing twenty metres from Dan's observation post, close enough for conversation but far enough that voices wouldn't carry to Venezuelan guards.

Cole stopped at a respectful distance, hands visible, posture suggesting cooperation rather than confrontation. His two companions maintained similar positions—professional soldiers acknowledging that circumstances had placed them on the same side despite working for different masters.

“We heard about Sarah,” Cole said quietly, his voice carrying genuine relief beneath professional control. “We're glad she's safe. If there's no immediate danger to her, we're here to assist with the recovery.”

Dan studied Cole's face, looking for deception or hidden agenda. Found neither—just a tired operator who'd spent two days watching a compound whilst his mission hung in limbo, who'd been stood down by an unknown team claiming authority they couldn't verify, and who'd now decided that recovering his people's bodies mattered more than jurisdictional pride.

“Sarah's safe,” Dan confirmed. “In bad shape, but she'll make it. Dave's team got her out earlier this evening. Which means the pressure's off for tonight. We can focus on recovering the bodies without worrying about alerting forces that might execute her in response.”

Cole nodded, relief visible in the loosening of tension across his shoulders. “That's good news. Better than we'd hoped for based on the intelligence we had.” He gestured to his companions. “But carrying three bodies through this terrain isn't going to be easy with just three of you. We'd like to help.”

“Three bodies?” Dan's tactical brain caught the discrepancy immediately. “Ruiz's intelligence indicated two CIA agents in the compound storage.”

Cole's expression shifted, confusion mixing with concern. “Two agents died in the militia ambush. But there was a third—local asset, worked with our team for years. The Venezuelans killed him during the same operation. We assumed all three bodies would be stored together.”

Dan processed this new information, running tactical calculations. “Our source only mentioned two. Either they were never informed about the third, or the bodies are being stored separately.” He made a decision. “We'll search for all three. If your asset is in the compound, we'll bring him out with the others.”

“Thank you.” Cole's gratitude carried weight beyond simple words. “We didn't want to leave him there. He had family.”

Dan, glancing toward where Serj would be positioned. “Serj could probably carry all three bodies himself, but having more hands on this will definitely make things easier.”

Cole actually smiled, the expression transforming his tired face into something almost amused. “I'm sure the ‘Russian Reacher’ could, but we'll lend a hand.”

The nickname produced a snort from Dan—apparently Serj's reputation had spread beyond just the previous night's encounter. The Russian did share certain qualities with Lee Child's fictional character: massive build, quiet competence, and the particular ability to solve problems through direct physical intervention when circumstances required it.

“Right,” Dan said, business reasserting itself. “Here's how this works: we move in at oh-hundred hours. I'll maintain overwatch with one of your snipers—we'll take different angles to provide overlapping coverage. Omar and Serj will go in with your team to retrieve the bodies. We follow Ruiz's insertion route through the north-west drainage culvert, navigate to basement storage, locate and extract all three bodies if possible, then exfiltrate the same route before the oh-two-hundred guard rotation.”

Cole's sniper stepped forward, a lean man with the particular stillness of someone comfortable spending hours motionless behind a scope. “I'll cover the south approach. Give you overlapping fields of fire.”

“Good.” Dan checked his watch. “That gives us forty minutes to brief your team on the compound layout, coordinate radio frequencies, and establish extraction protocols if things go wrong. Let's move.”

They withdrew to Dan's observation position, spreading Ruiz's hand-drawn maps across the jungle floor whilst reviewing the intelligence that had taken two days to gather and verify. Guard patterns, patrol routes, camera blind spots, the drainage culvert's exact entry point, the path through basement corridors to the storage room holding their objectives.

Cole's team absorbed the information with professional efficiency, asking clarifying questions that demonstrated tactical thinking rather than just following orders. These were experienced operators, the kind who'd conducted similar missions in hostile territory and understood that success came from preparation and adaptability in equal measure.

At oh-hundred hours precisely, the operation commenced.

Dan and Cole's sniper moved to their respective overwatch positions—Dan maintaining his established location whilst the CIA operative established coverage from the south-east, creating a kill zone that covered most of the compound's approaches. Through his night vision scope, Dan watched Omar and Serj emerge from the treeline with Cole's team, six shadows moving with synchronised precision toward the drainage outlet.

The compound remained quiet below, guards conducting their patrols with routine efficiency, searchlights sweeping programmed patterns, nothing suggesting awareness of foreign operatives about to penetrate their security.

Omar reached the culvert first, the concrete opening partially hidden by vegetation exactly as Ruiz had documented. He paused, listening for sounds from within, then signalled the all-clear. One by one, the team disappeared into the drainage pipe—Omar leading, followed by Cole's two ground operatives, then Serj bringing up the rear, his massive frame barely fitting through the opening designed for water flow rather than human passage.

Dan tracked their progress through the compound via their brief radio updates and his own observation. They emerged inside the perimeter near the storage facility, exactly where Ruiz's intelligence had indicated. Two guards stood at the building's entrance, alert but not alarmed, eyes scanning the darkness whilst their minds probably focused on how many hours remained in their shift.

“Two guards at the entrance,” Dan whispered into his radio. “No indication they've detected your approach. You're clear to engage.”

Through his scope, Dan watched Serj and Omar flank the guards from opposite sides, moving with practised silence. Serj struck first, his massive hand clamping over the first guard's mouth whilst his other arm locked around the man's throat in a textbook sleeper hold. The guard struggled briefly before going limp, unconscious but alive.

Omar moved on the second guard simultaneously, using similar technique—silence over lethality, leaving no bodies to discover, no evidence beyond missing guards who might have wandered off or fallen asleep somewhere. By the time anyone noticed the irregularity, the extraction team would be gone.

“Guards down,” Omar reported. “Entering the facility now.”

The next five minutes stretched with agonising slowness. Dan maintained surveillance on the compound's perimeter whilst his mind tracked what was happening inside—the team navigating corridors mapped by Ruiz's intelligence, descending to basement storage, locating the bodies that had brought them all to Venezuela in the first place.

“Target acquired,” Serj's voice came through finally. “Three bodies confirmed. Two match described CIA agents. Third appears to be local asset—male, mid-forties, significant trauma consistent with execution-style killing.”

“All three are coming home,” Cole replied, his voice tight with emotion professionally constrained.

Dan watched through his scope as the team emerged from the facility, Serj carrying one body with apparent ease whilst Cole's operatives distributed the weight of the other two between them. The Russian did make it look effortless—two tonnes of human being compressed into muscle and bone that treated heavy loads as minor inconvenience.

They moved back toward the drainage culvert, slower now with their burden but still maintaining tactical discipline. Dan's scope tracked their progress whilst simultaneously scanning for threats—patrol routes, guard positions, any indication the missing sentries had been noticed.

The compound remained quiet.

One by one, the team disappeared into the culvert, bodies passed through first, then operators following. Dan maintained overwatch for another ten minutes, watching for response, waiting for alarms or increased patrol activity that would indicate compromise.

Nothing changed. The Venezuelan guards continued their routines, unaware that foreign operators had just penetrated their facility and removed the very evidence they'd been tasked with protecting.

“Clear,” Dan finally reported, rising from his position. “Compound shows no awareness. You're good to move to extraction point.”

He withdrew from his observation post, moving through the jungle with practised silence whilst his mind catalogued the mission's success. Bodies recovered. Sarah Moreau rescued. CIA team coordinated with rather than conflicting. The operation that had consumed two days of reconnaissance and planning had executed in under thirty minutes without a single shot fired.

Professional competence looked easy from outside. From inside, it represented hundreds of hours of training, preparation, and the particular experience that turned plans into action without hesitation or error.

Dan reached the extraction point as dawn began threatening the eastern horizon. Pale grey light filtering through the canopy to reveal his team and the CIA operatives standing in a loose circle, three body bags arranged with respectful care on the jungle floor. The weight of the moment pressed down—not just the physical burden of carrying the dead through hostile territory, but the psychological weight of bringing fallen comrades home.

Serj stood slightly apart, his massive frame somehow conveying solemnity despite his expressionless face. Omar had his head bowed, lips moving in what might have been prayer or simply acknowledgement of lives lost. Cole and his team maintained similar postures—professionals paying respect to those who'd died doing the same job they continued to do.

“Good work,” Dan said quietly, his voice carrying the particular tone reserved for successful missions with heavy costs. “We got them home.”

Cole stepped forward, offering his hand. Dan shook it, the gesture carrying more weight than the simple physical contact suggested. “Thank you,” Cole said. “For the assist. For letting us help. For bringing all three of them back.”

Dan nodded acknowledgement. Professional soldiers understood debts that couldn't be repaid in currency—only in similar actions when circumstances reversed and others needed help that only experienced operators could provide.

The moment stretched, dawn light growing stronger whilst the team stood in silence broken only by jungle sounds that cared nothing for human grief or triumph.

Finally, Cole spoke again, his voice carrying curiosity beneath professional control. “One more thing. You're not CIA.”

Serj, standing tall and calm as always, looked directly at Cole without changing expression. “I never said we were.”

Cole raised an eyebrow. “You said you were Agency.”

“Sorry, did I not specify which one?” Serj's tone remained perfectly neutral, neither confirming nor denying anything beyond what had been explicitly stated.

Brief frustration flashed across Cole's face before transforming into something like amusement. “Regardless,” he said finally, voice softening. “Whoever you are and whoever you work for, you did us a solid tonight. Thank you.”

Serj gave a brief nod. “We didn't do it for you. But you're welcome.”

Dan glanced between them, recognising the moment for what it was—two professionals from different organisations acknowledging that sometimes missions aligned despite different chains of command, different objectives, different definitions of success. Tonight, they'd shared purpose. Tomorrow, they'd likely be back to working in parallel without acknowledgement or coordination.

That was how operational security functioned. And both teams understood it.

Cole took a step back, raising his hand in a small gesture that fell between salute and farewell. “We'll go our way, you go yours. I suppose it's better that way.”

Serj's expression remained stoic, but something flickered in his eyes—perhaps respect, perhaps simply understanding. “That's how it works.”

Without another word, the two teams parted ways, disappearing into the jungle in opposite directions. The CIA operatives carried their three body bags toward whatever extraction protocol they'd established. Dan's team headed for their own rendezvous point where vehicles waited to transport them back to Mabaruma and the safe house that served as temporary base.

The sun continued its rise, casting long shadows through the trees whilst the jungle's diurnal inhabitants began replacing nocturnal hunters. Dan walked point, Omar covering their back-trail, Serj maintaining his characteristic silence whilst somehow seeming to occupy more space than his physical size warranted.

The operation was complete. Sarah Moreau rescued. Bodies recovered. CIA team coordinated with instead of against. Venezuelan forces remained unaware that foreign operators had penetrated their territory, conducted multiple missions, and extracted with their objectives successfully achieved.

Professional competence looked effortless from outside. From inside, it represented the culmination of planning, preparation, risk, and the particular kind of luck that professionals created through skill and experience.

Dan allowed himself a moment of satisfaction as they reached the vehicles—dust-covered Land Cruisers that had carried them from Georgetown to Mabaruma and would now carry them back. The extraction from Venezuelan territory would take another twelve hours of rough roads and careful navigation, but the hard part was finished.

They'd done what they came to do. Now they just had to get home.
The Journey Home

The Land Cruiser's suspension groaned as it dropped into another rut, jarring everyone inside despite careful navigation. Dave kept his speed steady—fast enough to make progress, slow enough to avoid damage that would leave them stranded in Venezuelan jungle with a trauma patient who couldn't survive delays. Eighteen hours since they'd left the militia camp. Eighteen hours of rough tracks that barely qualified as roads, of constant vigilance for Venezuelan military patrols, of Alicia's quiet murmurs as she monitored Sarah's condition in the back seat.

Sarah Moreau sat wrapped in blankets despite the tropical heat, her body's temperature regulation compromised by trauma and medication. The sedatives Alicia had administered kept her in a twilight state—not quite unconscious, not quite aware, protected from full consciousness of her condition whilst her body began the long process of healing damage that went beyond the physical.

Dave glanced in the rear-view mirror, catching glimpses of Sarah's pale face between Alicia's careful movements. She hadn't spoken since the rescue. Hadn't made eye contact. Hadn't shown any sign that she understood where she was or who had her or that the nightmare had ended. Just that thousand-yard stare Dave had seen before on people who'd survived things that broke something fundamental in how they processed reality.

Anya occupied the passenger seat, laptop balanced on her knees despite the rough road, monitoring communications frequencies for any indication Venezuelan forces had detected unusual activity. So far, nothing—the militia camp's destruction had apparently gone unreported, either because survivors were too scattered to coordinate or because reporting would require explanations about why they'd been holding a CIA operative in the first place.

“How much further?” Dave asked, though he knew the answer. His IT professional's brain had been calculating distance and estimated arrival time since they'd started driving.

“Four hours to Mabaruma if the roads don't get worse,” Anya replied without looking up from her screen. “The evacuation flight's scheduled for fourteen hundred. We'll have thirty minutes to transfer Sarah and brief the medical team before they need to depart.”

Four more hours. Dave's hands tightened on the wheel, knuckles showing white before he consciously eased off. The urge to drive faster warred with the knowledge that speed would only injure Sarah further, that arriving quickly with complications mattered less than arriving carefully with a patient who could survive the flight home.

Behind him, Alicia worked with the focused intensity that characterised her approach to medicine. She'd transformed the Land Cruiser's back seat into a mobile treatment facility—IV bags hung from improvised hooks, medical supplies organised within easy reach, monitoring equipment providing constant feedback on Sarah's vitals. Every bump in the road meant adjusting medication dosages, checking that IV lines remained secure, ensuring trauma didn't compound during transport.

“Her blood pressure's dropping,” Alicia said quietly, more to herself than anyone else. Dave watched in the mirror as she adjusted the IV flow, her movements precise despite the vehicle's constant motion. “Not critical yet, but I'm increasing fluids. Dave, try to avoid major bumps for the next ten minutes whilst this takes effect.”

Dave nodded acknowledgement, his attention focusing even more intently on the road ahead. The tracks stretched through jungle that pressed in from both sides, vegetation so dense it created tunnels of green punctuated by occasional clearings. Beautiful in other circumstances. Currently just obstacles between them and safety.

The silence in the vehicle felt heavy with things unspoken. Dave's mind kept cycling back to the militia camp, to the violence he'd delivered, to the specific brutality he'd inflicted on the soldier from Sarah's tent. The memory sat in his consciousness like lead—not quite guilt, not quite satisfaction, something darker that he didn't have words for yet.

Anya glanced at him, her expression suggesting she understood what he wasn't saying. She'd been Spetsnaz, had conducted operations in Chechnya where rules of engagement became survival instincts. Whatever Dave had done, she'd probably seen worse. Done worse. The difference was she'd had years to build the compartmentalisation that let operators function after violence that would break civilians.

“I killed people,” Dave said quietly, his voice barely audible over the engine. “Not injured. Not incapacitated. Killed. First time I've ever…” He trailed off, hands tightening on the wheel. “And I lost control. Completely. I wasn't thinking, wasn't deciding—just reacting. And each time that happens, each time I let the rage take over… what if I lose a bit more of myself? What if one day I can't get it back?”

Anya was silent for a moment, her fingers stilling on her keyboard. “You're asking the wrong question,” she said finally. “It's not about getting it back. It's about learning to live with what combat does to you, what violence requires from you. There's never a simple kill or don't kill choice in the moment—you react, it happens, you deal with the aftermath. We all process it differently.”

“But I should have controlled it better,” Dave insisted. “I have these abilities, this strength—I should be able to stop threats without…” He couldn't finish the sentence.

“Should,” Anya repeated, the word carrying weight. “That's the problem with ‘should.’ It assumes you had clarity in the moment, that you could calculate responses whilst watching what they'd done to her. You didn't lose control, Dave. You had a human reaction to an inhuman situation. The fact that you're troubled by it means you haven't lost yourself.”

Dave wanted to believe that. But the memory of satisfaction he'd felt, the deliberate cruelty he'd chosen with that one soldier—that wasn't just reaction. That was something darker.

“I need to learn to control it better,” Dave said finally. “Find a way to stop threats without killing. Because if I don't… if killing becomes the answer every time…” He left the rest unspoken, but the fear was clear: what would he become?

Anya nodded slowly. “Then you work on that. Find the balance. But don't expect it to be simple, and don't beat yourself up for being human in impossible circumstances. We all carry what we've done. You just have to decide how you'll carry it going forward.”

The hours bled together, marked by Alicia's periodic status updates, Anya's communications monitoring, and Dave's endless focus on keeping the Land Cruiser moving forward without additional injury to their passenger. The sun climbed toward its zenith, heat intensifying until even the vehicle's struggling air conditioning couldn't maintain comfortable temperatures.

They passed through several small villages, drawing curious looks from locals but no official interest. The Land Cruiser bore no markings suggesting government or military affiliation, and three foreigners transporting someone through jungle territory raised fewer questions than trying to conceal their presence would have. Sometimes the best camouflage was looking exactly like what you were—aid workers, researchers, or any of the other legitimate reasons foreigners navigated Guyana's interior.

At eleven hundred hours, Mabaruma appeared through the jungle—a small town that served as regional hub for communities scattered across the interior. The buildings looked more substantial than village structures, roads slightly better maintained, signs of infrastructure that existed because government presence required it rather than because anyone particularly wanted to be there.

The airstrip sat at the town's eastern edge, a dirt runway that looked barely adequate for the small jets that serviced the interior. But adequate was all they needed—the evacuation flight would land, transfer Sarah, and depart within the hour, minimising exposure and complications.

Dave pulled the Land Cruiser to a stop near the airstrip's small terminal building, muscles protesting as he climbed out after eighteen hours behind the wheel. His body felt the strain despite invulnerability—fatigue, stiffness, the particular ache that came from sustained stress even when physical damage wasn't possible.

The evacuation jet sat waiting, a small Cessna Citation with medical markings and crew already conducting pre-flight checks. Professional, efficient, asking no questions beyond what they needed to know to transport their patient safely.

Alicia emerged from the back seat, stretching cramped muscles whilst maintaining constant awareness of Sarah's condition. “She's stable enough for transport. Blood pressure's holding, no signs of infection despite the conditions. The sedation's wearing off though—she'll be more aware during the flight. The medical team needs to know she's a trauma patient with significant psychological damage. Physical restraints aren't necessary, but they should be prepared for dissociation, potential panic responses, and the possibility she won't be able to communicate coherently.”

The medical team—a doctor and two nurses specialising in trauma transport—approached with a stretcher, professional competence evident in how they moved. Alicia briefed them with clinical precision whilst they transferred Sarah from the Land Cruiser to the stretcher, her medical terminology painting a picture of extensive injuries treated under field conditions by someone who knew what they were doing.

Sarah's eyes opened during the transfer, pupils dilated from medication, gaze unfocused and distant. She looked at Alicia, at the medical team, at the jet waiting to take her home, but showed no sign of comprehension. Just that same empty stare Dave had been watching in the rear-view mirror for eighteen hours.

They moved toward the jet, Alicia walking beside the stretcher whilst continuing her briefing, Dave and Anya following a few steps behind. The heat pressed down like something physical, humidity making every breath feel thick, insects providing constant background noise that had become so familiar Dave barely registered it any more.

At the bottom of the jet's stairs, something changed.

Sarah stopped them with a weak gesture, her hand moving fractionally before falling back. The medical team paused, trained to respect patient agency even in circumstances where patients couldn't articulate what they needed.

Sarah's head turned slowly, eyes tracking across the faces surrounding her until they focused—really focused, the first time since rescue—on Dave, Anya, and Alicia. Her lips moved, sound emerging as barely a whisper that required everyone to lean in to hear.

“Thank you.”

Two words, soft and hoarse, but carrying weight that hit Dave like physical impact. Her eyes filled with tears that spilled down her cheeks, and for a moment the empty stare was replaced by something recognisably human—gratitude, relief, awareness that she'd been saved even if she wasn't yet capable of processing what that meant.

Dave stood frozen, his throat tightening around words that wouldn't come. Anya's composure cracked fractionally, a tremor in her jaw suggesting emotion professionally suppressed. Alicia paused in her medical briefing, tears stinging her own eyes at this first sign that Sarah Moreau was still in there, still capable of connection despite everything that had been done to break her.

Sarah's focus held for three more seconds before fading back into that distant stare, awareness retreating behind whatever walls trauma had built. But those two words hung in the tropical air between them—acknowledgement that what they'd done mattered, that the violence and risk and eighteen hours of rough roads had achieved something worth achieving.

Without another word, Sarah turned back toward the jet, allowing the medical team to guide her up the stairs. They disappeared into the cabin, the door closing with a soft click that felt surprisingly final. The jet's engines had never fully stopped, pilot maintaining minimal power to keep systems operational, and now they spooled up to takeoff thrust.

The team stood in silence, watching as the jet taxied to the runway's end, turned, and accelerated down the dirt strip. It lifted off smoothly despite the rough surface, climbing into tropical sky whilst banking toward international airspace and the long flight that would finally bring Sarah Moreau home.

Dave felt his breath release, tension he'd been carrying since the militia camp finally easing fractionally. Not disappearing—he suspected the weight of what he'd done would stay with him indefinitely—but shifting into something manageable, something he could carry whilst continuing to function.

“She's going to be all right,” Anya said quietly, not quite a question.

“Eventually,” Alicia replied, her medical precision tempering optimism with reality. “The physical damage is extensive but repairable. The psychological trauma…” She trailed off, the sentence completing itself through silence. “She has a long recovery ahead. But she's stronger than she probably feels right now. And she'll have support—proper support, from people trained to help trauma survivors put themselves back together.”

“She said thank you,” Dave muttered, his voice thick with emotion he was still processing. Two words shouldn't have carried that much weight, but somehow they did.

“She meant it,” Anya added, a faint smile tugging at her lips despite everything. “She recognised what we did for her. What you did for her. That's not nothing, Dave.”

They stood watching the empty sky for several moments longer, the jet having disappeared into blue distance whilst tropical sounds reasserted themselves—insects, birds, the distant voices of locals going about their business in a town that saw foreign aircraft regularly enough that one more departure merited no particular attention.

Finally, they turned back toward the Land Cruiser, exhaustion settling into their bones now that adrenaline no longer sustained them. The safe house waited in Mabaruma—a modest structure on the town's edge where Dan, Omar, and Serj would be waiting after their own successful mission. Time to regroup, to debrief, to process what they'd accomplished and what it had cost.

But that was immediate concern, not future worry. Right now, there was only the Land Cruiser waiting to take them back through town, the short drive to the safe house that suddenly seemed less complicated than it had during the eighteen-hour journey here, and the small victory of having accomplished what they'd come to do despite costs that would take time to fully calculate.

Sarah Moreau was safe. The militia camp was destroyed. The bodies of CIA agents had been recovered and were heading home through different channels. Venezuelan forces remained unaware that foreign operators had penetrated their territory and conducted multiple missions that by any reasonable assessment should have been impossible.

Professional competence looked effortless from outside. From inside, it was exhaustion, trauma, violence, and the particular satisfaction of having done something that mattered despite personal costs.

Dave climbed behind the wheel again, Anya taking her usual passenger seat, Alicia settling in back where Sarah had been. The engine started with reliable noise, carrying them away from the airstrip and back through Mabaruma's streets whilst the sun continued its arc across tropical sky.

The safe house sat at the town's edge, tucked away amongst other modest homes that lined the narrow streets. They'd done their job. They'd brought her home. Now it was time to face the rest of the team and begin the long process of understanding what they'd all become in the Venezuelan jungle.

    
    Misdirection

    


  Tea Time

The safe house squatted at Mabaruma's edge like something out of a colonial administrator's bad dream—single-storey, weather-beaten, its corrugated metal roof sweating condensation in the jungle heat. Dave stepped through the doorway and was immediately struck by the smell: mildew, old wood, and something vaguely organic that suggested the jungle was slowly reclaiming the structure one spore at a time.

The interior matched the exterior's modest promises. A worn sofa that had seen better decades dominated the cramped living room, flanked by a pair of mismatched chairs that looked salvaged from different centuries of furniture design. Four beds were distributed across two small bedrooms—basic metal frames with thin mattresses that promised restless nights. The kitchen occupied one corner: a two-ring stove, a refrigerator that hummed with concerning irregularity, and a kettle that had definitely earned its oxidisation the hard way.

A ceiling fan rotated overhead with mechanical persistence, its blades cutting through air thick enough to chew. The walls showed creeping mould in abstract patterns, and the constant drip of condensation from the roof created a rhythmic counterpoint to the distant screech of macaws.

It wasn't luxurious. But Dave had slept in worse places during his IT days—server rooms during overnight maintenance, airport lounges waiting for delayed flights. At least here the temperature was honestly brutal rather than passively aggressive.

Dan, Omar, and Serj arrived as dusk settled over the compound, the long drive from the recovery mission etched into their faces. The reunion with Dave, Anya, and Alicia was characteristically understated—relieved nods, brief handshakes, the sort of economical greeting that came from people too tired for theatre.

Dan surveyed the cramped quarters with a knowing smile. “Not bad, considering what we've had before.” His eyes tracked across the beds, performing mental arithmetic. “Though I'm guessing we'll need to work out sleeping arrangements.”

Four beds. Six people. The sofa could theoretically accommodate one more, but Serj's massive frame made that proposition somewhere between impractical and structurally inadvisable. The man filled doorways like they were built to his specifications—putting him on furniture designed for normal humans seemed vaguely cruel to the furniture.

Serj raised an eyebrow at the sofa, his broad shoulders practically filling the room. Without a word, he claimed one of the beds for himself. Nobody objected. The laws of physics were reasonably clear on this point.

“I'll take the floor,” Dan said with a resigned shrug. “Not the first time.”

Omar, already eyeing the sofa with the calculating gaze of someone used to making do, gave a tired nod. “Fine by me.”

Dave stretched his back, taking in the cramped space with a mixture of amusement and resignation. “Well, as long as Serj doesn't roll over and crush anyone in the night, we'll manage.”

Once the sleeping arrangements were loosely settled, the team gathered in the living room. The tension of the past few days—Sarah's rescue, the body recovery, the constant awareness of how badly things could have gone—began to drain away like water finding its level. The jungle heat pressed in around them, but inside the safe house, there was a shared sense of relief. They'd done what they came to do. Both missions complete. Now, for the first time in days, they could breathe.

Dan slouched into one of the chairs, stretching his legs out as he wiped sweat from his brow. “Hell of a week.”

Omar leaned back on the sofa, his eyes half-closed, already settling into the relaxed atmosphere. “Feels like we've been in this jungle for months.”

Serj, ever economical with words, said nothing. He sat at the edge of one of the beds, his massive frame making the small room feel even more cramped. But there was a calmness about him, his breathing steady as he quietly polished one of his knives—the rhythmic motion somehow soothing in its predictability.

For the first time since the mission started, they felt something approaching normalcy creeping in. The weight of their recent actions still hung there—Dave could feel it in his chest, that particular heaviness that came from close calls and near misses. But for now, they could relax.

Dave stood, stretching muscles that had been tensed for days, and wandered into the small kitchen. The countertops were cramped, the cabinets mismatched in a way that suggested decades of repairs and replacements. But tucked in the corner, next to a dubious-looking tin of instant coffee, sat a kettle.

A small grin spread across his face.

He reached for it, filling it with water from the tap—water that ran with concerning brownness for the first three seconds before clearing to something approaching potable. Set it on the stove. Turned the ring to maximum.

“Guess it's time for a cuppa,” he muttered to himself, just loud enough for the others to hear.

Back in the living room, Anya perked up. She exchanged a glance with Alicia, both of them waiting for the familiar string of expletives that usually accompanied Dave's encounters with foreign kettles and inadequate tea supplies. It was practically tradition at this point—Dave Anderson versus the fundamental incompetence of non-British tea preparation.

But this time, there was no angry outburst.

No creative profanity.

No existential despair about the state of tea outside the United Kingdom.

Instead, Dave appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, his expression unexpectedly calm. “Anyone else want a proper cuppa?”

The room went silent.

Dan sat up in his chair, genuinely startled. “Wait, what? Did you just… offer tea? Without cursing the kettle first?”

Dave grinned, holding up a small pack of tea bags he'd pulled from his bag—Yorkshire Tea, the familiar red packaging somehow incongruous in the Guyanese jungle. “Brought my own tea this time. Figured I'd be proactive. You know… learning.”

A burst of laughter rippled through the group. The tension finally broke properly, the shared moment of mirth cutting through the accumulated stress like a knife. Even Serj, who rarely showed much emotion, allowed the corners of his mouth to twitch upward in the closest thing to a smile.

Anya shook her head, still chuckling. “Well, look at that. Dave's gone and become civilised.”

Dave disappeared back into the kitchen, the kettle beginning to whistle softly. His voice drifted back, carrying genuine contentment. “Don't get used to it. This tea's impossible to find out here.”

The whistle grew louder, then stopped as Dave poured. The warm, familiar sound somehow added to the comforting atmosphere of the safe house. It wasn't much—just tea, really—but it reminded them that they were still human, still capable of finding light moments even in the aftermath of darkness.

Dave reappeared with his mug, the steam rising in lazy spirals. He took a sip, savoured it properly, then glanced at the team with studied innocence.

“Did anyone bring any milk?”

For a split second, the room was silent.

Then, as if on cue, the team erupted into genuine, unrestrained laughter.

The sound filled the small safe house, bouncing off the mildewed walls and mixing with the jungle sounds outside. It carried on for several moments, feeding on itself, each person's amusement triggering fresh waves from the others. For the first time in days—maybe weeks—they felt like a team again. Not just soldiers on a mission, but friends who had been through hell together and come out the other side still standing.

As the night deepened and the jungle sounds became a distant hum, the team sat back. Dave sipped his black tea—no milk in sight, exactly as expected—and they allowed themselves to relax properly. The missions were done. Sarah was safe. The bodies were recovered. The impossible had been accomplished through planning, skill, and just enough luck.

The conversation drifted to nothing important—old missions, absurd situations, the sort of professional war stories that came out when the immediate danger had passed. Omar told a story about a diplomatic incident involving mistaken identity in Morocco. Serj contributed a rare anecdote about a surveillance operation gone sideways in Prague. Even Anya loosened up enough to describe a particularly creative bit of digital intrusion in Singapore.

Dave listened, contributing when appropriate, but mostly just absorbing the moment. This was what he'd struggled to understand during his IT days—that camaraderie wasn't built through grand gestures or dramatic speeches. It was built through shared experience, through surviving impossible situations together, through sitting in a cramped safe house in the middle of nowhere drinking terrible tea and laughing about milk.

His abilities made him nearly invulnerable to physical harm. But they didn't protect him from the weight of responsibility, the psychological burden of knowing that failure would have meant Sarah dying in that compound, or those bodies never making it home to their families. The invulnerability was just a tool—and sometimes, like now, it felt irrelevant compared to the simple comfort of being surrounded by people he trusted.

The fan continued its mechanical rotation overhead. The condensation continued its rhythmic drip. The jungle continued its organic symphony beyond the walls. But inside the safe house, six people who had faced impossible odds found something more valuable than rest.

They found perspective.

Sometimes, a proper cup of tea—even without milk—was all the comfort that was needed.
Dirty Tricks

The safe house in Mabaruma felt smaller with all six of them crammed around the flickering laptop screen. Dave shifted his weight, the wooden chair creaking beneath him as he tried to find a position that didn't block anyone's view. The humid air pressed against them like a physical presence, thick enough that each breath felt earned.

Cecilia's image pixelated briefly before stabilising, her professional demeanour cutting through the miles between them. “Despite our efforts, nothing's changed on the ground,” she began, her Ghanaian accent lending a musical quality to the grim assessment. “The CIA continues using Guyana as their staging point to sever Venezuela's ties with North Korea. They're prepared to destabilise the entire region if necessary.”

Dan leaned closer to the screen, his shirt already dark with sweat despite the early hour. “What's our move? They won't back down simply because we're present.”

“No, they won't.” Cecilia's expression hardened. “They've established their infrastructure—oil support serving as cover for sabotage operations, dissident manipulation, the full playbook. Worst case, they trigger a humanitarian crisis.”

The words hung in the stifling air. Dave watched Serj's jaw tighten almost imperceptibly, whilst Anya's fingers drummed a silent rhythm against her armrest. Even Omar, usually unflappable, shifted uncomfortably.

“None of this sits well,” Dan said, wiping sweat from his forehead. “But we can't allow this to escalate into regional collapse.”

“Precisely the issue.” Cecilia nodded. “We need to break Venezuela's North Korean connection, but without triggering the disaster the CIA seems willing to accept as collateral damage. A refugee crisis won't stop at Guyana's borders. You're positioned at a critical junction—the CIA's employing every dirty trick imaginable, and you'll need to outmanoeuvre them without setting off alarms.”

Dave studied the faces around him, calculating the odds. His teammates had spent years mastering this kind of operation. He'd been managing IT infrastructure. The contrast still caught him off guard sometimes.

“So we sabotage their plans whilst maintaining oil infrastructure integrity and preventing a humanitarian crisis?” His tone came out drier than intended, but beneath the sarcasm lay grim determination.

“Precisely,” Cecilia confirmed. “Focus on back channels. CARICOM and OAS need to remain diplomatically engaged. Any dissident groups the CIA's provoking can't be allowed to escalate. This requires subtlety. If the CIA detects our interference, they'll accelerate their timeline.”

The team exchanged glances, the weight of the task settling over them. From this isolated safe house, they were being asked to influence events that could reshape South America's political landscape.

“We'll maintain stability here,” Dan said finally, his voice carrying resolve despite the heat.

Cecilia's expression softened fractionally. “Good. Keep me informed, and stay vigilant. We cannot allow this to spiral.”

The connection held steady this time, Cecilia's presence guiding them even across thousands of miles. The real work was only beginning.



Dan stood and moved to the wall map, his finger tracing potential flashpoints. “We need comprehensive intelligence, fast. If the CIA's planning an infrastructure attack, they won't execute it directly—they'll use opposition forces or dissidents as proxies. Standard deniability protocol. If we don't get ahead of this, the region ignites.”

Dave absorbed the strategic assessment, his mind already working through possibilities. Still finding his footing on operations like this, but damned if he wouldn't pull his weight.

Dan turned to Anya. “I need you scanning for communications spikes. If the CIA's backing dissidents or preparing an operation, there'll be digital signatures—encrypted traffic, unusual data patterns. Focus on oil infrastructure, but monitor border chatter as well.”

Anya's fingers were already moving across her keyboard before Dan finished speaking. “I'll establish automated sweeps for irregularities. Georgetown and the border regions first. Anything resembling covert coordination, we'll know.”

“Serj.” Dan shifted his attention. “I need local intelligence. Keep it subtle—find out if anyone's noticed new players. People with equipment beyond their means. If the CIA's moving weapons or operatives through this area, someone will have seen something.”

Serj crossed his arms, his expression thoughtful. “I've been developing contacts. Docks, market areas. If there's unusual activity, they'll have noticed.”

Omar spoke up, his voice calm and measured. “I'll take the border routes. I can integrate with traders and smuggling networks, see if there's movement we've missed. If they're setting up strikes or planning sabotage, there'll be traces—unusual shipments, personnel moving through normally quiet areas.”

Dan met Omar's gaze. “Exactly. Focus on anything heading towards oil infrastructure or key crossings. If the CIA's establishing something, they'll need supply lines. We just need to be ahead of them.”

Finally, Dan turned to Dave. “You've got good instincts. Stay flexible, coordinate with Omar on ground movements. If anything feels wrong through our low-level sources, flag it immediately. We can't afford to miss anything.”

Dave nodded, ready. “Understood. Anything suspicious gets reported.”

Dan stepped back, his voice taking on a firmer edge. “High stakes, everyone. If the CIA triggers military escalation or creates a crisis, we're looking at humanitarian disaster. None of us want that. We find out their plans, we stop them—quietly. This region can't become a flashpoint.”

Anya was already deep in her screens, data streams reflecting in her eyes. Serj grabbed his jacket, mentally cataloguing his contacts. Omar checked his gear, preparing to blend into the trade routes. Dave felt the gravity settle over him—part of this team now, with a role to play.

“Move fast,” Dan said. “We've no time to lose.”



After several days of hard work, exhaustion etched itself into every face around the safe house table. The humidity hadn't relented, but it was the lack of concrete progress that weighed heaviest. They'd spent hours cultivating relationships, asking subtle questions, sifting through noise for signal. The return on investment was thin.

Dan stood over the scattered reports, his eyes lingering on one detail that refused to blend into the background: unusual shipments moving into Venezuelan jungle, originating from the Guyanese side of the border. Discreet, yes—but not invisible. The question gnawed at him: was this CIA handiwork? Arms for dissidents inside Venezuela, building towards something larger?

“It's sketchy,” Dan admitted, rubbing his eyes. “But it's the only solid lead we've got. We need to investigate.”

Serj leaned back, his chair protesting under his weight. “If the CIA's arming local opposition forces, this could be their opening move. They'll want to destabilise Venezuela from within. That border's too porous not to exploit.”

Anya remained fixed on her laptop, running simulations and tracking digital signatures against physical movements. “I've analysed everything we've gathered—data points, satellite imagery, communications traffic. These shipments are definitely off-books. No official channels, none of our usual sources flagged them.”

Omar crossed his arms, his expression cautious. “If those shipments are weapons, we could be witnessing the beginning of something much larger. The CIA's playbook: use local actors for deniability—dissidents, militias. Classic proxy warfare.”

Dave, who'd been absorbing the conversation quietly, finally spoke. “It's a long shot, but we've nothing else. If this is the CIA building a dissident force, we need to understand their endgame. Infrastructure disruption? Political destabilisation? Something worse?”

Dan considered the possibilities, his brow furrowing. “Could be all of the above. The CIA's approach here might be multifaceted—political instability combined with infrastructure sabotage. If they're planning something significant, we need to know before it happens.”

Anya tapped commands, pulling up a regional map. “I've triangulated the shipment reports. Deep jungle, rough terrain. Getting there won't be simple, but we need ground confirmation. If it's weapons, we'll know soon enough.”

Serj leaned forwards. “I can make the trip. I know how to move through those areas without raising flags. Omar should come—two pairs of eyes, better coverage.”

Omar nodded. “If it's an arms cache, we'll locate the distribution points. Track where they're being moved.”

Dan studied the map. “Right. Serj, Omar—you'll move to the border area, confirm what we're dealing with. Anya, maintain digital intercepts. We need any communications indicating CIA-local group coordination. Dave, you'll provide remote support—coordinate between Anya's intelligence and their field movements.”

Dave nodded. Another step forwards, though the pressure continued mounting. “If the CIA's building towards something major, we need to shut it down before it goes hot.”

Dan's gaze swept the team. “This might be the start of something far larger than we anticipated. If the CIA's pushing for full-scale Venezuelan destabilisation, this could lead to regional chaos. We're not letting that happen.”

Serj and Omar stood, already mentally preparing for the jungle trek. Anya remained glued to her screens, her concentration absolute. Dave moved to his station, ready to coordinate.

They were chasing shadows, yes—but it was all they had. If the CIA was running a dirty tricks campaign, the team needed proof before the region descended into chaos.



Just as they began finalising reconnaissance plans, Dan's phone buzzed. Secure line. He raised a hand for quiet as he answered, his expression shifting as he recognised the voice.

“Ruiz,” Dan said. “Good to hear from you. What have you got?”

The Venezuelan contact's gravelly voice filled the small room as Dan activated the speaker. “First, congratulations on recovering those captured agents. That rescue was successful, though it's caused quite the storm here.”

Dave, Anya, Serj, and Omar paused their preparations, listening intently.

“The Defence Minister and the President are absolutely furious,” Ruiz continued. “Losing those CIA operatives dealt a blow to their plans. They intended to use those agents to discredit the United States—part of a larger strategy to expose American manipulation of Latin American nations. Something the government wanted to capitalise on.”

Dan exchanged a glance with Dave, realisation dawning. Their rescue had unknowingly disrupted a piece of the geopolitical puzzle. The Agency's intervention had thrown a spanner into Venezuelan strategy.

“But there's more,” Ruiz's voice darkened. “I've received fresh intelligence from army sources. We've seen a noticeable uptick in dissident group activity. Until now, they've been nothing more than a nuisance—throwing stones against gunfire. The government hasn't considered them a genuine threat.”

Serj raised an eyebrow, his instincts already suggesting where this led.

Ruiz sighed. “But if these dissidents are receiving training and weapons, the situation changes dramatically. My intelligence suggests they've been receiving shipments, though we can't confirm the source yet. If your intelligence is correct and the CIA's involved, these groups are no longer just angry locals—they're becoming a destabilising force.”

Dan's voice carried gravity as he responded. “That aligns with what we've been tracking. We've identified unusual shipments crossing into Venezuelan jungle from our side of the border. If the CIA's behind it, they're supplying these dissidents and establishing groundwork for something much larger.”

A pause on the line before Ruiz responded. “That makes sense. These groups have been quiet for so long, as if waiting for something—an opportunity, perhaps, or outside support. With weapons and training, they could become a genuine threat to the government. If they're CIA-backed, their goals won't be limited to opposition protests. We could be looking at sabotage, assassinations, larger-scale conflict.”

Omar, who'd been quietly absorbing the conversation, shook his head. “This is exactly what we feared. The CIA's going to use these dissidents to destabilise Venezuela from inside, and if it kicks off, the whole region could burn.”

Ruiz's voice returned, sharper now. “I can't offer official support, not openly. The government here is attempting to control the narrative, but I can provide intelligence where possible. If you can confirm CIA involvement in arming these groups, we might have a chance to stop this before it escalates.”

Dan nodded, though Ruiz couldn't see him. “We'll confirm it. Serj and Omar are moving into the jungle to investigate those shipments, and Anya's monitoring communications traffic. We'll determine if the CIA's backing these dissidents, and we'll stop it before it spirals out of control.”

“Good,” Ruiz said. “Because if they're armed, this situation transforms into a war zone. And trust me, the consequences won't be limited to Venezuela.”

Dan ended the call and turned to the team. The room felt heavier now, the weight of the situation sinking deeper.

“You heard him,” Dan said, his voice low. “The dissidents are mobilising. If the CIA's training and arming them, we're looking at full-blown insurgency. And if we don't shut this down fast, we'll have war on our hands.”

Serj grabbed his gear without a word, ready to move. Omar nodded to Dan, already mentally preparing for the jungle trek. Anya kept her eyes fixed on the screen, her fingers flying across keys as she pulled up new data streams. Dave, despite the operation's intensity, felt a growing sense of purpose. They finally had a credible lead.

The mission parameters had crystallised. Now came the hard part.



Dan stood at the table, his face reflecting the situation's gravity as he absorbed the conversation's implications. The team had received Ruiz's critical intelligence, but this wasn't as straightforward as eliminating the dissidents. This required delicate balance, and they all understood it.

“Right, everyone, let's clarify our objectives,” Dan said, looking at each team member in turn. “We're not here to crush the dissidents. Their fight is nearly aligned with ours—they're pushing back against the same manipulation and control we are. But we cannot, under any circumstances, allow them to acquire CIA-supplied weapons. If they do, this conflict escalates, and it won't just be government and dissidents fighting. Civilians get caught in the crossfire. It could trigger a massive humanitarian disaster.”

Serj, always the strategist, crossed his arms and nodded. “So we target the shipments. Destroy the weapons before they reach the dissidents. If we eliminate the supply line, we prevent escalation without crushing their cause. We stop the CIA's plan without destabilising the region further.”

Omar's calm voice carried the weight of experience. “We'll need to track these shipments closely. If we strike too late, they'll already be in dissident hands, and that's when things get messy. We can't afford a firefight in jungle filled with people who don't realise we're not the enemy.”

Anya, who'd been monitoring communications traffic and intelligence feeds, interjected. “I've got eyes on supply routes from the border. These shipments are coming in from Guyana, and there's a narrow window before handoff. If we time this correctly, we can intercept and destroy the shipments before they're distributed.”

Dan nodded, leaning over the border region map. “Serj, Omar, you're our ground assets. You'll need to move fast, hit the shipments before they advance too far. Anya will feed you updates on shipment routes.”

Serj gave a single nod. “We'll strike quickly and quietly. No one will know it was us. The dissidents won't see the weapons, and the CIA's plan collapses before it starts.”

Dave, still relatively new but increasingly confident in his role, spoke up. “What about the CIA? If they realise their supply lines are being hit, they could escalate further. We'll need caution not to tip them off too early.”

Dan agreed, his expression thoughtful. “That's a risk, but we've no choice. We can't allow this to proceed. If oil infrastructure fails, it'll bury Venezuela and overshadow everything else. We need focus on Ji-Hoon and North Korea. That's our real objective.”

Cecilia's voice had been clear: maintain stability whilst achieving their primary mission. The CIA's destabilisation campaign would destroy that chance.

Dan straightened, confidence returning. “Right. We strike the shipments before they reach the dissidents, destroy the weapons, and make it appear like logistical failure or sabotage from another local group. The CIA loses their shipment, the dissidents don't get armed, and we remain invisible.”

“Wait.” Dave's voice cut through the planning. “What if we make it look like the Venezuelans uncovered the routes and took out the shipments themselves? If we could access Venezuelan weaponry for use as evidence in any investigation of the aftermath…”

Dan raised an eyebrow at the suggestion, a thoughtful expression crossing his face. “That's not a bad idea,” he said, glancing at Serj, whose tactical mind was already processing implications. “If we make it look like Venezuelan government action, we throw the CIA off completely. They won't suspect our involvement, and it prevents the dissidents from blaming us. But to make this work, we'll need it looking convincing—like an official military operation. Artillery or air strike would definitely sell it.”

Serj nodded, leaning over the map. “We could stage it as a surgical strike by Venezuelan armed forces. Air-to-surface munitions would be too large for us to handle on the ground. If we acquire high-explosive munitions—something like 122mm HE artillery shells—they exist in Venezuela's arsenal. It would provide plausible deniability. The CIA would think the Venezuelans intercepted their arms shipments, and the dissidents wouldn't suspect us at all.”

Omar rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “But where do we acquire that kind of weaponry? We can't exactly walk into a local arms dealer and request a howitzer.”

Dan looked to Anya, who was already tapping into her network. “Anya, what do we have regarding black market access or military connections that could supply the weapons we need? We'll have to acquire them quietly.”

Anya didn't look up from her screen. “Give me a moment… there are several options. The Venezuelan military has been known to ‘lose’ equipment in the past—material that ends up on the black market. It wouldn't be simple, but there's always the possibility we could track down someone willing to part with old military munitions. The 122mm shells are relatively easy to acquire—especially in this region.”

She paused, scrolling through intelligence reports and market listings. “There's an Agency-known arms dealer in Brazil, near Boa Vista, just south of the border. He's got connections to Venezuelan military surplus. If anyone has access to these munitions, it's him. We could reach out through our intermediaries and arrange a quiet purchase.”

Dan nodded, pieces coming together. “Boa Vista's close enough to Guyana that we could reach it without drawing excessive attention. If we can acquire a 122mm shell or similar, we can plant sufficient evidence to make it appear like an official Venezuelan strike. We blow the shipment, leave debris behind, and the story writes itself.”

Serj, always pragmatic, added, “We'll need caution handling the munitions. If there's any trace it didn't originate from the Venezuelans, we risk exposing the entire operation.”

Omar nodded agreement. “I can handle transport and evidence planting once we secure the munitions. We'll need to strike at precisely the right moment and leave sufficient trail to convince the CIA that Venezuelan air force was responsible.”

Anya looked up from her screen. “I can arrange the arms deal. It'll be risky, but if we execute this correctly, the CIA will never know we were involved.”

Dan straightened, surveying his team. “Right, here's the plan: Anya, you secure the munitions through our Boa Vista contact. Omar, you and Serj will handle ground operations. Once we've secured the weapons, we'll plan the strike to make it appear the Venezuelans uncovered and hit the CIA's arms shipments. We'll need precision—no mistakes.”

Dave felt excitement surge despite himself. The plan was risky, but clever. If they succeeded, they could not only stop the CIA's plot but shift blame entirely onto Venezuela, all without further regional destabilisation.

Dan gave them all a final nod. “Let's get this done. Anya, make contact with the dealer. Serj, Omar, be ready to move. We've a narrow window to make this work.”

The team dispersed, each member focused on their task. They were about to execute an operation that could not only neutralise the CIA's plans but do so in a manner that ensured no one would ever suspect the Agency's involvement.

The game had changed. Now they just needed to play it perfectly.
A Night Out

The bar stank of failure and desperation, cut with cheap aguardiente and the acrid bite of unfiltered cigarettes. Omar sat in the corner booth of El Tiburón, a concrete box on the outskirts of Mabaruma where the jungle pressed close enough that you could hear insects competing with the jukebox. The ceiling fan did nothing but redistribute the humid air, and the fluorescent tubes overhead buzzed with the manic energy of insects about to die.

Three days of this. Three days working their way through a circuit of establishments that made The Hanged Man look like the Ritz. Places where the beer came in unlabelled bottles and the toilets were holes in the ground out back. Where every conversation was conducted in mutters, and trust was a currency more valuable than the grimy bolivares that changed hands under tables.

Omar nursed a bottle of Polar—unopened when it reached him, a habit that had kept him alive through two decades of field work—and watched the dockworker through his peripheral vision. The man had a scar running temple to jaw, the kind that spoke of a machete rather than a knife, and hands that trembled slightly when he thought no one was looking. Fear, not alcohol. That tremor was intelligence gold.

“They say there's a convoy,” the man whispered, leaning close enough that Omar could smell the rum on his breath mixing with something metallic—blood, maybe, from gums rotted by poverty and poor nutrition. His eyes kept darting to the door, to the shadowed corners, to places where threats might materialise. “Coming through the jungle. Supposed to head up near Cariba, then into Tumeremo.”

Omar let the silence stretch, a technique he'd learned from interrogators who understood that people filled silence with information they'd otherwise keep locked down. He pulled out another few bills—Venezuelan bolivares so devalued they might as well be confetti, but here on the border they still had marginal value—and set them on the scarred wood between them.

“What kind of cargo?” Omar asked, his Spanish carrying just enough Lebanese accent to mark him as an outsider, but the right kind of outsider. Someone who might be in the market for questionable goods.

The dockworker's hand moved toward the money, then hesitated. That hesitation told Omar more than words would. Whatever was in that convoy, it scared people more than poverty did.

“Don't know. Nobody's saying.” The man grabbed the bills, folding them small and tucking them somewhere inside his sweat-stained shirt. “But it's not the usual contraband. Not drugs, not even weapons for the usual crowd. This is different. The people who know…” He trailed off, then finished in an even lower whisper, “They're too scared to say a word.”

Omar nodded, filed the information away in the mental compartment where he kept useful intelligence, and stood. He left enough money on the table for another round the man wouldn't drink—payment for the conversation and insurance against being remembered as cheap.

Outside, the night pressed close, thick with moisture and the screech of cicadas. Serj emerged from the shadows across the street, his massive frame somehow managing to blend with the darkness despite his size. A useful trick, that. Omar had watched him in Baghdad, in Mogadishu, in half a dozen places where being noticed meant being dead. The man moved like fog.

“Anything?” Serj's Russian accent was slight, worn down by years working in international zones, but still there in the consonants.

“Convoy. Cariba to Tumeremo route. Timeline unclear, but soon.” Omar glanced back at the bar, where the dockworker was already hunched over another bottle. “Whatever they're moving, it's got people scared enough to shut up about it.”

“That's saying something in a place like this.” Serj studied the bar's exterior—the cracked concrete, the hand-painted sign, the security bars on every window. “Where next?”

“There's another place, fifteen kilometres into the jungle. Closer to the suspected route.” Omar pulled out a map, one of the old paper ones that didn't depend on satellite signals or cell towers. He'd learned that lesson in Syria when the network went dark and half his team couldn't navigate their way out of a paper bag. “Here. Used to be a logging camp. Now it's mostly smugglers and the people who service them.”

Serj grunted, which Omar had learned to interpret as agreement. They walked to where they'd hidden the motorcycle—a beat-up Honda that looked like it had been stolen three times and never properly maintained. Perfect camouflage in a region where new vehicles stood out like warning flags.

The ride took them deeper into the jungle, along roads that degraded from cracked asphalt to gravel to mud tracks that tested the Honda's suspension. The headlight carved a tunnel through vegetation so thick it felt like driving through a living wall. Omar kept the speed moderate, aware that rushing would mark them as outsiders with somewhere to be, and that hitting an unexpected pothole could mean a broken ankle or worse.

The second bar—La Culebra, according to the hand-lettered sign—made El Tiburón look upscale. Broken neon flickered in the window, casting strobing shadows over walls that might have been white before years of cigarette smoke and jungle humidity had turned them the colour of old teeth. Inside, the atmosphere was heavier, charged with a tension that had nothing to do with the weather.

Omar ordered at the bar—two bottles, unopened—and found a table that gave them sight lines to both exits. The bartender had been professionally unhelpful, which meant he knew something, which meant they'd have to work for it. But his eyes had flickered toward a group in the corner booth when Omar had asked about unusual traffic, and that flicker was all Omar needed.

The group were traders, the kind who operated in the grey zones between legal and lethal. Sunburnt skin over muscle gone stringy from years of hard living. Scars that spoke of violence survived. Eyes that assessed threats with the automatic calculation of men who'd seen friends die for being too slow or too trusting.

Omar approached with the body language of someone looking to join a conversation, not start trouble. Bought a round without being asked. Let them talk about the heat, about the government in Caracas, about the price of diesel and the quality of the roads. Establishing that he was one of them, or at least adjacent to their world.

It took two more rounds and carefully deployed cash before the burly man with the missing tooth and the neck tattoo leaned in close. His breath was a weapon—rum and rotted vegetation and something metallic.

“There's something moving through the jungle soon.” The words came slurred but deliberate, like he was balancing the profit from information against the risk of sharing it. “Heard it from one of the drivers. They don't ask questions, but it's not the usual stuff.”

“What makes it unusual?” Omar kept his tone conversational, another smuggler making market calculations.

The man's eyes showed something then—not greed or calculation, but genuine fear. “The kind of people behind it. The kind that make you disappear.” He glanced around the bar, automatic paranoia. “Government? Cartels? Shit, could be CIA for all I know. But nobody's sticking around to find out.”

“When?” Omar asked, sensing the window of cooperation closing as the man's fear reasserted itself.

“Soon. Maybe tomorrow, maybe three days. But soon.” The man grabbed the bottle Omar had bought him and retreated back to his corner, conversation clearly over.

Omar caught Serj's eye across the room and gave the slight nod that meant we're done here. They'd confirmed the convoy's existence and approximate route. Not perfect intelligence, but enough to plan an interception.

That's when the trouble started.

The group by the door had been watching them since Omar had bought the round for the traders. Four men, younger than the veterans in the corner, with the aggressive territorialism of people who'd staked out their turf and defended it with violence. Their leader—wiry, with a jagged scar bisecting his left cheek—stood and approached with the rolling gait of someone who'd been drinking since noon and thought alcohol made him invincible.

“Hey, gringo,” the man spat, his Spanish carrying the thick accent of the border regions where Venezuelan and Guyanese met in uneasy fusion. “We don't like outsiders asking questions around here.”

Omar set down his bottle carefully, his body language non-threatening but balanced. Ready. “Just having a drink, friend. No trouble.”

“No trouble?” The wiry man moved closer, invading Omar's personal space in the way drunks and fighters did when they wanted to provoke a reaction. “Maybe there should be trouble. Maybe we should find out what you're really after.”

His hand drifted toward his waistband, where the outline of a knife handle was visible under his sweat-stained shirt. Around the bar, conversations died as people recognised the signs of imminent violence and made the calculation about whether to intervene, flee, or just watch.

Before Omar could shift his weight, before the knife could clear leather, Serj was there.

The Russian moved with the eerie silence of a man who'd spent too many years in covert operations, materialising at Omar's shoulder like a ghost made solid. His hand shot out and grabbed the wiry man's collar, lifting him clear off his feet with the casual strength of someone who'd spent decades carrying equipment and bodies through hostile territory.

The thug's feet kicked uselessly as Serj carried him two metres and slammed him into a chair hard enough to make the wood creak. The impact drove the air from the man's lungs in a whoosh that silenced the entire bar.

Serj leaned down, his face centimetres from the thug's, and spoke in a voice so calm it was more terrifying than any shout. “Sit. Down.”

The wiry man stared up at Serj's scarred face—at the grey streaking his close-cropped hair, at the dark eyes that had seen things that would break most people—and whatever he saw there convinced him. He slumped back, hands raised in surrender, the knife forgotten.

The other three thugs took a collective step backward, muttering curses but smart enough to recognise when they were outmatched. The bar's ambient noise resumed slowly, conversations picking up again as people decided the entertainment was over and bloodshed wouldn't be decorating the floor tonight.

“Thanks,” Omar said quietly as they moved toward the door.

Serj shrugged, the gesture economical. “Better to establish boundaries early.”

“That's one way of putting it.” Omar glanced back at the bar, where the wiry man was still sitting in the chair, looking like he'd just had a religious experience. “Think we'll have trouble finding people to talk to now?”

“In places like this?” Serj pushed open the door, letting in a wave of hot jungle air. “They'll respect it. Weakness invites problems. Strength buys space.”

They'd collected three more fragments of intelligence before dawn—a truck driver who'd seen military-grade equipment moving north, a prostitute whose client had bragged about a “big shipment” coming through, and a fuel depot owner who'd been told to keep extra diesel on hand for a convoy that would pay cash and expect no questions.

Piece by piece, the picture emerged. The convoy was real. It was coming soon—within seventy-two hours, possibly sooner. It would pass through Cariba and head toward Tumeremo, following logging roads that wound through jungle thick enough to hide an army.

And it was carrying something important enough that people who normally talked for money had decided silence was cheaper than information.

By the time they returned to the safe house, the sun was starting to grey the eastern sky. Omar's shirt stuck to his back with sweat, his throat was raw from cigarette smoke, and his head ached from too much cheap beer nursed too slowly.

But they had what they needed.

Dan looked up from the map table as they entered, taking in their appearance with a single glance. “Productive night?”

“Convoy confirmed,” Omar said, moving to the sink to wash his hands—a habit from years of working in places where everything was contaminated. “Cariba to Tumeremo route. Timeline is loose, but within the next three days. Heavy security, government or cartel backing, possibly both.”

“Cargo?”

“Unknown. But whatever it is, it's got people scared enough to keep quiet.” Omar dried his hands and joined Dan at the table. “Which in this region means it's either extremely valuable or extremely dangerous.”

“Likely both,” Serj added, his voice carrying the flat certainty of experience. “The Agency wouldn't be interested if it were just money.”

Dan studied the map, his finger tracing the route from Cariba to Tumeremo. “Jungle corridor, minimal population. If we're going to intercept, we need to do it somewhere remote. Can't risk civilian casualties.”

“There's a section here,” Omar pointed to a narrow pass where the road threaded through particularly dense vegetation. “Twenty kilometres from Tumeremo, no settlements within five klicks. If we stage it right, we can make it look like a military strike, give the convoy personnel time to scatter, then destroy the cargo.”

“And frame the Venezuelans for uncovering the route,” Dan finished, understanding the strategy. “Clean, minimal casualties, maximum political impact.”

Omar nodded, then glanced at Serj. “Think Anya's got those munitions secured yet?”

“If she says she'll deliver, she'll deliver.” Serj moved toward the back room where he kept his gear. “I need to repack for jungle insertion. Different loadout than urban work.”

Omar watched him go, then turned back to Dan. “You know this is going to get messy, right? No matter how well we plan it.”

“It always does,” Dan agreed, his expression tired. “But messy we can handle. It's the clean disasters that kill you.”

Outside, the jungle woke with the morning—a cacophony of bird calls and insect hum that would continue unabated until the sun drove every living thing back into whatever shade they could find. Somewhere out there, a convoy was moving through that green hell, carrying weapons that would arm dissidents and destabilise a region already teetering on the edge of chaos.

Omar thought about the dockworker's trembling hands, the trader's genuine fear, the wiry thug's sudden conversion to pacifism when confronted with real violence. All of them caught in the machinery of geopolitics they didn't understand and couldn't control, trying to survive by staying quiet and keeping their heads down.

The mature approach would be to feel sympathy. But Omar had been in this business too long for sympathy. The best he could manage was a grim determination to ensure that when the machinery ground forward, it chewed up as few innocent people as possible.

Sometimes that had to be enough.
Doing the Deal

Anya sat in the corner of the safe house, her laptop casting a pale glow across her face as she initiated the secure line. The encryption protocols took longer than usual—not surprising when reaching across three borders and two shell companies to contact someone who made their living staying invisible.

Mauricio “El Zorro” Mendoza appeared on her screen, the image grainy but functional. He was leaner than most arms dealers she'd worked with, his slicked-back hair and calculating gaze suggesting someone who'd survived this business through careful planning rather than brute force. The background revealed nothing—could have been anywhere from Caracas to Buenos Aires.

“Anya.” His voice carried a smoothness that set her teeth on edge. “I hear you're in the market for something heavy.”

She didn't waste energy on pleasantries. “Four 122mm high explosive shells, Russian manufacture but with verifiable Venezuelan provenance. I know you have access to military surplus. We need it covert, delivered to Mabaruma airstrip.”

El Zorro's eyebrow lifted fractionally. “Quite specific. These aren't exactly available at your local hardware store.” He lit a cigarette, taking his time. “But for you, I can make arrangements. Cost won't be negligible.”

“Funds will transfer tomorrow. The Agency handles payment.”

The casual mention brought a shift in his expression—subtle, but Anya caught it. Everyone in the arms trade knew the Agency wasn't to be taken lightly. “I see. That changes the risk profile considerably.” He exhaled smoke. “The shipment will arrive in two days. After sundown at the airstrip. My pilot will manage the delivery, but once those shells touch Venezuelan soil, they're your problem.”

“Understood.” Anya leaned closer to the camera. “One more thing. This transaction doesn't exist. No records, no whispers, nothing that traces back to us.”

El Zorro's laugh was dry. “Who do you think you're talking to? My business thrives on discretion. You'll have your ordnance, and no one will know it was ever there.”

The connection severed. Anya sat back, mentally cataloguing the next steps. She turned to Dan, who'd been monitoring from across the room.

“Shipment arranged. Mabaruma airstrip, two days.”

Dan nodded once. “I'll notify Cecilia about the funds. Dave will need to be ready for collection.”



Two days later, the sun hung low over the jungle canopy as Dave stood at the edge of Mabaruma's dirt airstrip. The term “airstrip” was generous—it was essentially a cleared patch of earth with optimistic markings that suggested aircraft occasionally survived landing here.

The sound of engines reached him before he spotted the twin-prop plane emerging from the haze. It descended with a competence that suggested the pilot had done this run more times than was probably legal, touching down with minimal fuss. The engines wound down to idle as the hatch opened.

The pilot was wiry, wearing sunglasses that hid most of his expression. He jerked his thumb towards the cargo area. “This your delivery?”

“It is.”

Dave moved towards the crates while the pilot climbed out to supervise. The first crate sat amongst netting and cargo straps, its weight distributed carefully to maintain the aircraft's centre of gravity. Dave reached for it, gripping the handles on either side.

The crate came away from its moorings with none of the resistance Dave had expected. He carried it towards the waiting Land Cruiser, conscious of maintaining normal-looking effort despite the complete lack of strain. To his enhanced muscles, the 122mm shells felt no heavier than a case of printer paper from his old IT days.

Behind him, the pilot had gone very still.

Dave set the crate in the vehicle's cargo area, securing it properly before returning for the second. The pilot was still standing there, mouth slightly open, staring at the space where the crate had been.

“Something wrong?” Dave asked, lifting the second crate with the same casual ease.

“I… how did you…?” The pilot gestured vaguely at the cargo area, then at Dave. “That's over eighty kilos.”

Dave set the second crate next to the first, making sure both were properly secured. “I've been working out.”

“Working out.” The pilot's voice was flat with disbelief. He watched Dave collect the third and fourth crates, each one hefted with the same disturbing lack of effort. “Right. Working out.”

The final crate secured, Dave closed the Land Cruiser's hatch with a solid thunk. The pilot still hadn't moved, seemingly stuck processing what he'd just witnessed.

“Safe travels,” Dave offered, climbing into the driver's seat.

The pilot managed a weak nod, already moving back towards his aircraft. Dave watched in the mirror as the man practically scrambled aboard, the twin-prop's engines spooling up faster than strictly necessary. Within minutes, the plane was airborne again, its pilot no doubt reconsidering several life choices.

Dave started the engine and headed back towards the safe house. Another piece of operational security compromised by his inability to properly fake normal human limitations. He made a mental note to add “convincing weakness” to his training priorities, right below “not accidentally crushing everyday objects” and “maintaining plausible deniability.”



Omar, Serj, and Dan were waiting in the garage area when Dave reversed in. The three of them worked quickly, unloading the crates with considerably more visible effort than Dave had shown. The munitions were transferred to a locked room inside the safe house, each shell handled with the respect that high explosives demanded.

Dan inspected the contents, running his hand along one casing. “Venezuelan military markings, Cyrillic manufacturer stamps. These are perfect.” He glanced at Dave. “Any issues at the airstrip?”

“Pilot seemed concerned about my exercise regime.”

Serj's mouth twitched in what might have been amusement. “Another witness to add to the list.”

“He'll keep quiet,” Anya said from her workstation near the window. She'd been monitoring communications traffic throughout the pickup. “People in his profession don't ask questions they don't want answered. We're in a good position now. The shells are standard Venezuelan artillery issue. Once we stage the intercept, the evidence trail will point exactly where we need it to.”

Omar sealed the storage room, engaging multiple locks. “Timing needs to be precise. We hit the convoy while it's isolated, use the shells to destroy the weapons, then ensure the Venezuelans arrive quickly enough to find the scene but not so quickly they complicate our extraction.”

“The challenging part,” Dan said, leaning against the workbench, “is making this look like a legitimate military operation without causing casualties we don't need.”

Dave had been running through scenarios since they'd first outlined the plan. “We give them every opportunity to run. The goal is destroying the weapons, not the people transporting them. If we can make it look like they're under attack from superior forces, most of them will abandon the convoy.”

“Most isn't all,” Serj observed. “There's always someone who tries to be a hero.”

“Then we adapt.” Dan straightened, his tone brooking no argument. “Primary objective is the weapons. Secondary is minimising casualties. We're not starting a bloodbath in the Venezuelan jungle just to make a point.”

They spent the next hour reviewing the convoy route, discussing placement of the shells, and working through contingencies. Anya had satellite data showing the terrain, highlighting natural choke points where a convoy would be forced to slow. Omar suggested modifications to the detonation sequence that would give them better control over timing.

The technical discussion eventually gave way to practical preparation. The team dispersed to check equipment and review individual assignments. Dave found himself back in the garage, staring at the Land Cruiser and thinking about the pilot's reaction.

He'd spent three years trying to maintain some veneer of normalcy, to keep his abilities from completely overshadowing his identity. But moments like today made it clear how thoroughly his life had changed. No amount of training or preparation could bridge the gap between what he appeared to be and what he actually was.

“Second thoughts?”

Alicia had entered quietly, medical kit slung over her shoulder. She was doing her evening equipment check, ensuring supplies were ready for whatever the mission might bring.

“Just thinking about the disconnect,” Dave said. “Between what people expect and what actually happens.”

She considered this while organising bandages. “You can't live your entire life managing other people's expectations. The pilot saw what he saw. He'll either forget about it or he won't, but either way, it doesn't change what we need to do tomorrow.”

“Professional perspective?”

“Common sense.” She zipped the kit closed. “You're worried about being too visible, too obvious. But tomorrow, when we're stopping weapons from reaching people who'd use them to kill civilians, that visibility might save lives. The trick is knowing when to hide what you can do and when to use it.”

She had a point. The guilt about his abilities—their origin in Nazi occult research, their unearned nature—was something he'd been processing since the day Dr. Kessler had first explained what the geometric mesh in his cells actually meant. But guilt was a luxury he couldn't afford when the mission demanded action.

“Thanks.”

Alicia nodded, heading back inside. Dave remained in the garage for another few minutes, letting the weight of tomorrow's operation settle properly. They had the tools, the intelligence, and the plan. Now they just needed to execute it without the situation spiralling into exactly the kind of bloodshed they were trying to prevent.

He thought about the convoy personnel—likely just soldiers following orders, transporting weapons they thought would help their cause. The CIA had manipulated them into position, turned them into pawns in a larger game they probably didn't even understand. By tomorrow night, their convoy would be destroyed, but with any luck, most of them would walk away alive.

Dave headed back inside. The safe house was quiet, team members either reviewing plans or trying to rest before the operation. Tomorrow would test their ability to thread a very narrow needle—destroying the weapons without creating the massacre that would give the CIA exactly the chaos they wanted.

The shells sat locked in the storage room, Venezuelan provenance intact, waiting to play their part in a deception that would sever international alliances and derail a covert operation. Not bad for eighty kilos of high explosive and a pilot who'd probably be reconsidering his career choices for weeks to come.

Sometimes, Dave reflected, the simplest part of any mission was the superhuman feat. It was everything else—the planning, the timing, the consequences—that required real strength.
The Ambush

The jungle was alive with the sounds of evening—macaws settling into roosts, howler monkeys calling across the canopy, the constant underlying hum of insects. Dan crouched behind a fallen log, watching the dirt track through his scope. Two kilometres behind him, Omar was positioned with the detonators. Serj had eyes on the northern approach. Dave waited in the densest part of the jungle, ready to move once the convoy stopped.

“Radio check,” Dan murmured into his comms.

“Omar, position Alpha. Charges armed.”

“Serj, position Bravo. Northern route clear.”

“Dave, position Charlie. Standing by.”

Anya's voice crackled through from the command post three clicks away. “Convoy departed staging area fourteen minutes ago. ETA to killbox, seven minutes.”

Dan settled into his position, forcing his breathing to slow. They'd rehearsed this a dozen times, mapped every contingency they could anticipate. The charges Omar had placed would bring down a tree across the road—large enough to stop the convoy but small enough to avoid crushing anyone. The 122mm shells were positioned in the jungle on either side of the road, angled to destroy vehicles without hitting personnel.

Simple plan. Textbook execution.

He'd learned long ago that simple plans had the most failure points.

“Six minutes,” Anya reported.

Dan ran through the sequence again in his mind. Tree drops, convoy stops, they assess the situation. That's when Omar launches the flares—making it look like air support is inbound. The convoy personnel panic, abandon the vehicles, scatter into the jungle. They detonate the shells, destroying the weapons and creating evidence of a Venezuelan military strike. The actual Venezuelan forces arrive to find smoking wreckage and abandoned CIA weapons.

Clean. Precise. No casualties.

“Five minutes.”

The jungle sounds continued, oblivious to the violence being prepared in their midst. Dan thought about the soldiers in those trucks—probably young men following orders, maybe believing they were fighting for something that mattered. The CIA had turned them into pawns, convinced them they were heroes when they were just another piece on someone else's board.

“Four minutes. I'm tracking three vehicles. Two transport trucks, one technical with mounted weapon.”

Dan frowned. The intelligence had suggested two trucks. The technical complicated things—someone manning that weapon might not abandon it as quickly.

“Copy that,” he responded. “Adjusting plan. We take out the technical first, separate from the convoy.”

“Negative,” Omar's voice came through. “Technical is leading. If we hit it first, the convoy stops in the wrong position. The charges won't be effective.”

Dan cursed silently. Omar was right. The spacing had to be exact for the shells to destroy the cargo without hitting the cab sections where the drivers would be.

“Let it through the killbox,” Serj suggested. “Take it out after. Once the tree drops, they're committed to the stop regardless of what happens to the lead vehicle.”

“Agreed,” Dan said. “Omar, hold on the tree until all three vehicles are in position. Dave, you'll need to neutralise the technical's weapon quickly once they stop.”

“Understood,” Dave's voice carried a tension Dan recognised—the man still hated being put in situations where his abilities became necessary.

“Three minutes.”

The jungle sounds seemed louder now, or perhaps Dan was just more aware of them. Every screech of a bird, every rustle of leaves became part of the tactical picture. He adjusted his position slightly, ensuring he had clear line of sight to the convoy's stopping point.

“Two minutes.”

Dan could hear them now—the low rumble of engines, the creak of suspension on rough road. Through his scope, he caught glimpses of movement through the trees. The technical appeared first, an ancient Toyota Hilux that had seen better decades. Its white paint was battered and patched with primer grey, fenders dented from years of rough roads. In the bed, a heavy weapon mount had been welded directly to the frame—crude but effective, reinforced with steel plates scavenged from who-knows-where.

The weapon itself was unmistakable: a DShK heavy machine gun, its chunky receiver and thick barrel marking it as Soviet manufacture. The 12.7mm beast sat on a pintle mount with improvised sandbags stacked around the base for stability and minimal protection. Ammunition belts draped across the truck bed, the distinctive large-calibre rounds catching the fading light.

Behind the technical, the two transport trucks followed at careful intervals, canvas covers concealing their cargo.

“One minute. All units weapons tight until my mark.”

The convoy entered the killbox, the technical passing Dan's position first. He could see the gunner, young, maybe twenty, scanning the jungle with the bored alertness of someone who'd made this run too many times. His hands rested on the DShK's grips, ready but relaxed.

“All vehicles in position,” Dan confirmed. “Omar, execute.”

The explosion was sharp and precise—a shaped charge that sheared through the massive tree trunk at exactly the right angle. The tree came down with a groan that overwhelmed all jungle sounds, slamming across the road between the technical and the first transport truck.

The convoy's response was immediate. Brakes squealed. The technical's engine roared as the driver tried to reverse. The transport trucks lurched to a halt, men already jumping from the cabs to assess the situation.

“Phase two,” Dan ordered. “Flares, now.”

Omar fired the first flare into the darkening sky above the convoy. It burst into brilliant red, casting harsh shadows across the scene. Two seconds later, another. Then another. Six flares total, creating the unmistakable signature of aerial targeting.

The convoy personnel's reaction was exactly what they'd hoped for. Voices shouted in Spanish, panic evident even at this distance. The men from the transport trucks scattered, abandoning their vehicles and running for the treeline. The technical's driver jumped out, sprinting to catch up with the others.

But the gunner didn't move.

Dan watched through his scope as the young man stayed at his weapon, training it on the sky, searching for the aircraft he believed were coming. The flares continued to burn overhead, their red glow reflecting off the DShK's heavy barrel. Brave or stupid—the outcome would be the same if he didn't abandon that position.

Then the gunner made his decision. His hands gripped the weapon's handles, and the DShK opened up.

The sound was enormous—a heavy, thudding roar that echoed through the jungle like thunder. Each shot produced a sharp crack followed by a deep boom, the 12.7mm rounds tearing into the canopy above. Dan felt the concussion in his chest even at this distance, each shot a physical punch through the humid air.

The muzzle flash was brilliant against the darkening jungle, flames and sparks erupting with each round. The entire Hilux shook with the recoil, its improvised mount straining against the forces. Empty brass casings—massive things, longer than a man's hand—arced through the air, clattering onto the truck bed and bouncing off the sandbags.

The gunner was firing blind, sweeping the sky in wide arcs, convinced he was engaging aerial threats. Tracer rounds drew brilliant lines through the twilight, every fifth round burning orange-red as it climbed into the canopy and beyond.

A haze of smoke filled the truck bed, the smell of burnt propellant mixing with the jungle humidity. The improvised mount creaked with each burst, welds straining. The sandbags had shifted from the recoil, one of them torn open by an ejected casing, spilling sand across the metal floor.

“Dave, can you reach the technical?”

“Negative. They're scattering between me and the vehicle.” Dave's voice was tight. “And that gunner's tearing the jungle apart. If he drops that barrel even slightly—”

Serj's shot cracked across the chaos, precise as always. The bullet struck the DShK's feed mechanism—a carefully placed round that jammed the belt without detonating the ammunition. The heavy machine gun stuttered once, twice, then fell silent. The gunner looked at his weapon in confusion, seeing the damage, hands moving to try clearing the jam.

For a moment, Dan thought he'd run.

Instead, the young man drew his sidearm.

“Stubborn bastard,” Serj muttered.

“I'm moving,” Dave said.

“Wait—” Dan started, but Dave was already in motion.

The plan had called for them to detonate the shells once the area was clear. But the gunner's position meant they couldn't do that safely, and the Venezuelan forces would arrive in minutes. They were running out of time.

Dan watched Dave emerge from the jungle at a speed that always seemed impossible despite having seen it dozens of times. The gunner spun, bringing his pistol up, firing three quick shots. Dan saw the impacts—saw Dave's shirt tear as the bullets struck centre mass. Saw him keep running without breaking stride.

The gunner's expression went from determined to terrified in the space of a heartbeat.

Dave reached the technical, grabbed the young man by his vest, and physically threw him towards the jungle. Not violently—more like someone tossing a duffle bag. The gunner hit the ground rolling, came up running, and disappeared into the trees.

“Technical clear,” Dave reported, breathing harder than the exertion warranted. “Detonating in three—”

“Wait.” Anya's voice cut through, urgent. “New contact. Venezuelan forces, coming from the south. They're early. Two minutes out.”

Dan's mind raced. Two minutes wasn't enough time to detonate, verify destruction, and extract. But if they left now, the weapons would still be intact, the mission failed.

The scattered convoy personnel were starting to regroup in the jungle, voices calling out to each other. In moments, they'd realise the air support wasn't coming, that they'd been tricked. They might try to return to the vehicles, to salvage what they could.

“We need them to stay scattered,” Dan decided. “Serj, you have the CS grenades?”

“Affirmative. Three smoke, three CS.”

“Deploy them. Create a cloud between the convoy personnel and the vehicles. Make it thick enough they won't try pushing through.”

Serj moved with characteristic efficiency, his grenade launcher making soft thumping sounds as he fired. Three smoke grenades first, creating a wall of grey that obscured the killbox. Then three CS gas canisters, their distinctive green-tinged smoke mixing with the white.

The effect was immediate. The convoy personnel who'd been moving back towards their vehicles stopped, then retreated as the gas reached them. Coughing, gagging sounds carried through the jungle.

“Omar, can you remote detonate?”

“Negative. Proximity's too close to the shells. The signal might not penetrate properly. Someone needs to be at minimum safe distance to trigger manually.”

Which meant approximately fifty metres. Which meant someone needed to stay in that gas cloud while everyone else extracted. Which meant—

“I'll do it,” Dave said.

“Dave, that's CS gas. Even with your—”

“I know. But I'm still the only one who can take the blast if something goes wrong with the timing. You know I'm right.”

Dan did know. He hated it, but he knew. “Everyone else, extract now. Dave, thirty seconds after we're clear, you detonate. Then you run north, link up with us at the secondary position.”

The team moved with the efficiency of long practise, melting back into the jungle. Dan was the last to leave, keeping his scope on Dave's position. He watched as Dave moved forward into the gas cloud, disappearing into the green-tinged smoke.

Dave pushed into the CS gas with his eyes open, expecting the familiar burn. CS gas was supposed to be impossible to resist—it bypassed conscious thought, hitting the nervous system directly. Eyes streaming, throat closing, lungs convulsing.

Nothing happened.

He moved through the cloud as if it were ordinary fog. No tears. No coughing. No burning sensation in his lungs or on his skin. The gas swirled around him, thick enough that visibility should have been zero—the kind of cloud where you couldn't see your hand in front of your face.

But Dave could see everything.

Every vehicle. Every piece of equipment. The positions where the shells were placed. Clear as day, as if the gas wasn't even there. He noted it distantly, filed it away with all the other impossible things, and moved to position himself for detonation.

“Twenty seconds,” Anya reported. “Venezuelan forces approaching.”

Then they were there—emerging from the southern treeline in a loose tactical formation. Professional. Controlled. Until they hit the gas cloud.

The first soldier stumbled to a halt, weapon dropping as his hands went to his face. He doubled over, retching, eyes squeezed shut against the chemical assault. Behind him, others tried to don gas masks, but the CS had already done its work—they were coughing too hard to get the masks sealed properly.

Dave stood twenty metres away in the same cloud, watching them flounder.

“Dave,” Dan's voice in his ear, urgent. “Venezuelan forces are in the killbox. You need to detonate and extract.”

But the soldiers were spreading out, some of them managing to get their masks on, weapons coming back up despite their compromised state. If Dave detonated now, the blast pattern might catch them. The shells were positioned to destroy the vehicles, but the shrapnel radius would extend beyond that.

He'd volunteered for this mission specifically to avoid unnecessary casualties.

“Negative,” Dave responded. “Hostiles in blast radius. Clearing them now.”

“Dave, you don't have time—”

Dave was already moving. The smoke and CS gas swirled thick enough to blind anyone without his inexplicable immunity. The Venezuelan soldiers were stumbling, choking, their formation disintegrating into individual panic. He could see everything—every weapon, every movement, every person in perfect clarity.

The first soldier never saw him coming—couldn't see anything through the tears and the gas. Dave grabbed him by the vest, his grip crushing the straps, and threw him clear of the killbox. The man sailed through the air, landing in a tumble fifteen metres away in clear air. Conscious, winded, but definitely out of the fight.

The second soldier spun towards the sound, firing blind. Three rounds that went wide. Dave closed the distance, his hand clamping around the man's wrist with enough force to make bone grind against bone. The soldier cried out, his rifle clattering to the ground. Dave grabbed his vest, lifted him off his feet, and slammed him against the side of the nearest truck—not hard enough to break anything, but hard enough to knock the fight out of him. The soldier crumpled, gasping, clutching his wrist.

Three more soldiers had entered the killbox from the north, all with masks on now but moving cautiously, unable to see more than vague shapes through the dense CS fog. Dave moved between them like a ghost.

The first one managed to get his weapon halfway up before Dave grabbed the barrel and wrenched it away with casual force. The soldier stumbled, off-balance, and Dave caught him by the vest, dragging him bodily towards the treeline and depositing him outside the gas where he could breathe.

The second soldier heard the commotion, turned, fired a burst into the gas. Dave felt two rounds hit his chest—the familiar sensation of impacts that should have killed him but barely registered. His shirt tore. The soldier fired again, magazine nearly empty, panic evident in his movements.

Dave was already behind him. He grabbed the man's gas mask, yanking it free, then spun him to face deeper into the CS cloud. The soldier immediately inhaled the gas, his professional composure shattering as his nervous system overrode his training. Eyes streaming, throat closing, he doubled over coughing. Dave kept one hand on his vest, guiding him firmly out of the killbox.

The third soldier was backing away, calling for support in Spanish, his words interrupted by coughs even through his mask. Dave closed the distance, grabbed the mask's straps, and pulled it off in one smooth motion. The soldier's weapon dropped from his hands as CS gas hit him full force. Dave turned him away from the killbox and gave him a firm push towards his retreating comrades.

More soldiers were entering the area. One of them spotted Dave through the gas—or spotted something moving where no one should be able to move. He raised his weapon, shouted a warning. Dave grabbed him before he could fire, his hand wrapping around the man's forearm with enough pressure to make him drop the rifle. The soldier tried to swing at him with his free hand. Dave caught that wrist too, squeezed until the man's knees buckled, then half-carried, half-dragged him out of the killbox.

Another soldier emerged from the south, weapon up, mask on, moving with professional caution. He saw Dave through the gas—or saw the shape of something that shouldn't exist. He fired. Three rounds stitched across Dave's torso, tearing fabric but nothing else. The soldier's eyes widened behind his mask, his training warring with the impossibility of what he was seeing.

Dave grabbed his weapon with one hand and the front of his vest with the other. The soldier tried to hold on to his rifle, and Dave felt something in the man's hand give way with a wet pop—dislocated fingers, maybe a broken thumb. The soldier screamed through his mask. Dave pulled the mask off, let the CS gas do its work, then moved him roughly but not viciously towards clear air.

The young soldier from earlier—the one who'd manned the DShK—rushed through the gas from the east, apparently desperate or brave enough to try reaching the vehicles one more time. No mask, eyes streaming, coughing with every breath but still moving with determination.

Dave intercepted him, grabbed his vest, and physically carried him out of the killbox. The young man struggled, completely unable to see his captor through his gas-induced tears, swinging wildly. One punch caught Dave in the jaw—like being tapped with a pencil. Dave kept walking, set him down outside the cloud, kept one hand on his shoulder to prevent him from immediately running back in.

“Stay,” Dave said in Spanish. “The vehicles are going to explode.”

The soldier stared in his direction, unable to focus through the tears, trying to process the English-accented Spanish and the impossibility of someone standing unaffected in the CS gas. Blood ran from his nose where he'd inhaled the gas too deeply. His wrist hung at an odd angle—broken or badly sprained when Dave had grabbed him earlier.

Dave released him and sprinted back into the cloud.

“Detonating now,” he reported.

Dave positioned himself behind the technical, using it as nominal cover—though they all knew it wouldn't matter to him if things went wrong. The CS gas was starting to dissipate, but it still hung thick enough that he could taste the chemical tang of it on his tongue—or rather, he should have been able to taste it. Should have been choking on it. Instead, it was just… there. Present but inert.

He filed that revelation away with all the other impossible things about his body. The geometric mesh in his cells, the Vril energy that powered abilities he hadn't earned, didn't deserve, couldn't fully control. Now apparently he could breathe CS gas like it was fresh air.

Another reason to feel like a fraud among the professionals who'd actually trained for this work.

“Ten seconds.”

Dan reached his extraction point, turned back to watch. Through the trees, he could just make out Dave's silhouette in the dissipating gas.

“Hostile forces at killbox perimeter. Dave, you need to detonate now.”

Dan saw Dave trigger the detonators.

The 122mm shells exploded in sequence, a rolling thunder that shook the jungle canopy and sent birds screaming into the sky. The transport trucks disintegrated, their cargo consumed in a fireball that lit the darkening evening. Secondary explosions followed as ammunition cooked off, creating a storm of shrapnel that shredded the canvas covers and anything beneath them.

Dan had timed it perfectly—the shells were positioned to destroy the vehicles without catching Dave in the primary blast radius. But something was wrong. The detonations had been too close together, creating a pressure wave that caught the technical broadside.

The old Hilux lifted off its suspension, the blast wave slamming into its side with enough force to tip it. The DShK mount tore free from its welds with a screech of metal, the heavy weapon tumbling across the truck bed. Ammunition belts snapped, scattering 12.7mm rounds like oversized confetti. The improvised armour plating—already weakened by rust and rough welds—buckled and tore away.

The technical rolled once, twice, flames from the transport trucks catching on spilled fuel. The vehicle came to rest on its side, the cab crushed, the bed a twisted mess of metal and sandbags and scattered ammunition.

Directly on top of where Dave had been standing.

Dan watched in horror as the burning wreckage settled.

“Dave! Report!”

Silence.

The Venezuelan forces emerged from the treeline, weapons raised, shouting orders to anyone who might remain. They moved with professional caution, approaching the burning wreckage carefully.

“Dave, do you copy?”

Nothing.

Dan started to move back towards the killbox. Serj grabbed his arm. “We can't help him if we're captured. Give him a minute.”

A minute felt like an hour. Dan watched the Venezuelan soldiers surround the wreckage, some of them moving towards the jungle to pursue the scattered convoy personnel. Others stayed, weapons trained on the burning vehicles.

Then one of them shouted, pointing at something in the smoke.

A hand emerged from beneath the technical's crushed cab, pushing against twisted metal. The entire vehicle shifted—impossibly, a ton and a half of burning truck lifting as if it weighed nothing. Dave crawled out from underneath, stood up, brushed burning debris off his shoulders.

His clothes were destroyed, hanging off him in charred rags. His skin was covered in soot but unmarked beneath it. He looked down at the ruined technical, at the DShK lying in the dirt with its barrel bent, at the scattered 12.7mm rounds cooking off in the heat, sparks and tiny orange geysers spit from the belt; each pop sent a shower of hot brass and blackened lacquer into the air, and the soldiers around the wreck flinched as if each sound were a fresh impact.

Then he looked up at the Venezuelan soldiers, his expression distant, processing what had just happened. He moved past the scattered Venezuelan soldiers—some still coughing from the gas, others staring at the burning wreckage, all of them too shocked to immediately respond.

The young soldier Dave had pulled from the killbox stood there, eyes red but functional now, watching Dave emerge from fire that should have killed anyone. He raised his weapon, then lowered it, then raised it again, his hands shaking.

Dave met his eyes briefly. The young man's weapon dropped completely, hanging from its sling.

Dave reached the jungle treeline and disappeared into it before anyone thought to try stopping him.

“Moving to secondary position,” Dave's voice came through, strained but functional. “I need new clothes. These ones have a ventilation problem.”

Dan exhaled, not realising he'd been holding his breath. “Copy that. Alicia, prep the med kit just in case.”

“For what?” Dave asked. “I'm fine. Clothing took more damage than I did.”

They regrouped at the secondary position fifteen minutes later. Dave arrived last, his ruined shirt barely held together, trousers in similar condition. His skin showed no burns, no injuries, just the soot and grime of having been at ground zero when multiple artillery shells detonated.

“Well,” Omar said, looking him over. “That was subtle.”

“The plan was good,” Dave replied, accepting the spare clothes Serj offered. “Right up until that gunner decided to engage non-existent air support with a DShK.”

“That was concerning,” Serj admitted. “12.7mm rounds through the jungle. If he'd lowered that barrel another few degrees—”

“He would have shredded the convoy personnel,” Dave finished. “Which is why I couldn't just leave him there. And then Venezuelan forces showed up early, and then the technical decided to roll on top of me during the explosion.” He pulled on the fresh shirt. “Standard Tuesday, really.”

“We saw you engaging them,” Dan said carefully. “In the middle of the CS cloud.”

“They were in the blast radius,” Dave explained, pulling on the fresh shirt. “If I'd detonated with them that close, the shrapnel would have killed at least half of them. So I moved them.”

“You moved them,” Serj repeated, his expression unreadable.

“Yes. Grabbed them, pulled them out of the killbox, got them clear of the gas.” Dave paused. “Some of them fought back. Had to use more force than I wanted. Broken bones, dislocated joints, probably some internal bruising. One soldier's hand got crushed when he wouldn't let go of his rifle. Another one I slammed into a truck—might have cracked some ribs.”

“But no deaths,” Dan confirmed.

“No deaths,” Dave agreed quietly. “But I hurt them. Badly in some cases. The force required to move a grown man who's fighting you… I had to make choices about how much was acceptable.” He looked at his hands. “In the moment, with the adrenaline and the time pressure, it felt clinical. Efficient. Now I keep seeing their faces. Hearing the sounds.”

“The alternative was letting them die in the blast,” Alicia said, though her voice was gentler than her words. “Or letting those weapons reach people who'd use them to kill civilians.”

“I know.” Dave pulled on his boots. “Doesn't make the memory of crushing a man's wrist any easier to process.”

“Did it hurt?” Alicia asked, already checking him over despite his protests.

“The heat from the explosion? No. The bullets? Like being flicked. The impact when the technical rolled onto me? That was moderately unpleasant.” He paused. “Like being hit by a filing cabinet. A burning filing cabinet that weighs two tons and is moving at speed.”

“And the CS gas?” Dan asked quietly. “We saw you walk straight through it. We saw you fighting in it.”

Dave pulled on the fresh shirt, buying himself time to process the question. “Didn't affect me. At all. No burning, no coughing, nothing. The cloud was so thick I should have been blind—you couldn't see your hand in front of your face in that concentration. But I could see everything. The soldiers were stumbling around, completely incapacitated, and I was just… walking through it like it wasn't there.”

He paused, remembering. “One soldier had his mask on, was moving professionally despite the chaos. I grabbed his mask to pull it off so the gas would incapacitate him. But my grip was too strong—I felt the plastic shatter, the glass lenses crack inward. He went down screaming, blood on his face, probably took glass shards to the eyes and nose.” Dave's voice was flat. “Another thing I'll be processing later.”

The team exchanged glances. Omar spoke first. “CS gas works on a neurological level. It's not something you resist through willpower or pain tolerance. The fact that you could breathe it is one thing, but being able to see through it?”

“I didn't realise it was unusual until I saw how the soldiers reacted,” Dave admitted. “They were blind, completely disoriented. Some of them were firing at sounds, at movements they couldn't properly see. I thought maybe I just had better resistance, or the gas wasn't as thick as it looked. But watching them—trained professionals reduced to stumbling and coughing while I could see every detail…” He trailed off.

Serj leaned against a tree, considering. “That concentration of CS should have made visibility zero for everyone. Even with a gas mask, you'd be operating on touch and sound. You were fighting multiple soldiers in conditions where they couldn't see you and you could see them perfectly.”

“Add it to the list of impossible things,” Dave said, sitting down heavily on a fallen log. “Right below ‘survives artillery explosion’ and above ‘probably should invest in better clothing.’”

“We'll need to report this,” Dan said. “Dr. Kessler will want to run tests—”

“Later,” Dave interrupted. “Right now, I just want to process the fact that I can apparently breathe chemical weapons like they're fresh air and see through clouds that blind everyone else.”

Alicia finished her examination, finding nothing that needed medical attention on Dave. “From a tactical perspective, this is significant. There are a lot of situations where chemical agents are used as area denial weapons. If you're immune and can operate while everyone else is incapacitated—” She paused. “Though we'll need to discuss engagement protocols. The injuries you caused were necessary, but some of them were severe. Broken bones heal. Shattered glass in someone's face…”

“I know,” Dave said quietly. “In the moment, I was focused on getting them out of the blast radius. I didn't have time to be gentle. But that doesn't change what I did to them.”

“I become an even more useful tool,” Dave said, his voice flat. “I know. Trust me, I know.”

The others fell silent, recognising the tone. They'd all seen Dave struggle with the fundamental unfairness of his abilities—the fact that he hadn't earned them, didn't fully understand them, couldn't entirely control them. Every new discovery was another reminder of how far from human he'd become.

“You saved lives today,” Dan said after a moment. “Those Venezuelan soldiers would have been in the blast radius. You could have detonated and walked away, but you didn't. You took the time to move them clear, even though it put you at greater risk.”

“Some of them are going to talk,” Dave replied. “About the man who walked through CS gas, who they shot multiple times, who threw them around like they weighed nothing. Another crack in operational security. Another group of witnesses who saw something impossible.” “We're clear, by the way. Venezuelan forces are securing the scene. No indication they're searching for anyone. They think they interrupted a CIA weapons transfer and responded with air support.”

“Which was the plan,” Dan acknowledged. “Minus the part where Dave played target practise for an exploding truck.”

“Builds character,” Serj offered, his rare attempt at humour.

They moved out, putting distance between themselves and the operation site. The mission was a success—the weapons destroyed, the evidence planted, the CIA's operation disrupted. But Dan couldn't shake the image of Dave walking out of those flames, the way the Venezuelan soldiers had stared at something that shouldn't be possible.

Another witness. Another crack in the operational security they needed to maintain. Another person who'd seen something they couldn't explain.

The plan had worked. Right up until the moment it hadn't. And as always, Dave had paid the price of being the solution when everything else failed.

Back at the safe house hours later, after debriefs and equipment checks and all the mundane bureaucracy of completing a field operation, Dan found Dave sitting in the garage, staring at his hands.

“You did good work today,” Dan said.

“I crushed a man's wrist until bone ground on bone. I broke another one's hand when he wouldn't let go of his rifle. I drove glass shards into someone's face. I slammed a soldier into a truck hard enough to crack ribs.” Dave's voice was quiet, clinical. “That's not good work. That's just… efficient violence.”

“You made a choice to stay when everyone else extracted. You made a choice to clear soldiers from the blast radius instead of detonating and letting them die. The force you used—yes, it caused injuries. But the alternative was death.”

Dave was quiet for a moment. “I keep thinking about that gunner. The one who wouldn't abandon his weapon. He saw me take those bullets and keep coming. And then later, in the gas, when I was moving through those soldiers like they were nothing—they were trained professionals and I was just… unstoppable. What does that do to someone?”

“Probably convinces him to reconsider his life choices,” Dan said. “Which, given he was transporting weapons for a CIA destabilisation operation, might not be the worst outcome.”

“And when he tells people? When word spreads about the man who walked through bullets and fire and chemical weapons? The man who broke soldiers with his bare hands and didn't even seem to notice?”

“Then we adapt.” Dan sat down beside him. “This has always been the risk, Dave. Using your abilities means people see things they can't explain. But the alternative was letting those weapons reach the dissidents, letting the CIA turn this region into a war zone. You made the right choice.”

“Doesn't feel like it.”

“It rarely does,” Dan agreed. “That's how you know you're thinking about it properly.” He paused. “The injuries you caused—we'll document them. Learn from them. Figure out how you can control your strength better in close combat situations. But don't lose sight of the fact that those men are alive because you chose to save them instead of detonating immediately.”

“They're alive and injured because I wasn't skilled enough to disable them without breaking bones.”

“You're not a trained fighter,” Dan said. “You're an IT professional with abilities you didn't ask for and three years of field experience. The fact that you managed to clear that killbox without killing anyone is remarkable. The injuries are regrettable, but they're not deaths. That distinction matters.”

They sat in silence for a while, the jungle sounds filtering through the garage's open door. Another mission completed. Another line crossed. Another discovery about what Dave was capable of—and what it cost him emotionally to use those capabilities.

The plan had gone like clockwork. Right up until the moment it went to shit. And somehow, they'd made it work anyway.

That was the job.

And now Dave knew: he could walk through fire, survive explosions, breathe chemical weapons without consequence, and see with perfect clarity in conditions that rendered everyone else blind. He could also hurt people with casual ease, break bones with grips he thought were controlled, cause injuries he'd never intended.

Each new revelation made him more valuable to the Agency and more isolated from the humanity he was trying to preserve. Each engagement added another memory he'd carry—the wet sound of air forced from lungs, the grinding of bone on bone, the crunch of shattering glass and the scream that followed.

Somewhere in that balance lay whatever Dave was becoming. He just wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer.

    
    The Fall

    


  The North Korean Angle

The adrenaline of the firefight faded into exhaustion as they made their way back through the darkening jungle. By the time they reached the safe house, the weight of what they'd done—and what still lay ahead—settled over them like the evening humidity.

Dave collapsed into one of the rickety chairs, his pants still torn from the convoy operation. In places the fabric hung in strips down his legs, testament to the CS gas grenades and automatic weapons fire that should have killed him a dozen times over. He caught Alicia watching him, medical kit already open on the table, and shook his head. “I'm fine. Really.”

“Humour me.” She moved closer, professional instinct overriding his protests. “Let me at least check for—” She paused, fingers hovering over an exit wound that didn't exist, a bruise that should be there but wasn't. “Right. Never mind.”

“Waste of medical supplies,” Dave muttered, but there was no bite to it. Just the bone-deep weariness of a man who'd charged through gunfire to prevent a massacre and was still processing what that meant about who he'd become.

The laptop screen flickered to life, Cecilia's face resolving through the satellite connection. Behind her, the Agency's UK office looked grey and rain-washed through the window—a world away from the sweltering jungle night. She took one look at the team's faces and her expression hardened.

“The weapons are gone,” she said without preamble. “Well done on that front. But we've got a bigger problem now.”

Dan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “North Korea.”

“Exactly.” Cecilia's fingers moved off-screen, likely pulling up files on her end. “As long as they maintain their foothold here, the CIA will keep coming back. Different tactics, same objective. We've bought time, nothing more. To end this properly, we need to sever the North Korean-Venezuelan alliance at its root.”

The team exchanged glances. This was the mission beneath the mission—the real reason the Agency had committed resources to a remote operation in Guyana.

Anya was already at her laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard. “Colonel Park Ji-Hoon. He's been here three years, embedded deep in the Venezuelan military structure. Take him out—”

“Properly,” Dan interjected, his voice carrying the weight of experience. “We're not talking about a simple extraction or elimination. That would only create a martyr and give Pyongyang excuse to double down.”

Cecilia nodded approvingly. “Precisely. We need to discredit him so thoroughly that Venezuela expels the entire North Korean presence of their own accord. Make it politically impossible for the alliance to continue.”

Dave watched the tactical discussion unfold, that familiar sense of being the odd one out settling over him. While the others spoke in the shorthand of experienced operators—discussing honey traps and false flag operations with the casual competence of mechanics discussing engine repair—he was still the IT professional playing at spy work. The only difference was that he could survive mistakes that would kill his teammates.

“So we frame him for something,” Omar said, his tone thoughtful. “But it needs to be believable. Ji-Hoon's reputation is built on loyalty to Pyongyang. If we try to paint him as a simple traitor, no one will buy it.”

“We don't paint him as a traitor to North Korea,” Anya said, her grey eyes sharp with calculation. “We paint him as too loyal. Make it look like he was planning a coup to replace the Venezuelan leadership with Pyongyang's puppets. From the Venezuelan perspective, that's worse than simple espionage—it's an existential threat to their sovereignty.”

Serj, who'd been silent until now, spoke up. “Complex operation. Multiple failure points. We're talking about fabricating an entire conspiracy, backdating evidence months or years. One mistake, one inconsistency in the timeline, and the whole thing unravels.”

“Then we don't make mistakes.” Cecilia's voice carried absolute certainty. “Anya, you'll handle the digital infrastructure. I need a paper trail that can survive forensic analysis—emails, encrypted communications, financial transactions, the full intelligence analyst's nightmare.”

Anya's fingers had already resumed their dance across the keyboard. “I'll need access to Venezuelan military servers and old North Korean communications networks. Can do it, but it'll take time. Three, maybe four days minimum to build something that'll hold up under scrutiny.”

“You'll have it.” Cecilia made a note. “Dan, what do we need on the ground?”

Dan had his notebook out, already sketching operational phases. “Physical evidence to match Anya's digital trail. Official documents we can doctor—requisition orders, meeting minutes, intelligence assessments. Ideally from Ji-Hoon's own files, so the paper stock and formatting are authentic.”

“Which means getting into his quarters,” Serj observed. “He's careful. Military discipline. Won't be easy.”

Dave felt their eyes turn toward him and suppressed a sigh. Right. The hammer. The battering ram. The bloke who could walk through walls if the mission required it.

“I can get us in,” he said quietly. “But I'm not subtle. If this goes wrong—”

“It won't.” Dan's interruption was matter-of-fact. “We'll have proper reconnaissance first. Serj and I will establish his patterns, find the vulnerabilities in his security. You're the insurance policy, not the primary plan.”

That should have been reassuring. Somehow it wasn't.

Cecilia continued laying out the operation with the methodical precision of an architect designing a cathedral. “Once we have the physical documents, we'll need to forge correspondence, intelligence reports, anything that suggests Ji-Hoon was coordinating with Pyongyang to destabilise the Venezuelan government from within. Omar, you've done this kind of work before?”

“Document fabrication?” Omar nodded. “Did a stint with a CIA operations group before… well, before I found better employment. I can make the forgeries look authentic enough to fool their intelligence services. Assuming we have good source material to work from.”

“We will.” Anya looked up from her screen, a rare smile crossing her face. “I've already mapped Ji-Hoon's digital footprint. The man's meticulous about operational security in some areas, sloppy in others. He reuses authentication patterns, maintains consistent typing cadences. I can replicate his digital signature well enough that even forensic analysis will struggle to prove the documents are false.”

“Timeline?” Cecilia asked.

“One week,” Dan said, after a moment's calculation. “Three days for reconnaissance and initial evidence gathering. Two days for Anya to build the digital infrastructure. One day to plant everything and extract before it blows up.”

Dave listened to them carve up the operation like surgeons planning a procedure, allocating tasks with the casual competence born of dozens of similar missions. It should have been reassuring—these were professionals who knew what they were doing. Instead, it only highlighted how far he still had to go before he'd feel like he truly belonged.

“The endgame,” Alicia said, speaking for the first time since the briefing began. “Once the evidence is planted, once the Venezuelans find it—what happens to Ji-Hoon?”

The room went quiet. It was the question they'd all been avoiding.

“He disappears,” Dan said finally. “We stage it to look like he fled when he realised the conspiracy had been exposed. The Venezuelans will believe he escaped to avoid justice, which only reinforces the narrative of guilt.”

“And in reality?” Dave asked, already knowing he wouldn't like the answer.

Dan met his eyes. “We'll cross that bridge when we reach it. Options range from turning him over to South Korean intelligence to permanent detention at an Agency black site. Depends on how cooperative he proves and what intelligence we can extract.”

Not killed, then. That was something. Dave found himself cataloguing these small moral victories, as if they somehow balanced the scales of what he'd already done. The men he'd beaten unconscious in the jungle. The guards at the compound. The convoy personnel who'd fled in terror from a force they couldn't comprehend.

“Dave.” Cecilia's voice pulled him back to the present. “I know this isn't what you signed up for when you joined the Agency. None of this is clean, none of it is simple. But if we don't do this—if we let the North Korean presence remain—the CIA will keep escalating. More weapons shipments, more destabilisation operations, more civilian casualties. This is the least bad option.”

He wanted to argue. Wanted to point out that they were planning to destroy a man's life based on fabricated evidence, to shatter diplomatic relations through deception rather than truth. But he'd seen the alternative. He'd watched dissidents march toward certain death armed with nothing but cheap rifles and CIA-supplied delusions. He'd stood in a burning jungle while Venezuelan forces prepared to massacre people who were only guilty of desperation.

“Understood,” he said, and tried to mean it.

The briefing continued for another hour, Anya sharing preliminary research on Ji-Hoon's habits, Dan outlining surveillance protocols, Omar discussing the technical aspects of document forgery. Dave absorbed it all, took notes, asked questions when necessary. But part of his mind remained elsewhere, turning over the same uncomfortable truth:

Every mission made him more complicit in this world of shadows and deception. Every operation pulled him further from the man he'd been—the IT professional who fixed problems with logical analysis and systematic troubleshooting. That man wouldn't recognise what he was becoming.

Perhaps that was the real cost of his abilities. Not the physical invulnerability, but the moral compromises it enabled. Because when you couldn't be hurt, when you couldn't be stopped, the only thing restraining you was your own conscience. And that was proving to be far more fragile than his enhanced physiology.

“Right,” Dan said, closing his notebook with finality. “We've got our tasking. Serj, you're with me for initial reconnaissance. Omar, start assembling your forgery materials. Anya, I assume you're already six steps ahead of us?”

“Eight, actually.” She didn't look up from her screen. “I've already started building the digital infrastructure. Give me the source documents when you have them, and I'll weave them into something beautiful.”

“Terrifying, you mean,” Dave muttered.

Anya's smile was sharp as a knife. “Same thing, in this line of work.”

As the team dispersed to their tasks, Dave found himself alone with Cecilia's image on the screen. She studied him for a long moment, her dark eyes seeing more than he was comfortable with.

“You're wrestling with this,” she said quietly. It wasn't a question.

“Aren't I supposed to?”

“Yes. The day you stop wrestling with these decisions is the day I pull you from field operations.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “What we're planning isn't justice, Dave. It's not even particularly moral by conventional standards. It's just… necessary. The lesser evil in a situation with no good options.”

“And if I can't live with that?”

“Then we find you different work. The Agency has other roles, other missions that don't require this level of moral flexibility.” She leaned forward slightly, her face filling more of the screen. “But understand—if you walk away from this, someone else will have to do it. Someone who might not struggle with the implications the way you do. Is that better?”

Dave had no answer to that. Perhaps there wasn't one.

“Get some rest,” Cecilia said, her tone gentling. “Tomorrow you start changing the geopolitical landscape of South America through careful application of bureaucracy and deception. It's not glamorous, but it might just save a few thousand lives in the process.”

The screen went dark. Dave sat in the humid darkness of the safe house, listening to the jungle sounds through the windows, and tried to convince himself that she was right.
Honey Trap

The surveillance photographs told a story Serj recognised immediately—not from intelligence training, but from watching men convince themselves they were invisible. Ji-Hoon at the government compound: shoulders back, eyes forward, movements economical. Ji-Hoon at El Gato Rojo: posture relaxed, gaze lingering, fingers finding excuses to touch.

“Third visit this week,” Dave said, advancing the feed on his tablet. The image quality was adequate—not the crisp satellite resolution they'd used tracking the convoy, but sufficient for their purposes. El Gato Rojo's exterior revealed nothing; its reputation existed entirely in whispered conversations and knowing glances among Georgetown's military community.

Serj leaned closer, studying the timestamps. “He stays between ninety minutes and two hours. Always sits in the same booth. Always orders the same drink.”

“Doesn't sound like a man meeting contacts.” Dave zoomed in on Ji-Hoon's security detail, cataloguing faces. “His protection waits outside. If this were operational, they'd be positioned differently.”

“It's not operational.” Serj's voice carried the flat certainty of someone who'd run enough honey traps to recognise when someone else was being careless. “He thinks he's off duty.”

They watched three more nights of footage in silence. The pattern became impossible to ignore—Ji-Hoon's attention drawn repeatedly to the female staff, his conversation animated in ways their other surveillance never captured, his discipline abandoned at a corner booth where shadows provided an illusion of privacy.

“We can use this,” Dave said finally. The words sat uncomfortably in his mouth, though he couldn't articulate why. The tactic was sound. Ji-Hoon had created the vulnerability himself.

“Yes.” Serj closed the tablet. “We can.”



The safe house had taken on the particular tension that preceded operations requiring one team member to operate in isolation. Dan stood at the tactical map, but his attention remained on Alicia, who sat across from Cecilia's video feed with the stillness of someone making calculations.

“The asset has a demonstrated pattern,” Serj said, laying out the surveillance logs. “Five visits to El Gato Rojo in twelve days. He's established himself as a regular. The staff know him, which works in our favour—they'll notice if anything seems forced or artificial.”

“What's the composition of the staff?” Alicia asked. The question was clinical, focused on operational requirements rather than the ethics they were all carefully not discussing.

Anya pulled up the establishment's employment records—acquired through methods Dave suspected involved considerably more legal ambiguity than their official brief allowed. “Sixteen staff total. Twelve female, four male. The women work front of house. Average tenure is eight months, which suggests high turnover.”

“Consistent with the clientele,” Dan observed. “Venezuelan officers drawing combat pay don't make pleasant customers.”

“The owner's a former colonel,” Anya continued. “Medically retired after Caracas, runs the place as a semi-official watering hole. Technically civilian, practically an extension of the officers’ mess.”

Alicia studied the personnel files. “Which means Ji-Hoon's behaviour is known and tacitly accepted. The other women have learned to manage him.”

“Making your arrival noteworthy,” Cecilia said from the screen. “New staff member, unfamiliar with the unofficial protocols. From his perspective, that presents opportunity.”

The calculation was ugly but accurate. Dave found himself remembering Sarah Moreau's extraction, the careful lie they'd constructed about her captivity. At least then the deception had been merciful. This operation required Alicia to manufacture vulnerability, to present herself as something Ji-Hoon could exploit.

“I'll need documentation,” Alicia said. “Employment history that passes casual scrutiny, a legend that explains why I'm available for immediate hire.”

“Already assembled.” Anya passed across a slim folder. “Rosa Delgado, twenty-six, arrived from Maracaibo three weeks ago. Previous employment at two bars in the capital, left both due to family circumstances. References check out—we've got people prepared to confirm the story if anyone calls.”

“They won't,” Serj said. “The owner needs warm bodies. Your Spanish is native, your experience is documented, and you're willing to start immediately. That's sufficient.”

Dan cleared his throat. “We should address the operational risks. You'll be in close proximity to the target without backup, in an environment controlled by potential hostiles. If Ji-Hoon becomes suspicious—”

“I've run worse infiltrations,” Alicia cut him off. The words were matter-of-fact rather than dismissive. “Mosul in ‘16. Aleppo in ’17. This is a Georgetown bar with drunk officers, not an active combat zone.”

“The principle stands,” Dan insisted. “We're asking you to be isolated and vulnerable by design. That's different from accepting environmental risk during an operation.”

Alicia met his gaze steadily. “Which is why we're discussing it now rather than discovering the complications in the field. I understand the parameters. Ji-Hoon thinks he's predatory. We're going to use that assumption against him.”

“One more thing,” Cecilia's voice carried a warning edge that made them all look up. “We're seeing increased CIA presence in the region. They're deploying assets faster than their previous operational tempo would suggest.”

“Targeting Ji-Hoon?” Dave asked.

“Unclear. They might be after the same intelligence we are, or they could be planning something separate. Either way, the last thing we need is to discover Agency officers conducting parallel operations in the same establishment.”

Serj's expression darkened. “The CIA plays its own game. If they're moving pieces, we need to accelerate our timeline.”

“Agreed,” Cecilia said. “Alicia, you'll start tomorrow night. We're working under the assumption that our window is limited.”



El Gato Rojo lived down to its reputation. The establishment occupied a corner building three blocks from the Georgetown waterfront, its proximity to military housing deliberate rather than coincidental. The exterior had received exactly enough maintenance to avoid municipal citation but not enough to suggest prosperity.

Alicia pushed through the door at six-thirty, her timing calculated to arrive during the pre-shift briefing. The interior matched the surveillance photos—dim lighting, scarred wooden surfaces, a bar that had weathered decades of abuse. Cigarette smoke hung in layers despite the ceiling fans’ laboured efforts.

The owner—Colonel Jimenez according to their research, though no one used his rank—looked up from inventory sheets with the tired suspicion of a man perpetually understaffed.

“I'm Rosa,” Alicia said, her Venezuelan Spanish carrying the coastal inflection of Maracaibo. “You spoke with my cousin about the waitress position?”

Jimenez studied her for three seconds—long enough to confirm she looked presentable, short enough to avoid actual scrutiny. “You worked at La Estrella?”

“Two years. Can provide references if you need them.”

He waved the offer away. “Uniform's in back. You start tonight, we'll see how you manage. Pay is weekly, tips are yours, house keeps twenty percent. You damage anything, it comes out of your wages.”

No contract, no formal paperwork, no questions about work authorisation. Exactly as Anya had predicted—establishments like El Gato Rojo operated in Georgetown's grey economy, where documentation was optional and employment relationships ended with shouted arguments rather than termination procedures.

The uniform was exactly what Dave's surveillance had shown: black dress, hemline calculated for maximum tips, neckline low enough to be uncomfortable. Alicia changed in the bathroom, checking that the miniature camera disguised as a bracelet charm remained properly positioned.

The evening crowd arrived gradually. Officers in civilian clothes that fooled no one, their posture and bearing marking them as clearly as uniforms would have. They ordered rum with the grim determination of men drinking to forget rather than for pleasure.

María, the senior waitress, provided abbreviated training. “The ones in the corner booths tip better but expect more attention. The ones at the bar are mostly harmless. Anyone gets physical, you tell Jimenez—he'll handle it.”

“Happens often?”

“Often enough.” María's expression suggested she found the question naive. “Just stay professional, keep moving, and remember most of them are too drunk to be a problem.”

Ji-Hoon arrived at eight-forty, precisely matching the pattern their surveillance had established. His security detail took positions outside while he moved directly to his customary booth. The other waitresses’ reactions were subtle but legible—a tightening around the eyes, conversations that naturally steered them toward different sections of the room.

Alicia collected empty glasses from nearby tables, mapping the approach angles. Ji-Hoon ordered without looking at the menu, his attention already cataloguing the evening's options. When his gaze found her, she felt the assessment—clinical, proprietary, assuming consent in the very act of looking.

She delivered his drink at nine-fifteen, timing her arrival to coincide with María's break. “Your rum, sir.”

“You're new.” Not a question.

“Started tonight.”

His smile was practised, the kind developed through repetition. “Then welcome to El Gato Rojo. I'm sure you'll find it… accommodating.”

Alicia returned the smile with precisely calibrated warmth—interested but not eager, professional but not cold. “Thank you, sir. Can I bring you anything else?”

“Not yet.” His hand brushed her wrist as she set down the glass, the contact brief enough to maintain deniability. “But I'm sure we'll speak again.”

She moved away without hurrying, feeling his attention track her progress across the room. The hook was set. Now came the considerably more tedious process of letting him believe he was reeling her in.



Over the following nights, the pattern refined itself. Ji-Hoon's visits increased to twice-weekly, his attention increasingly focused on the new waitress who seemed flattered by his notice. Alicia played the role with the same precision she'd brought to previous infiltrations—a woman who recognised power when she saw it, who understood that refusing certain customers could end employment, who might be convinced that accepting attention was simply pragmatic.

By the fourth visit, Ji-Hoon had progressed from casual touches to open proposition. “You should join me,” he said, gesturing to the empty side of his booth. “You've been working all evening.”

“Jimenez doesn't like us sitting with customers.”

“Jimenez knows better than to worry about how I spend my time.” The statement carried casual menace, a reminder of relative positions. “Besides, I'm curious about you, Rosa. You're different from the others.”

Alicia slid into the booth with apparent reluctance, her body language suggesting someone making a calculation. “Different how?”

“More cautious. The others either ignore me or court my attention. You're doing neither.”

“I'm trying to keep my job, sir.”

“Call me Park.” He leaned closer, his breath carrying expensive whisky's distinct character. “And your job is quite safe. In fact, I could ensure it remains so regardless of other circumstances.”

The implication hung between them—protection in exchange for consideration. Alicia let silence stretch before responding. “That's kind of you.”

“Kindness has nothing to do with it.” His hand found hers on the table. “I'm simply a man who appreciates quality when he encounters it. Perhaps we could continue this conversation somewhere more private?”

“I live with family,” Alicia said, the hesitation deliberate. “There's no privacy there.”

“Then we'll find another solution.” His thumb traced circles on her palm. “I have quarters nearby. Quite comfortable. Quite secure.”

She pulled her hand back gently, not rejecting but delaying. “I barely know you, sir.”

“Park.” The correction held steel beneath the silk. “And I'm giving you the opportunity to know me better. That's not an offer I extend often.”

Alicia glanced toward the bar, then back to him. “Perhaps next time. When I'm not working.”

His smile sharpened. “Next time, then. I'll look forward to it.”



At the safe house, Anya reviewed the audio feeds with clinical detachment. “He's accelerating. The initial assessment suggested two weeks minimum before he'd make serious overtures. We're at four days.”

“CIA presence is making him nervous,” Serj suggested. “Subconsciously, he might be sensing the environment's changed.”

“Or he's just more aggressive than our profile indicated,” Dave said. The surveillance footage played in a corner of his vision—Ji-Hoon's body language during the conversation, the way he positioned himself to control the booth's access. “The pattern's consistent with someone who doesn't encounter many refusals.”

Dan studied Alicia's expression in the freeze-frame. “She's managing him well. Responsive enough to maintain interest, resistant enough to avoid seeming too available.”

“The next meeting needs to be conclusive,” Cecilia said through the video link. “We're running out of time. If the CIA moves, or if Ji-Hoon's routine changes for any reason, the opportunity closes.”

Alicia nodded, her expression calm despite the operational pressure. “I'll need the sedative. Something fast-acting that can be administered in a drink without noticeable taste.”

“Already prepared,” Anya said, producing a small vial. “GHB analogue, pharmaceutical grade. Onset in twenty minutes, duration four to six hours. He'll wake with a savage headache and minimal memory of the evening's latter half.”

“And the staging?”

“I'll be positioned outside his quarters,” Serj said. “Once you've administered the sedative, and he's showing effects, get him to his place. I'll monitor from distance, ready to extract you if anything goes sideways.”

Dave found himself reviewing the operation's architecture again, looking for fracture points. The plan was sound—exploit Ji-Hoon's demonstrated weakness, gain access to his quarters, photograph the documentation they needed. Straightforward intelligence work, ethically ambiguous but operationally justifiable.

But watching Alicia prepare—checking the hidden camera, testing the vial's seal, rehearsing the cover story she'd use to explain her exit—he couldn't shake the image of Sarah Moreau's extraction. They'd lied to her about her captivity's length, manufacturing despair to ensure her cooperation. Now they were manufacturing attraction, weaponising vulnerability to gain access.

“You're thinking too loudly,” Alicia said, meeting his gaze. “I've been a combat medic and a field operative. I understand what we're doing and why.”

“I know. Doesn't mean I have to like it.”

“The difference between us and Ji-Hoon,” she said quietly, “is that we recognise this is ugly. He thinks he's entitled to it.”



The final approach came three nights later. Ji-Hoon arrived at El Gato Rojo with the confidence of someone expecting validation. When Alicia brought his first drink, his smile carried open possession.

“I wondered if you'd reconsidered my invitation,” he said.

“I have.” She set down the rum, her expression carefully calibrated—interest winning against reluctance. “My shift ends at eleven.”

“I'll wait.” His hand captured hers before she could withdraw. “And Rosa? Don't make me wait long.”

She pulled free gently. “I won't.”

The hours until eleven proceeded with excruciating slowness. Alicia maintained her routine—delivering drinks, clearing tables, deflecting the other customers’ attention. But awareness of Ji-Hoon's gaze never left her, the weight of being observed by someone who'd already decided how the evening would conclude.

At ten-thirty, she prepared his final drink in the bar's back area, her movements shielded from the floor cameras. The sedative transferred from vial to glass in three seconds, the liquid's character unchanged. When she delivered it to his booth, Ji-Hoon accepted the rum without suspicion.

“To new friendships,” he said, raising the glass.

Alicia smiled, saying nothing. She watched him drink half, then return to his phone while the drug began its work. The effects would be subtle initially—slight motor impairment, mild confusion, nothing dramatic enough to alarm him. By the time they left, he'd attribute any disorientation to alcohol and anticipation.

“I should change,” she said at ten-fifty. “Give me five minutes.”

She found María in the back. “Jimenez wants me to leave early,” she said, the lie smooth and unremarkable. “Can you close my section?”

María's expression showed understanding beyond the words. “Of course. Be safe, Rosa.”

When Alicia returned to the floor, Ji-Hoon was settling his tab. His movements were slightly imprecise—nothing obvious, but enough to confirm the sedative's progression. She touched his arm gently. “Ready?”

“Very.” He stood, steadying himself against the table. “My car's outside.”

They left through the front entrance. Ji-Hoon's security detail looked up at their departure, but the colonel's proprietary hand on Alicia's back apparently answered any questions they might have had. She helped him into the vehicle's back seat, careful to position herself where the driver couldn't observe too closely.

The drive to Ji-Hoon's quarters took eight minutes. The sedative strengthened its grip with each block—Ji-Hoon's breathing slowed, his efforts at conversation grew fragmented. By the time they arrived, Alicia was bearing most of his weight.

“Almost there,” she murmured, guiding him through the entrance. His quarters were exactly as their research indicated—third floor, east corner, accessible by stairs that allowed her to avoid lobby security.

Inside, Ji-Hoon made a final attempt at the seduction he'd planned. His hands found her waist, his mouth sought hers. Alicia guided him toward the bed instead, her whispered reassurances masking clinical assessment of his declining consciousness.

“Just lie down,” she said softly. “We have all night.”

He collapsed onto the mattress, his system surrendering to the drug's inexorable chemistry. Within two minutes, his breathing settled into the deep rhythm of pharmaceutical sleep.

Alicia waited three minutes more, confirming he wouldn't rouse. Then she stood, her entire demeanour transforming as the performance ended and the operation began.

The quarters matched the surveillance descriptions—sterile, precisely organised, nothing that couldn't be inventoried in thirty seconds. She began with the desk, her camera documenting each file in methodical succession. Military coordination reports. Internal communications regarding Venezuelan political figures. Position papers on strategic alignment with North Korea.

All of it useful, none of it sufficient. Anya needed documentary evidence, physical materials they could forge and reintroduce. Evidence that would seem to emerge from Ji-Hoon's own files rather than foreign intelligence services.

She found what she needed in the briefcase beneath the desk. Classified reports on Venezuelan command structure. Correspondence regarding weapons transfers. Draught memos on political influence operations. The documents provided exactly what Anya required—templates they could replicate, blank paper from Ji-Hoon's own stock, official seals and signatures to reproduce.

Alicia photographed everything, the camera's near-silent shutter the only sound in the quiet room. When satisfied she'd captured sufficient material, she began the extraction's second phase—staging the scene.

The bed's sheets came partially free. A chair overturned. Pillows scattered. Nothing excessive, but enough to suggest a struggle. Enough that Ji-Hoon, waking with fragmentary memory and a catastrophic headache, might convince himself something had gone wrong.

She checked him a final time, confirming his vitals remained stable. The sedative would keep him unconscious until dawn, providing ample time for her exit and the bar staff's morning discovery of her departure.

Three minutes later, she was clear of the building. Serj emerged from shadows two blocks away, his expression asking the question without words.

“Complete,” Alicia said quietly. “We have what we need.”



The safe house lights were still burning when they arrived at four in the morning. Dan looked up from tactical maps, his expression easing slightly at their return. Anya remained focused on her laptop, but her shoulders lowered fractionally.

Dave poured coffee—real coffee this time, not instant—and passed cups around without speaking. Some missions ended with celebration. Others ended with the team sitting in silence, processing what they'd done.

Alicia downloaded the camera's contents to Anya's system, hundreds of photographs organising themselves into categorical folders. “Everything's there. Documentation, blank stock, official seals. Enough to build a comprehensive false trail.”

“And Ji-Hoon?” Dan asked.

“Sedated as planned. He'll wake in a few hours with minimal memory of the evening's end.” Alicia accepted the coffee Dave offered. “I staged the quarters to suggest a confrontation. When I return to the bar, the staff will see the manufactured injuries. The story writes itself from there.”

“The injuries need to be convincing,” Anya said, not looking up from her screen. “If they seem artificial, someone might question the narrative.”

“They'll be convincing.” Alicia's tone suggested this wasn't her first experience manufacturing evidence. “I'll need the makeup kit, but the effect will be immediate and unambiguous. The staff will see what they expect to see—a woman who left with a powerful man and returned damaged.”

Dave set down his cup carefully. “And Ji-Hoon's response?”

“He'll remember leaving with me. He'll remember arriving at his quarters. Everything after that will be confused—fragmented images, disjointed sensations, nothing coherent. The room's staging will reinforce the assumption that something went wrong. When he hears I left the bar immediately after, showing visible injuries, his guilt will do more work than any evidence we could manufacture.”

“His guilt,” Dave repeated, “or his fear of consequences?”

“Both. Men like Ji-Hoon maintain power through calculated image. The suggestion that he lost control, that he damaged someone in ways that created visible evidence, that threatens his carefully constructed persona. He won't pursue me because doing so risks exposing what he believes happened.”

The logic was sound, but Dave found no satisfaction in it. They'd identified a weakness, exploited it with precision, and achieved their operational objective. Sarah Moreau would have called it justice—using a predator's assumptions against him. But the line between justice and manipulation seemed uncomfortably narrow at four in the morning, drinking coffee in a safe house while reviewing photographs stolen through manufactured seduction.

“I'm going to start processing these,” Anya said, already deep in the image files. “We'll need to begin the forgeries immediately if we're maintaining operational tempo.”

“Agreed,” Dan said. “Serj, you'll coordinate with Omar on the physical replication. Dave, I need you running threat assessment—if the CIA is moving pieces, we need to know before they interfere with the switch operation.”

The team dispersed to their assignments. Dave remained seated, nursing his coffee, watching Alicia wipe away the evening's makeup with the same clinical precision she'd shown throughout the operation.

“You're still thinking too loudly,” she observed.

“Professional hazard.” He gestured toward the laptop displaying Ji-Hoon's files. “We just destroyed a man's career using his worst instincts as the weapon. Hard to feel entirely good about that.”

“We didn't create those instincts,” Alicia said. “We simply made them visible. The real question isn't whether we should have done this—it's what happens to all the other women who cross his path if we don't remove him from power.”

The calculation was utilitarian but accurate. Ji-Hoon's behaviour at El Gato Rojo hadn't emerged in a vacuum—it represented a pattern, likely years old, almost certainly leaving damage in its wake. By manufacturing the crisis that would end his career, they were preventing future harm.

Dave hoped that logic would feel more satisfying after some sleep. Right now, it just felt like another ugly necessity in a mission built from them.

“Get some rest,” he told Alicia. “Tomorrow's going to be worse.”

She nodded, rising to leave. At the door, she paused. “For what it's worth, I volunteered for this operation. No one forced my participation. I knew what it required, and I chose to do it anyway.”

After she'd gone, Dave sat alone in the safe house's main room, listening to the quiet sounds of his team working in adjacent spaces. Outside, Georgetown was waking—early market vendors, dock workers, people living normal lives unaffected by the shadow operations unfolding in their city.

He wondered sometimes what percentage of the world's ugliness was necessary, what fraction of the evil they committed was genuinely justified by the alternatives. The calculus never quite balanced, but they did the work anyway, one operation at a time, trusting that someone somewhere was keeping accounts they couldn't see.

Dawn crept through the windows. Dave finished his coffee and joined Anya at her workstation, ready to begin building the false trail that would hang Ji-Hoon with his own documents.

The mission continued.
The Switch

Alicia's performance had been flawless—which was precisely the problem.

Dan studied the surveillance footage, watching Ji-Hoon's altered routines play out across the screen. The North Korean had retreated into his quarters like a wounded animal, venturing out only for essential meetings. Gone were the evening trips to El Gato Rojo, the predictable patterns they'd counted on exploiting.

“He's scared,” Alicia said, standing behind Dan's shoulder. The makeup bruises were long gone, but her voice carried a trace of satisfaction. “Word spread exactly as we planned. Every bartender, every waitress knows what ‘happened’ that night.”

“Too well,” Dan muttered. He rubbed his eyes, the Mabaruma heat pressing in through the safe house windows despite the labouring ceiling fan. “We needed him cautious, not paranoid. Now we're looking at a daytime insertion.”

Serj stood by the window, his massive frame backlit by the afternoon sun. “Daytime means witnesses. Security shifts. More variables than I'm comfortable with.”

“Variables we can control,” Anya said from her laptop, but her fingers had stopped moving across the keys—never a good sign. “The question is how.”

Dave leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Three months in Venezuela had taught him that the gaps between planning and execution often contained the mission's true challenges. “We can't wait him out. The longer those documents sit in our possession, the greater the risk of compromise.”

“Agreed.” Dan pulled up the building schematic, the compound's layout filling the screen in stark blue lines. “Omar, you've been studying the facility. Talk me through the security rotation.”

Omar moved to the table, his calm demeanour unchanged despite the complexity of what they were discussing. “Six guards on a twelve-hour rotation. Two patrol the perimeter, two cover the main entrance, two are floaters. The floaters are our problem—they move unpredictably, responding to anything unusual.”

“Define unusual,” Serj said.

“Anything from a delivery to a medical emergency. They're trained to converge on disturbances.” Omar traced routes on the schematic with his finger. “Which means we need a disturbance significant enough to pull them away from Ji-Hoon's section, but contained enough that they don't lock down the entire compound.”

Anya had pulled up personnel files, cycling through faces and backgrounds with rapid efficiency. “The cleaning staff has the most consistent access. They're also the most invisible—security barely registers their presence.”

“Can we insert someone?” Alicia asked.

“Too risky,” Dan said immediately. “These people know each other. A new face would be remembered, questioned.” He paused, studying the screen. “But what if we don't need to insert anyone? What if we just need to remove someone temporarily?”

The team went quiet, the implications settling in.

“You're talking about forcing an evacuation,” Serj said. “Creating a situation where the cleaner has to leave, giving us an access window.”

“More specific than that.” Dan enlarged a section of the schematic, highlighting the maintenance areas. “We create a situation where one specific cleaner has to leave. Someone with access to Ji-Hoon's quarters.”

Anya's fingers resumed their dance across the keyboard. Within thirty seconds, she had a file open. “Marta Consuela Rodriguez. Sixty-two years old, cleaning supervisor. Twenty years with the facility. She has master key access to all residential quarters including Ji-Hoon's.”

“Family?” Dave asked, already sensing where this was heading.

“One son. Luis Rodriguez, thirty-four, works in the maintenance division.” Anya pulled up a second file. “Same building, different section. Electrical systems specialist.”

The room grew quieter still, each person calculating the moral weight of what Dan was suggesting.

“We're not going to hurt anyone,” Dan said, reading the silence correctly. “But Marta doesn't need to know that. Not until after.”

“An explosion,” Omar said slowly. “Small, controlled, in Luis's work area. Loud enough to hear throughout the building, dramatic enough to look serious.”

“And when Marta hears her son's name shouted in connection with an explosion…” Serj nodded. “She drops everything and runs.”

“Leaving Ji-Hoon's door unlocked,” Dave finished. “How long would we have?”

Anya was already calculating. “Based on her past behaviour patterns and the building layout? Four to six minutes before she returns. Maybe seven if the confusion is maintained.”

“Not enough,” Serj said flatly. “We need time to enter, verify the room's clear, plant the documents in the right location, ensure nothing's disturbed, and extract. That's a ten-minute operation minimum if we're being professional about it.”

“Then we extend the confusion,” Dan said. He turned to Anya. “Can you trigger a surveillance blackout? Something that looks like electrical damage from the explosion?”

Her expression was thoughtful. “The building's security system is older, Chinese-made, probably installed as part of the same aid package that brought Ji-Hoon here. I can create a cascading fault that takes the cameras offline for up to fifteen minutes. It'll look like power surge damage.”

“Do it.” Dan checked his watch. “We need to move on this within forty-eight hours. Ji-Hoon has a standing meeting with the Defence Ministry every Tuesday afternoon. That's our window—he'll be out of the building, Marta will be cleaning his quarters during her regular shift.”

“The explosion needs to look accidental,” Omar said, his mind already working through the technical requirements. “Old wiring, poor maintenance, the kind of thing that happens in a facility this age. I'll need time to study the electrical systems, find a junction box that's already stressed.”

“You have twenty-four hours,” Dan said. “Dave, Serj—you'll be the insertion team. Anya handles the surveillance blackout and communications. Omar creates the distraction. Alicia, you're on standby in case we need medical response or emergency extraction.”

Dave felt his stomach tighten. It wasn't fear of the physical risks—bullets didn't bother him, and he'd proven he could tear through walls if necessary. It was the precision required, the narrow margins, the very real possibility of hurting someone accidentally. His strength made him dangerous in close quarters, especially when moving quickly.

“I should mention,” he said carefully, “that I'm not exactly subtle in confined spaces. If something goes wrong—”

“Nothing will go wrong,” Serj cut in. His tone wasn't dismissive, but matter-of-fact. “Because we'll plan for every contingency, rehearse every movement, and execute with the same discipline we bring to any operation. You're on this team because we trust you, Dave. Start trusting yourself.”

The words landed harder than Serj probably intended. Dave nodded, pushing down the doubts that had plagued him since Guyana, since that convoy, since he'd felt his control slip and the rage take over.

Dan was watching him with those sharp green eyes. “If you're not comfortable with this—”

“I'm comfortable,” Dave said. “Let's do the work.”



The next twenty-four hours blurred into meticulous preparation.

Omar spent six hours mapping the building's electrical systems, cross-referencing maintenance records Anya had lifted from the facility's poorly secured servers. He identified a junction box in the lower maintenance level that showed signs of deterioration—perfect for a believable malfunction.

Anya constructed a digital intrusion package that would trigger automatically when Omar's device activated. The security system would interpret it as electrical damage, shutting down cameras in a cascading pattern that looked entirely natural. She ran the simulation fourteen times, adjusting variables, ensuring nothing would be traced back to outside interference.

Dave and Serj rehearsed the insertion in the safe house, mapping out Ji-Hoon's quarters based on the schematic and surveillance footage. They practised placement of the forged documents, working on speed and precision until they could complete the operation in under three minutes.

“Muscle memory,” Serj explained during one run-through. “When stress hits, you default to training. We make this automatic.”

Dave understood the principle from his IT days—automation reduced errors. He just wasn't used to applying it to physical infiltration.

They also had to account for his strength. In Ji-Hoon's austere quarters, everything was precisely positioned. One wrong move, one door pushed too hard or drawer closed too firmly, and they'd leave evidence of intrusion.

“Think of it like handling delicate hardware,” Serj suggested. “The same care you'd use replacing a server component.”

It helped, having that mental framework. Dave practised with the safe house door until he could open and close it without a sound, controlling every micro-movement.

By Tuesday morning, they were as prepared as they could be.



Omar moved through the lower maintenance corridors with the easy confidence of someone who belonged. He'd spent three days studying the patterns here, learning which guards were thorough and which were lazy, which maintenance workers were chatty and which kept to themselves.

The junction box was exactly where the schematics indicated, mounted on the wall near Luis Rodriguez's usual work station. Omar checked his watch: 14:23. Marta would be starting her cleaning round on Ji-Hoon's floor in seven minutes.

The device he'd prepared was elegantly simple—a modified electrical surge trigger wrapped in enough flash-bang composition to create noise and smoke without actual danger. The timer was mechanical, reliable, giving him exactly eight minutes to reach his observation position.

He set it, armed it, and slipped back into the shadows.

The guards passed three minutes later, right on schedule. They didn't even glance at the maintenance area—why would they? It was Tuesday afternoon, routine as breathing.

Omar settled into his position near the stairs, invisible in his maintenance coveralls. Through the doorway, he could see part of the corridor where Marta would emerge. His earpiece crackled softly.

“Marta entering Ji-Hoon's quarters now,” Anya reported. “Surveillance blackout ready to deploy on your signal.”

“Copy,” Omar whispered. “Ninety seconds.”

He counted it down in his head, letting his breathing settle into the calm rhythm he'd learned during his Mossad training. Explosives were patient work—you couldn't rush them, couldn't let adrenaline make you sloppy.

At fifteen seconds, he keyed his radio. “Execute.”

The explosion, when it came, was perfectly calibrated—a sharp crack followed by the tinkle of breaking glass and the aggressive hiss of electrical shorting. Smoke began billowing from the junction box immediately, bitter and acrid.

Omar was already moving, shouting in Spanish: “¡Ayuda! ¡Luis está herido! Help! Luis is hurt!”

Other workers took up the cry immediately, human instinct to help overwhelming caution. Within seconds, the maintenance area swarmed with concerned staff and responding guards.

“Cameras are down,” Anya confirmed in his ear. “Serj, Dave—you're clear for entry.”

Omar watched Marta emerge from a doorway down the corridor, her face draining of colour as she heard her son's name. She dropped the cleaning supplies she'd been carrying and ran, not even pausing to close the door behind her.

The trap was sprung.



Serj and Dave had been waiting in an alcove around the corner, out of sight of the cameras that were no longer watching anyway. At Anya's signal, they moved.

Dave had expected his heart to pound, adrenaline to flood his system. Instead, he felt eerily calm, each step deliberate, his mind tracking the environment with analytical precision. The corridor was empty—everyone had converged on the maintenance emergency.

Ji-Hoon's door stood slightly ajar, just as they'd planned. Serj caught it before it could swing closed, easing it open just enough for them to slip through.

The room hit Dave immediately—not with any physical impact, but with the sheer weight of its inhabitant's personality made manifest. Everything in Ji-Hoon's quarters spoke to rigid control, to a mind that allowed no chaos, no spontaneity. The grey walls held only official commendations and photographs with Venezuelan officials, each frame aligned with geometric precision. The narrow bed was made with hospital corners tight enough to bounce a coin. Even the air felt controlled, sterile, as if emotion itself had been filtered out.

The desk dominated the room—dark wood, expensive, covered in perfectly organised stacks of documents. Each folder was colour-coded, each stack aligned with the others like soldiers on parade.

“Three minutes,” Anya said in their ears. “Marta's at the maintenance area. Luis is fine, but she's not convinced yet. They're still sorting out the confusion.”

Serj moved to the desk with economical precision, his large hands surprisingly delicate as he lifted the top folder from the centre stack. Dave handed him the forged documents—reports, memos, emails, all manufactured by Anya's skills and aged to perfection.

“These go in the middle,” Serj murmured, more to himself than to Dave. “Routine enough that he won't check them immediately, but accessible enough that he'll find them during his next review cycle.”

He slipped them in, rearranged the stack, ensured everything aligned exactly as it had before. Dave watched, admiring the attention to detail. This was what separated professionals from amateurs—not the dramatic action, but the meticulous care taken to leave no trace.

“Two minutes,” Anya warned. “Building security is heading to your floor to check the surveillance system. They'll be there in ninety seconds.”

Dave felt ice slide down his spine. “We're not done.”

“Yes we are,” Serj said calmly. He gave the desk one final inspection, checking that every folder sat exactly where it had been, every pen lay at precisely the same angle. Satisfied, he moved towards the door.

Dave followed, hyper-aware of his own weight, his own strength, the dangerous potential in every movement. The door required the same delicate touch as before—too soft and it wouldn't latch, too hard and it would slam. He eased it closed, feeling the mechanism engage with a barely audible click.

“Sixty seconds,” Anya said. “Guards at your corridor intersection.”

“Moving,” Serj breathed.

They ghosted back the way they'd come, but the timing was tighter now. Dave heard boots on tile, multiple footsteps converging from different directions. The alcove where they'd waited wouldn't hide them—not if the guards were actively looking.

Serj made the decision instantly, detouring left instead of right, leading them away from their planned exit route and deeper into the residential section. Dave followed, trusting the older operative's instincts.

They were halfway down the corridor when Dave spotted the problem: a guard rounding the far corner, heading straight towards them. In seconds, they'd be face to face with a Venezuelan soldier in a section that should be empty.

Serj saw him too. His eyes flicked to the cleaning supplies Marta had dropped in her panic—a bucket on wheels, a mop, cleaning solution pooled on the polished floor where the bottle had fallen.

“Keep walking,” Serj breathed. “Natural pace.”

Dave's instinct was to run, but he forced himself to maintain the steady gait of someone who belonged. The guard—young, mid-twenties, his rifle slung with casual confidence—hadn't noticed them yet. He was checking his phone, probably responding to messages about the maintenance emergency.

Serj moved with deceptive casualness, his large frame angling towards the abandoned cleaning supplies. As they passed, he gave the wheeled bucket the gentlest of kicks, sending it rolling silently across the corridor at an angle that would intersect the guard's path in approximately three seconds.

The soldier looked up from his phone just in time to see two men in maintenance coveralls walking away from him. Nothing suspicious there—probably responding to the electrical fire like everyone else. He took another step, still looking at his phone.

His boot caught the bucket's metal frame.

The guard went down hard, his phone flying from his hand as he tried to catch himself. His head struck the polished floor with a hollow crack that made Dave wince. The rifle clattered beside him.

Serj was already moving back, his expression concerned, every inch the helpful maintenance worker. “¡Señor! ¿Está bien?” He knelt beside the fallen guard, who lay groggy and confused from the impact. Apparently checking for pulse and breathing with movements that looked solicitous but were actually clinical assessment combined with compression of the carotid for just enough time to guarantee his unconsciousness lasted.

The soldier was out cold but breathing steadily. A nasty bruise was already forming on his temple where he'd struck the floor.

“Concussion,” Serj murmured, ensuring his body was in a position that looked like a simple fall. He retrieved the guard's phone, placed it just out of reach as if it had skidded away in the fall, and stood. “He'll wake up remembering he slipped. Nothing more.”

“Thirty seconds,” Anya warned in their ears. “Two more guards converging on your location to check on their colleague.”

Dave and Serj rounded the corner and merged with a group of maintenance workers heading away from the scene, two more concerned faces in a facility full of people responding to emergencies. Behind them, they heard shouts of discovery as the guard's colleagues found him unconscious on the floor.

“Medical to corridor three,” someone called over the radio. “Martinez is down, appears to have slipped and hit his head.”

“Cameras are coming back online,” Anya warned. “Sixty seconds until full restoration.”

“Where?” Serj demanded, breathing hard as they descended a service stairwell.

“East exit. Loading dock. I can keep those cameras dark for another three minutes, but you need to move.”

They burst out into the loading area, afternoon sunlight momentarily blinding after the corridor's fluorescence. A delivery truck was parked near the dock, the driver arguing with a guard about paperwork. Neither noticed two more men emerging from the service entrance and walking quickly but not running towards the perimeter fence.

“Clear,” Anya confirmed. “No pursuit. Martinez woke up in the medical bay with a concussion. They've ruled it an accident—slipped on spilled cleaning solution during the emergency response. You're ghosts.”

Dave and Serj didn't slow until they'd cleared three blocks, finally ducking into the safe house through its back entrance. Only then did Dave allow himself to lean against the wall, his calm exterior finally cracking to reveal the stress beneath.

“That bucket kick,” Dave said. “That was improvisation?”

“That was experience,” Serj replied, though he was breathing hard, the first sign of strain Dave had seen from him. “You see the environment, you use it. Guard's phone distracted him, cleaning supplies were positioned perfectly, and polished floors are unforgiving. Simple physics.”

Dan was waiting with Alicia and Omar, their faces tense until they saw Serj and Dave walk through the door. Then, almost in unison, they relaxed.

“Documents?” Dan asked.

“Planted,” Serj confirmed. “Middle of his work stack, perfectly integrated. He'll find them during his routine review, probably within forty-eight hours.”

“Any complications?”

“One guard slipped on spilled cleaning solution and knocked himself out. He woke up in the medical bay thinking he'd had an accident during the emergency response. They're not looking for anyone.”

Dan nodded, allowing himself a slight smile. “Clean exit, no witnesses, no suspicion. Then we wait.”

But waiting, Dave was learning, was often the hardest part of any operation.



Ji-Hoon returned to his quarters at 18:30, exhausted from hours of tedious meetings with Venezuelan bureaucrats. The Defence Ministry was growing more paranoid by the day, demanding detailed reports on North Korean capabilities, asking pointed questions about Pyongyang's true intentions.

He noticed immediately that something was wrong.

Not obviously wrong—the room appeared untouched, everything in its place. But Ji-Hoon hadn't risen to his position by trusting appearances. The air felt different, carried the faint scent of unfamiliar sweat. His papers, examined closely, showed microscopic displacements that wouldn't register to anyone less meticulous.

Someone had been in his quarters.

His hand moved to his service pistol—present and accounted for. No, this wasn't theft. This was something else.

He spent the next hour conducting a methodical search, checking each folder, each document, looking for what had been taken or what had been added. It wasn't until he reached the middle stack on his desk that he found it.

Intelligence reports he didn't recognise. Correspondence he'd never sent. Plans for operations he'd never approved.

Ji-Hoon's blood ran cold as he read, his trained mind immediately recognising the documents for what they were: a perfect forgery designed to destroy him. Someone had manufactured evidence of a coup plot, making it look like he'd been conspiring to overthrow the Venezuelan government and install North Korean puppets in its place.

The question wasn't if he'd been framed—the craft was too obvious to someone of his experience. The question was who had done it, and more importantly, whether anyone else had already seen these documents.

He considered burning them immediately, but stopped himself. If copies existed—and they almost certainly did—destroying these would only make him look more guilty.

Ji-Hoon stood in his austere quarters, holding proof of a treason he hadn't committed, and felt the walls closing in. Somewhere, someone was playing a game with him as the piece to be sacrificed.

He just didn't know yet that the game was already over.



At the safe house, Anya's monitoring equipment picked up the spike in encrypted communications from Ji-Hoon's quarters—first to the North Korean embassy, then to contacts in Pyongyang.

“He found them,” she reported to the team. “And he's panicking.”

Dan allowed himself a rare moment of satisfaction. “Good. Let him panic. The more erratic his behaviour, the easier it'll be for Ruiz to convince the Venezuelan government to investigate.”

“How long until they move on him?” Alicia asked.

“Ruiz said he'd present the ‘evidence’ tomorrow morning. Claimed he intercepted suspicious communications and felt duty-bound to report them.” Dan checked his watch. “By this time tomorrow, Ji-Hoon will be the subject of a full military investigation. By the end of the week, the North Korean embassy will be persona non grata.”

Dave sat quietly, processing the operation's success. They'd accomplished the mission without killing anyone, without even deliberately injuring anyone. Martinez would wake up with a concussion from an accident. Luis had been checked by medical personnel and released without incident. Marta had been reunited with her unharmed son.

And Ji-Hoon's carefully constructed web of influence was unravelling, victim of documents he'd never written and crimes he'd never committed.

“It still feels like cheating,” Dave said aloud.

The team turned to look at him.

“We didn't prove he was planning a coup,” Dave continued. “We manufactured the evidence. How is that different from what we're accusing him of?”

It was Serj who answered, his gravelly voice thoughtful. “Ji-Hoon came to Venezuela to extend North Korean influence over a sovereign nation. His government wants puppet leaders loyal to Pyongyang, wants control over resources and strategic position. That's not a conspiracy theory—it's documented North Korean foreign policy. We didn't frame an innocent man. We just created the excuse for his removal that the Venezuelans needed.”

“Realpolitik,” Dan added. “Sometimes the morally perfect solution doesn't exist. You aim for the least harmful option and accept the compromise.”

Dave nodded slowly, but the discomfort remained. It probably always would—that gap between the clean certainty of right and wrong, and the murky reality of intelligence work where the least bad option counted as victory.

Anya closed her laptop with a quiet click. “Communications are escalating. Ji-Hoon's asking for emergency extraction. Pyongyang's not responding yet—probably evaluating whether he's compromised or being paranoid.”

“They'll decide he's compromised,” Omar predicted. “North Korea doesn't take risks with potentially burned assets. He's already dead to them, he just doesn't know it yet.”

“Then we've succeeded,” Dan said. “Get some rest, people. Tomorrow we watch it all fall apart—from a safe distance.”

As the team dispersed to their quarters, Dave remained at the table, staring at nothing. Somewhere across the city, a North Korean intelligence officer was discovering that all his meticulous planning, all his careful control, had been undone by people he'd never seen and a trap he'd never suspected.

The game continued, pieces moving across the board, and Dave Anderson—former IT professional, improbable field agent, man with abilities he didn't fully understand—was learning that victory rarely felt as clean as he'd once imagined.

But it was victory nonetheless.
Sidetracked

The intelligence came through at 03:47 local time, priority coded and flagged for immediate attention. Dan's phone vibrated against the scarred wooden table in the safe house, pulling him from tactical planning into a different kind of crisis entirely.

He read the message twice before speaking. “We've got a problem.”

The others looked up from their respective tasks—Anya from her signals monitoring, Serj from cleaning his sidearm, Omar from reviewing supply inventories, Dave from nursing his fourth cup of proper tea, Alicia from restocking the medical kit.

“The CIA's moving assets into position,” Dan said, his voice flat. “Two separate operations, both targeting Venezuelan oil infrastructure. They're using local dissident groups as proxy forces.”

Omar set down his inventory sheet. “Sabotage?”

“Worse. They're arming poorly trained civilians and pointing them at hardened military targets.” Dan pulled up the intercepts on his tablet. “If these groups actually attempt the attacks, the Venezuelan security forces will massacre them. The CIA gets their destabilisation, pins it on internal opposition, and walks away clean.”

Dave felt something twist in his chest. He'd seen this playbook before—different countries, same cynical logic. Use local anger as kindling, provide just enough accelerant to start the fire, then stand back and film the aftermath for the evening news.

“How many people are we talking about?” Alicia asked, her medical instincts already calculating triage scenarios.

“Best estimate? Forty to sixty dissidents split between two sites.” Anya had already pulled up satellite imagery. “El Tigre in the east, Maracaibo in the west. Both critical nodes in the national grid. Take them offline simultaneously and you're looking at cascading failures across the entire system.”

Serj studied the maps with the cold assessment of someone who'd seen failed insurrections before. “Equipment?”

“Small arms, improvised explosives, maybe some RPGs if they're lucky.” Omar's tone carried professional disdain. “Nothing that'll actually breach a hardened facility. They'll die in the approach, or the security teams will contain them in the perimeter. Either way, the casualties will be significant.”

“And our Ji-Hoon operation?” Dave asked, though he already knew the answer.

Dan's jaw tightened. “Gets buried under the fallout. If Venezuela descends into chaos tonight, no one will care about North Korean influence operations. The Agency spent three weeks building this operation, and the CIA's about to flush it all down the drain because some analyst in Langley decided the timeline needed accelerating.”

The silence that followed carried weight. They all understood what Dan wasn't saying—that stopping one operation meant abandoning another, that their carefully constructed plan to sever North Korean ties would unravel while they ran interference for the CIA's mess.

“We don't have a choice,” Anya said finally. “If those facilities go down, people die. Not just the dissidents—the cascading economic collapse, the riots, the supply chain failures. We're talking about months of humanitarian crisis.”

Dave found himself nodding. The math was brutal but clear. Stopping two massacres-in-progress took precedence over geopolitical chess moves, even if it meant losing leverage they'd worked weeks to establish.

“How long do we have?” Serj asked.

Anya checked her intercepts. “Four hours, maybe five. The dissident cells are mobilising now. They're probably being told the facilities are lightly defended, that this is their chance to strike a blow against the regime.” Her voice carried bitter understanding. “Classic manipulation—make them believe they're heroes right up until the moment they're not.”

Dan's face showed the calculation happening behind his eyes. “We split. Two teams, two sites. Primary objective: prevent the attacks without killing anyone. The dissidents are victims here, not combatants. We scare them off, break their morale, send them running back home.”

“And if the CIA catches wind of our interference?” Omar asked.

“Then we deal with that when it happens.” Dan stood, the decision made. “Right now, we've got innocent people walking into a meat grinder because someone in Washington thinks Venezuela isn't unstable enough. We stop that. Everything else is secondary.”

The team dispersed to prep. Dan, Serj, and Omar would handle the eastern facility at El Tigre. Dave and Anya would take the western site at Maracaibo—which made tactical sense given his abilities and her technical expertise, but still felt like being thrown into deep water without knowing how deep the pool actually was.

“You've got that look,” Anya observed, double-checking her equipment with mechanical precision.

“What look?”

“The one where you're calculating whether you're going to have to hurt someone.” She didn't look at him while she spoke. “The dissidents aren't the enemy, Dave. They're being used. Remember that when we're out there.”

“I know.” He did know. That didn't make it easier.

The drive to Maracaibo took two hours through pre-dawn darkness, the Land Cruiser's headlights cutting tunnels through the humid jungle air. Anya spent most of the journey monitoring signals traffic, tracking the dissident cell's approach vector while Dave tried not to think too hard about what they were about to do.

They reached the facility just as false dawn began bleeding grey light across the horizon. The oil processing complex sprawled across five acres of industrial infrastructure—tanks, pipelines, control buildings, all of it wrapped in layers of security fencing and floodlights.

“Dissidents are three kilometres out,” Anya reported, her laptop balanced on her knees. “Moving slowly, trying to stay quiet. They're scared.”

Of course they were scared. They were walking toward armed professionals with nothing but small arms and conviction. Dave wondered what lies they'd been told, what promises had been made to get them this far.

“Can you access the facility's security systems?” he asked.

“Already in.” Anya's fingers moved across the keyboard with surgical precision. “Alarm systems, camera feeds, communications. I can make it look like they've been detected early, maybe convince them to abort before they get close enough for the security teams to engage.”

“Do it. And I'll give them something loud to run from.”

Anya triggered the facility's perimeter alarms at 06:23, sending klaxons wailing across the pre-dawn quiet. Through the facility's security cameras, they watched the dissident cell freeze, then scatter for cover.

Dave was already moving.

Three hundred kilometres to the east, Dan and Serj were conducting their own brand of psychological warfare.

The El Tigre facility sat in flatter terrain, offering less cover but better sightlines. Dan had positioned himself on a rocky outcrop four hundred metres from the facility's eastern approach—far enough to avoid detection, close enough for precision work with his rifle.

Through his scope, he'd identified the dissident cell's structure within minutes of them entering his field of view. Forty-three people, mostly men, a handful of women. The CIA's local recruiters had done their usual work—angry, committed, inadequately trained. But someone had sent in ringers to keep them organised.

Three men stood out immediately. Better weapons, proper tactical vests, military-grade comms equipment. They moved with the confidence of people who'd done this before, positioning themselves to control the group's movement, keeping the untrained civilians together and moving forward.

“Got eyes on the handlers,” Dan murmured into his radio. “Three professionals, Venezuelan military kit but wrong posture. Probably Colombian contractors.”

“Confirmed,” Serj's voice came back, barely above a whisper. He'd positioned himself two hundred metres south, covering a different angle. “The one with the SCAR-H keeps checking his six. He knows this is wrong.”

Omar was spread further back, small charges already positioned along the approach route. Not enough to injure—just enough to make noise, create confusion, simulate a larger force than actually existed.

“On my mark,” Dan said, settling his breathing, feeling for that quiet space between heartbeats where the rifle became an extension of his intention rather than a separate tool.

The first contractor—the one with the SCAR-H—was speaking into his radio, probably checking in with whoever was running this disaster from a safe distance. Dan's crosshairs settled on the man's chest plate, just above the heart.

The rifle cracked. The subsonic round hit the ceramic plate with enough force to knock the contractor backwards, his breath exploding out in a surprised grunt. He went down hard, clutching at his chest where the plate had absorbed the impact but transferred enough kinetic energy to feel like being kicked by a horse.

Dan didn't wait to see the man's reaction. He'd already shifted to the second contractor, leading the target's movement by half a metre. The shot took the man in the shoulder plate, spinning him sideways into the dirt.

The third contractor was already moving, bringing his weapon up, scanning for the shooter. Smart. Professional. But Omar's first charge detonated before he could locate the threat—a sharp crack from the treeline that sent the entire dissident group flinching.

Dan fired again. The round caught the third contractor in his thigh plate—the ceramic held, but the impact dropped him like someone had cut his strings. He went down shouting, clutching his leg, weapon forgotten.

“Handlers neutralised,” Dan reported. “Omar, give them the full symphony.”

The charges went off in sequence—six distinct detonations spread across thirty seconds, each one from a different position. To the dissident cell, it sounded like they were surrounded by a much larger force, one that had them bracketed and was moving in for the kill.

Through his scope, Dan watched the group's cohesion dissolve. Without the contractors to keep them organised, the civilians did what untrained people always did when the shooting started—they panicked.

“They're breaking,” Serj observed, his tone clinical. “Should we—”

“Let them run,” Dan cut in. He fired twice more, both shots deliberately high, the supersonic cracks passing over the dissidents’ heads. Not close enough to wound, but close enough to convince them that staying was suicide.

The rout became complete. The dissident cell scattered into the jungle, abandoning weapons, equipment, their wounded contractors. Within ninety seconds of Dan's first shot, the approach route was empty except for three men in tactical vests trying very hard to breathe through broken ribs and the shock of realising they'd just been used as disposable assets.

“Venezuelan security's responding to the noise,” Omar reported, already moving to retrieve his charges. “We've got maybe five minutes before they're on site.”

“Plenty of time.” Dan was already breaking down his rifle, moving with the smooth efficiency of someone who'd done this hundreds of times. “Serj?”

“Clear. Moving to exfil point now.”

They left the contractors where they'd fallen—injured but alive, with their comms equipment intact so they could call for extraction once the immediate chaos settled. The Venezuelan security teams would find them, ask questions they wouldn't answer, and eventually deport them with stern warnings about respecting national sovereignty.

The CIA would claim they were freelancers, distance themselves officially, and begin planning the next operation before the contractors were even on their flights home.

Back at Maracaibo, the jungle pressed close around the facility's perimeter—secondary growth mostly, but thick enough to provide concealment. Dave pushed into it, feeling vines catch at his clothes as he oriented himself toward the dissident cell's last known position.

The first tree was a mahogany, thick-trunked and ancient. Dave's initial instinct was to simply charge it like he'd done during training, but he quickly realised that wouldn't work. These weren't the practise dummies in the Agency's training facility—they had root systems that went down metres, structural integrity that absorbed kinetic force instead of failing cleanly.

He adjusted his approach, wrapping both arms around the trunk in what felt absurdly like an embrace. The bark bit into his forearms as he squeezed, feeling for the grain of the wood, the weak points where compression would fracture rather than simply displacing mass.

The trunk groaned. Dave shifted his weight, angling the tree's fall toward the dissidents’ approach vector, and pushed.

The crack when it went was like a gunshot. The tree toppled with a roar of tearing wood and crashing branches, sending shockwaves through the jungle floor. Birds exploded from nearby trees, screeching alarm calls into the grey morning.

Dave moved to the next tree. And the next. Each one fell with thunderous finality, creating an advancing wall of destruction that crashed through the jungle like artillery fire. His arms ached—not from the strength required, but from the bark tearing at his skin, the sheer repetitive violence of it.

Through Anya's comms feed, he could hear the dissidents’ panicked radio chatter. They thought they were facing a military assault, that Venezuelan forces had somehow known they were coming and set up an ambush. The fear in their voices made Dave's stomach turn.

This was psychological warfare stripped to its ugliest essentials—terrifying people until they broke and ran. Necessary, perhaps, but not clean.

The eighth tree went down. The ninth. By the tenth, Dave could hear the dissidents retreating through the undergrowth, abandoning their attack before they ever came within range of the facility's actual security perimeter.

He stopped, breathing hard, looking at the destruction he'd caused. A swathe of jungle lay flattened, trees sprawled like matchsticks in the growing daylight.

“They're running,” Anya confirmed through the comms. “Cell's completely dispersed. Mission accomplished.”

Dave made his way back to their observation point, carefully circling the facility's camera coverage. Anya was already packing her equipment, her expression carefully neutral.

“You all right?” she asked.

“I just terrorised forty people into fleeing for their lives without actually threatening them directly.” Dave's laugh came out harsh. “I'm not sure ‘all right’ applies.”

“You saved their lives. The alternative was letting them walk into gunfire.”

“I know.” He did know. That didn't stop him feeling like he'd just participated in something fundamentally wrong, even if stopping something worse.

The radio crackled—Dan's voice, professional and clipped. “Eastern site secured. No casualties our side or theirs. Dissidents scattered. Venezuelan security teams found nothing but empty jungle.”

“Western site the same,” Anya replied. “Dissidents withdrew before engagement range. Facilities secure.”

“Regroup at the safe house. We've got four hours before someone starts asking questions we don't want to answer.”

By the time Dan and Serj reached their vehicle—a battered pickup truck that could have belonged to any agricultural worker in the region—the sun was fully up and the facility's alarm systems were wailing into the humid morning air.

“Clean work,” Serj said, checking his gear with methodical thoroughness. “No casualties, objective secured, minimal exposure.”

“Never gets easier, though.” Dan started the engine, guiding them back onto the rural road that would eventually connect to the highway. “Scaring people who don't know they're being manipulated.”

“Better than letting them die convinced they were heroes.” Serj's tone carried the weight of someone who'd seen that particular tragedy play out too many times to count. “The contractors chose their profession. The civilians were just angry and stupid. We gave them a chance to stay alive.”

Dan nodded, knowing Serj was right but still feeling the particular weight that came with this kind of operation. Clean, necessary, arguably even moral—and still fundamentally about terrorising people into submission for their own good.

The drive back from Maracaibo took longer than the approach. Dawn had properly broken now, humid and bright, turning the jungle into a steam bath of greenery and morning insects. Dave found himself watching the landscape pass, thinking about the people they'd just terrorised, wondering what stories they'd tell about this morning.

Maybe they'd call it a near-miss, a tactical withdrawal that saved their lives. Maybe they'd realise they'd been manipulated, used as disposable assets in someone else's strategy. Or maybe they'd just be grateful to be alive and never question why the Venezuelan military knew they were coming.

“You're thinking too hard,” Anya observed.

“Someone has to.”

“That's what makes you dangerous.” She didn't elaborate, but Dave understood. The moment you stopped thinking about the cost—stopped caring about the people on the receiving end of your actions—was the moment you became something else entirely.

At the safe house, Dan had already begun damage assessment. The team gathered around the scarred table, looking like soldiers after a patrol rather than intelligence operatives after a preventative operation.

“The CIA's going to know something went wrong,” Omar said, methodically cleaning weapons that hadn't been fired. “Two separate cells, both abort before engagement. That's not coincidence.”

“Let them wonder.” Dan's tone carried grim satisfaction. “They'll investigate, find nothing concrete, and chalk it up to bad luck or informant warnings. Either way, their operation's blown and they've got nothing to show for it.”

“And our Ji-Hoon plan?” Dave asked, though he already knew this answer too.

“We're twenty-four hours behind schedule. Maybe thirty-six by the time we can safely move again.” Dan rubbed his eyes, looking every one of his forty-some years. “But the operation's still viable. The forged documents are in place, Ruiz has his instructions, and Ji-Hoon doesn't know he's got a noose around his neck.”

“So we wait,” Serj said. Not a question.

“We wait. Give the CIA time to pull back, let Venezuelan security stand down from heightened alert. Then we spring the trap.”

The meeting dissolved into the routine post-operation tasks—equipment maintenance, after-action reports, the quiet decompression that followed adrenaline. Dave found himself outside, nursing another cup of tea while the morning heat built toward its midday peak.

Alicia joined him, medical kit stowed but still radiating that particular vigilance that came with being the person responsible for keeping everyone alive.

“Dan told me what you did,” she said. “Scaring off forty people without firing a shot.”

“Felt more like terrorising than scaring.”

“You gave them a chance to run. That counts for something.” She studied him with a medic's eye. “You're not going to go dark on us, are you? Start second-guessing every decision until you freeze up when we actually need you?”

Dave considered the question seriously. “No. But I'm not going to pretend it felt good, either.”

“Good. Because we're going to need you sharp when we move on Ji-Hoon. And I need to know you're still in this with both feet, not half-wondering if we're the good guys.”

“Are we?” The question slipped out before he could stop it.

Alicia's smile held no humour. “We're the ones who just stopped two massacres and kept Venezuela's oil flowing long enough for people to have electricity tomorrow. That'll have to be good enough.”

She left him to his tea and his thoughts. In the distance, jungle birds called territory to each other, oblivious to the small wars being fought in their shadows.

The mission—the real mission, the Ji-Hoon operation—was still waiting. But for now, they'd bought time, stopped bloodshed, and kept the pieces on the board long enough to make their actual play.

Sometimes, in this work, that was the closest thing to victory you could claim.
Check Mate

The safe house felt smaller than usual as the team gathered around the battered wooden table, the overhead fan doing little against the Mabaruma heat. Dan spread out a hand-drawn schematic of Ji-Hoon's compound whilst Anya's laptop displayed surveillance footage from the past week.

“We need something that makes Ji-Hoon look like an imminent threat,” Dan began, his finger tracing the layout of the Venezuelan military complex. “If we can make it seem like he's actively working against the government, the military will be forced to act. Diplomatic status or not.”

Serj leaned forward, his scarred hands flat on the table. “Ruiz can light the match. He's close enough to the Minister of Defence to push the right buttons. If he suggests Ji-Hoon is conspiring with outside forces, they'll have no choice but to investigate.”

Dave watched the surveillance footage, noting Ji-Hoon's meticulous routines. The man was disciplined, careful. Getting him to make a mistake would be difficult. But they didn't need him to make a mistake—they just needed to make everyone else believe he had.

Anya minimised the surveillance window and pulled up the forged documents they'd planted. “We have the paper trail ready. It shows Ji-Hoon's plan to overthrow the presidential team. If we can link that with a false tip-off from Ruiz about an imminent coup attempt, it'll be impossible for the Venezuelans to ignore.”

“We need to make it look like Ji-Hoon's been compromised,” Dan said, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. “Something concrete enough to make them believe the coup is real.”

Omar, who'd been quiet until now, spoke up. “What if we stage a meeting? Have Ji-Hoon appear to be in secret communication with North Korean agents. Ruiz could ‘happen’ to overhear enough to report it. A secret rendezvous that triggers suspicion.”

Serj nodded slowly. “Ruiz could claim he caught wind of an impending transfer of sensitive military information. If it looks like Ji-Hoon's making moves behind the government's back, it'll be enough to justify a search of his quarters.”

“I can fake a series of digital communications between Ji-Hoon and supposed North Korean contacts,” Anya added, her fingers already moving across the keyboard. “We plant them in the system, backdate them, and then Ruiz brings them up as a security threat. They'll see it as a betrayal, and the military will have no choice but to act.”

Dave studied the compound layout again. “We make it so Ruiz is the hero here. He's the one who uncovers the plot and brings it to the military's attention. Once the investigation starts, Ji-Hoon won't know what hit him.”

Alicia, who'd been observing from the doorway, stepped forward. “What about timing? We need to coordinate this perfectly. If Ruiz moves too early, Ji-Hoon might get spooked and run before we're ready. Too late, and the Venezuelans might start asking questions about why Ruiz waited.”

Dan straightened. “We'll need forty-eight hours. Anya needs time to seed the digital evidence properly. Meanwhile, we set up the staged meeting—make it visible enough that Ruiz can credibly claim he witnessed something suspicious, but not so obvious it looks like a setup.”

“What's the staging look like?” Dave asked.

Anya pulled up a new window showing a small restaurant on the outskirts of Caracas. “Ji-Hoon visits this place every Thursday evening. Regular as clockwork. We put people in place who look North Korean, have them meet with Ji-Hoon—or appear to. Ruiz happens to be there, sees enough to raise alarm bells.”

“We'd need to control the environment,” Omar said. “Make sure no one actually engages with Ji-Hoon directly. Just close enough for Ruiz to observe what looks like a covert meeting.”

Serj shook his head. “Too many variables. Ji-Hoon would spot actors immediately. He's trained to detect surveillance.”

“So we don't use actors,” Alicia suggested. “We use photographs. Digital manipulation. Make it look like Ruiz witnessed something that happened earlier, somewhere else. Anya can create the imagery, Ruiz presents it as intelligence he gathered.”

Dan considered this. “That could work. We're not trying to fool Ji-Hoon—we're trying to fool the Venezuelans. As long as Ruiz's story holds up to their initial scrutiny, that's all we need. Once they start digging and find the planted documents, the digital trail will do the rest.”

Anya was already pulling up photo editing software. “I can have imagery ready by tomorrow evening. We'll make it look like Ji-Hoon met with known North Korean intelligence operatives. I'll pull faces from our database—people who've been flagged by various agencies. When the Venezuelans run facial recognition, they'll get hits that confirm their worst fears.”

“What about the communications?” Dave asked. “How do we make sure they find them?”

“I'm backdating emails and encrypted messages, integrating them into the Venezuelan military's own communication systems,” Anya explained. “When they investigate, they'll find months of correspondence that appears to show Ji-Hoon coordinating with Pyongyang on political manoeuvres. The timestamps will check out, the metadata will be clean. It'll look like he's been working on this for at least six months.”

Omar studied the timeline Anya was building. “What's the endgame? They find the evidence, search his quarters, discover the forged documents. Then what?”

“Then Ji-Hoon disappears,” Serj said quietly. “We make it look like he fled when he realised he'd been caught. His absence will confirm his guilt better than any trial ever could.”

The room fell silent as the weight of what they were planning settled over them. They weren't just framing Ji-Hoon—they were destroying his entire network, severing ties between two nations, and potentially reshaping South American geopolitics.

“We're sure about this?” Dave asked, feeling the question needed to be voiced. “Once we start this, there's no going back.”

Dan met his eyes. “The alternative is letting the North Koreans maintain their foothold in Venezuela whilst the CIA tears the region apart trying to dislodge them. We've already seen what that looks like—dead CIA operatives, armed dissidents, civilian casualties. This way, we remove the prize both sides are fighting over. No North Korean influence means no reason for the CIA to keep escalating.”

Dave nodded slowly. The logic was sound, even if the methods made his stomach tighten. This was the nature of their work—sometimes the right choice meant making someone else the villain.

“Alright,” Dan said, his voice carrying the weight of command. “Here's the plan. Anya, you've got twenty-four hours to finalise the digital evidence and the imagery. Make it bulletproof—assume the Venezuelans will have their best people verify everything. Serj, Omar, work out the extraction details for when we need to grab Ji-Hoon. Alicia, you'll need to be ready to assist with the snatch. Dave, you're our contingency—if anything goes sideways, you're our ace.”

He turned to the laptop. “I'll contact Ruiz tonight, brief him on what we need. He'll present everything to the Minister of Defence tomorrow evening. That gives us Friday for the search and seizure, and the weekend to extract Ji-Hoon before anyone starts asking too many questions.”

The team dispersed to their tasks, the comfortable rhythm of professional preparation settling over the safe house. Dave found himself on the porch, staring out at the darkening jungle, trying to reconcile the man he'd been—the IT professional who troubleshot network problems—with the man he was becoming.

Behind him, through the screen door, he could hear Anya's keyboard clicking steadily, building a web of lies so convincing it would destroy a man's life. The jungle insects provided a constant chorus, indifferent to human schemes.



The following afternoon, Ruiz arrived at the safe house looking like he'd aged five years in as many hours. Dan handed him a tablet loaded with Anya's fabricated evidence, and they spent two hours rehearsing his presentation.

“The emails are the key,” Anya explained, walking Ruiz through each document. “These show Ji-Hoon coordinating with Pyongyang about political appointments. See here—he's recommending specific individuals for positions in the presidential administration. People who, if you dig into their backgrounds, have concerning ties to North Korean business interests.”

Ruiz scrolled through the messages, his expression darkening with each screen. “This is… extensive.”

“It has to be,” Dan said. “You're not bringing them a suspicion—you're bringing them proof. When the Minister sees this, he needs to feel like you've uncovered a conspiracy that's been hiding in plain sight.”

“What about the photographs?” Ruiz asked.

Anya pulled up a new window showing images of Ji-Hoon apparently meeting with three men in a dimly lit restaurant. The quality was deliberately grainy—good enough to identify faces, poor enough to explain why Ruiz hadn't been spotted taking them.

“You were conducting routine surveillance on another matter,” Dan coached. “You noticed Ji-Hoon acting suspiciously and followed him. These are the images you captured. When you ran the faces through your database, you got hits—all three men are known North Korean intelligence operatives with connections to their UN mission.”

Ruiz studied the images, committing the story to memory. “And if they ask why I didn't report this immediately?”

“You did report it,” Anya said, pulling up a backdated memorandum in the Venezuelan military's filing system. “Three days ago, you filed this preliminary report with your immediate superior. He sat on it—you can blame him for the delay if anyone asks. Today, you're going over his head directly to the Minister because you believe the threat is imminent.”

“This is thorough,” Ruiz admitted, a note of professional appreciation in his voice.

“It has to be,” Dan repeated. “We get one chance at this. If they smell a setup, the whole operation falls apart.”

That evening, Ruiz walked into the Minister of Defence's office in Caracas carrying a worn leather briefcase. The Minister, General Héctor Torres, was a bull of a man in his late fifties, with the kind of face that looked permanently sceptical of good news.

“Ruiz,” Torres grunted, not looking up from the reports on his desk. “You requested an urgent meeting. This had better not be administrative nonsense.”

“It's not, sir.” Ruiz placed the tablet on the desk, its screen already displaying the first incriminating email. “I believe we have a serious security threat. Colonel Park Ji-Hoon has been operating against Venezuelan interests.”

Torres’ eyes snapped up, his scepticism sharpening into focus. “That's a serious accusation. The North Koreans are our allies.”

“I thought so too, sir. Until I saw this.” Ruiz walked the Minister through the evidence methodically—the emails, the financial transfers, the photographs of clandestine meetings. With each new revelation, Torres’ face grew darker.

“This son of a whore,” Torres breathed, slamming his fist on the desk hard enough to make the tablet jump. “We trusted this man. We gave him access to our military structure, our intelligence networks, and all along he was plotting to replace us with their puppets?”

“The evidence is clear, sir,” Ruiz said, keeping his voice level despite his racing pulse. “He's been coordinating with Pyongyang for at least six months. These communications reference specific operational timelines. Whatever they're planning, it's meant to happen soon.”

Torres scrolled through the documents again, his jaw working. “Why am I only seeing this now?”

“I filed a preliminary report three days ago with Colonel Mendoza,” Ruiz said, the lie flowing smoothly. “When he didn't escalate it, I realised I needed to bring this directly to you. Sir, with respect, I believe we may have a broader security problem if a report of this nature was suppressed.”

The Minister's eyes went cold. “We'll deal with Mendoza later. Right now, I want everything we have on Park Ji-Hoon—his movements, his contacts, his communications. And I want authorisation to search his quarters.”

“Sir, he has diplomatic immunity—”

“Fuck his diplomatic immunity!” Torres roared, surging to his feet. “If this is real, if he's really been working to overthrow our government, then his diplomatic status is void. I'm taking this to the President. Tonight.”

Ruiz maintained his composure, though his heart hammered against his ribs. “Sir, I recommend we move quickly. If Ji-Hoon suspects we're onto him—”

“He won't have time to suspect anything,” Torres interrupted, already reaching for his phone. “I want a security team at his quarters within the hour. No one goes in or out until we get presidential authorisation for a full search. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

As Ruiz left the Minister's office, he could hear Torres already barking orders into his phone. The trap was sprung. Now it was up to the rest of the team to make sure it closed properly.



Ji-Hoon's quarters were cordoned off by eight in the evening, much to the Colonel's visible confusion. He'd returned from a routine meeting to find Venezuelan soldiers stationed at his door, their officer politely but firmly informing him that he was not permitted entry until further notice.

“There's been a security concern,” the lieutenant explained, his rifle held at a neutral but ready position. “General Torres’ orders. I'm sure it's just a formality, but we need to secure the premises.”

Ji-Hoon's face remained carefully neutral, but Dave—watching through Anya's surveillance feeds from the safe house—saw the flicker of calculation in the North Korean's eyes. The man knew something was wrong. He just didn't know what.

Three hours later, presidential authorisation came through. Torres himself led the search team, his face grim as soldiers methodically went through Ji-Hoon's meticulously organised quarters. They found the forged documents within twenty minutes—tucked into a filing cabinet with Ji-Hoon's personal papers, exactly where Serj and Dave had placed them.

Torres held up a document, his hands shaking with rage. “Contingency protocols for martial law. Lists of military officers to be ‘secured’ or ‘eliminated.’ A proposed governmental structure with North Korean advisers in key positions.” He threw the papers onto Ji-Hoon's desk. “Get the President on the phone. Now.”

By midnight, the decision was made. All ties with North Korea would be severed effective immediately. The embassy would be closed, diplomatic staff expelled, and Colonel Park Ji-Hoon declared persona non grata. There would be no trial, no formal accusations—just a quiet expulsion that would speak volumes to anyone paying attention.

Except Ji-Hoon had already disappeared.



Serj and Alicia had moved hours earlier, timing their approach for the brief window when Ji-Hoon would return from his regular Thursday evening routine. The Venezuelan security team wouldn't arrive to lock down his quarters for another thirty minutes—just enough time.

They waited in the shadows near Ji-Hoon's door, Serj's massive frame somehow seeming smaller in the darkness. When Ji-Hoon's footsteps echoed down the corridor, Alicia stepped forward and knocked softly.

The door opened cautiously. Ji-Hoon's eyes widened in recognition—the last person he'd expected to see was the woman who'd humiliated him weeks ago. His hand moved instinctively toward his sidearm.

Alicia was faster. Her strike caught him precisely in the throat, crushing his vocal cords before he could cry out. Ji-Hoon staggered backward, clutching his neck, his mouth working soundlessly.

Serj was through the door before Ji-Hoon could recover, one massive arm wrapping around the Colonel's neck in a textbook blood choke. Ji-Hoon struggled weakly, his training and instincts fighting against the inevitable. Within seconds, he went limp.

“Got him,” Serj grunted, hoisting the unconscious man over his shoulder with practised ease.

Alicia did a quick sweep of the room, ensuring nothing looked disturbed. No signs of struggle, no evidence of forced entry. When investigators eventually came, they'd find an empty quarters and an absent Colonel—exactly what they needed to see.

They moved through the compound using the routes Anya had mapped, avoiding patrols with timing that spoke to weeks of careful surveillance. By the time the Venezuelan security team arrived to lock down Ji-Hoon's quarters, the Colonel was already zip-tied in the back of a nondescript van heading toward Mabaruma.



Ji-Hoon woke to find himself in an unfamiliar room, bound to a chair, facing two people he'd never expected to see again. Dan sat across from him, relaxed and casual. Alicia stood near the door, her expression unreadable.

“Colonel Park,” Dan said, his voice conversational. “I imagine you're confused.”

Ji-Hoon said nothing, his throat still raw from Alicia's strike. His eyes moved between them, calculating odds, assessing options.

“You're probably thinking you can wait this out,” Dan continued. “That eventually someone will come looking for you. That this is just an interrogation, and if you stay quiet long enough, you'll be rescued or released.”

He leaned forward slightly. “Let me save you some time. The worst has already happened.”

Ji-Hoon's eyes narrowed.

“Your betrayal has been exposed,” Dan said, watching the Colonel's face carefully. “The Venezuelans have found documents in your quarters tying you directly to a plot to overthrow their government with North Korean backing. They've seen emails, financial transfers, photographs of you meeting with Pyongyang's intelligence operatives. It's all there, Colonel. Months of evidence showing you've been conspiring against them.”

“That's not—” Ji-Hoon's voice came out as a painful rasp. He stopped, gathering himself. “That's not possible. I haven't—”

“It doesn't matter what you did or didn't do,” Alicia cut in, her voice cold. “The evidence exists. Right now, Venezuelan investigators are going through your quarters, finding more of the trail we left behind. You're a traitor in their eyes. There's no coming back from that.”

Ji-Hoon stared at them, disbelief warring with dawning horror on his face.

“Here's your situation,” Dan said, pulling out his phone and showing Ji-Hoon a news feed. “Venezuela has severed all diplomatic ties with North Korea. The embassy is closed. All military and intelligence personnel are being expelled. And you, Colonel, are at the top of their list—except they can't find you.”

He set the phone down where Ji-Hoon could see the headlines. “Which actually works in your favour. If they'd found you, you'd be in a Venezuelan military prison right now, waiting for a trial that would end with either life imprisonment or a convenient accident. This way, you have options.”

“What kind of options?” Ji-Hoon's voice was barely above a whisper.

“We're going to take you to the Mabaruma airstrip,” Dan said. “From there, you're on your own. Make whatever calls you can. Run if you have to. We don't care. You're not a threat to us any more.”

“North Korea will see this as a failure,” Alicia added, moving closer. “Even if you somehow convince them you were framed, you failed to maintain the Venezuelan relationship. You know how Pyongyang deals with failure, Colonel. Especially high-profile failures that damage their international position.”

Ji-Hoon's composure finally cracked. “This can't be happening. I've been loyal. I've followed every order—”

“And now you're caught between two governments that both want you dead or disappeared,” Dan said, his voice not unkind. “Venezuela thinks you're a traitor. North Korea will see you as a liability. There's nowhere for you to go.”

The silence stretched as Ji-Hoon processed this. His hands clenched and unclenched against the chair's armrests, his mind clearly racing through scenarios, each one bleaker than the last.

“Why?” he finally asked. “Why are you doing this? What did you gain?”

“We removed a destabilising factor from South American politics,” Dan said simply. “The North Korean-Venezuelan alliance was causing problems that would have led to a lot of dead civilians. Now it's over. You were just the lever we used to break it.”

He stood, signalling Alicia. “Serj will take you to the airstrip. After that, you're a ghost. Our advice? Disappear properly. Find somewhere neither government will look for you. Because if either Venezuela or North Korea finds you first…” He didn't finish the sentence.



The Mabaruma airstrip was deserted at three in the morning, just a strip of cracked concrete surrounded by jungle. Serj removed Ji-Hoon's restraints and stepped back, watching the Colonel rub circulation back into his wrists.

“That's it?” Ji-Hoon asked, his voice still hoarse. “You just let me go?”

“We're not monsters, Colonel,” Serj replied, his deep voice carrying across the empty space. “We're just professionals doing a job. Your part in this is over.”

Ji-Hoon stared at the massive Russian for a long moment, then turned and walked toward the jungle tree line. He stopped once, looking back.

“For what it's worth,” Ji-Hoon said quietly, “it was well played.”

Then he was gone, swallowed by the darkness.

Serj waited another ten minutes, ensuring the Colonel wasn't attempting some kind of ambush or double-back. When he was satisfied, he pulled out his phone.

“It's done,” he told Dan. “He's gone.”

“Good,” Dan's voice crackled through. “Pack it up. We're heading home.”



Back at the safe house, the team gathered one last time around the battered table. Anya had confirmed that Venezuelan forces had completed their search of Ji-Hoon's quarters and found exactly what they were meant to find. The North Korean embassy in Caracas was already being shuttered, diplomats and military advisors being processed for expulsion.

“The President made an official statement an hour ago,” Anya reported, reading from her laptop. “He's condemning North Korean interference in Venezuelan internal affairs and warning other nations against similar attempts at manipulation. He's positioning this as Venezuela standing up for its sovereignty.”

“Which means he's saving face whilst doing exactly what we needed,” Dan observed. “The alliance is broken, North Korea loses its foothold, and Venezuela looks like it caught a conspiracy before it could do real damage.”

“What about the CIA?” Dave asked.

“They're probably trying to figure out what happened,” Omar said. “One day they're working to break the North Korean-Venezuelan alliance, the next day it breaks itself. They'll take credit internally, but they won't understand how it actually happened.”

Serj, nursing a beer in the corner, allowed himself a rare smile. “That's the point. We're ghosts. We were never here.”

Dave thought about Ji-Hoon, somewhere out in the night, running from two governments that wanted him dead or disappeared. About Ruiz, who'd risked his career presenting false evidence to his superiors. About the cascade of consequences they'd set in motion with carefully placed lies.

“We did the right thing, didn't we?” he asked, though he wasn't entirely sure who he was asking.

Dan met his eyes across the table. “We prevented a war, Dave. Or at least postponed one. The CIA would have kept escalating until something broke—probably something that killed thousands of civilians. North Korea would have kept manipulating Venezuela's government, probably into some disaster that served Pyongyang's interests instead of Caracas’. Now both sides have to back off and reconsider.”

“But at what cost?” Dave pressed. “We destroyed Ji-Hoon's life. We lied to an entire government. We—”

“We did our job,” Anya interrupted, her voice sharp. “This is what we do, Dave. We operate in the grey spaces where the normal rules don't apply because someone has to. Yes, we lied. Yes, we manipulated people. And yes, we probably ruined Ji-Hoon's life. But thousands of people who would have died in the chaos we prevented? They get to live. They get to have normal lives, never knowing how close they came to disaster.”

She closed her laptop with a sharp click. “That's the trade we make. Our souls for their safety. If you can't live with that, you're in the wrong line of work.”

The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the whir of the ceiling fan and the distant sound of jungle insects.

Finally, Dave nodded slowly. “I understand. I don't have to like it, but I understand.”

“No one said you had to like it,” Serj rumbled from his corner. “But Anya's right. This is the work. We don't get parades or medals. We get to know that somewhere, people are safe because of what we did in the dark.”

Dan stood, stretching muscles that had been tense for days. “Alright, people. Let's clean up and get out of here. Cecilia wants us back in London for debriefing. We've got a forty-eight-hour window to disappear before anyone starts asking questions about mysterious foreigners in Mabaruma.”

The team moved with practised efficiency, erasing their presence from the safe house. Within two hours, it looked like no one had ever been there. By dawn, they were scattered across three different flights out of Georgetown, each carrying pieces of the puzzle but none carrying the whole picture.

Dave sat in the departure lounge at Cheddi Jagan International Airport, watching planes take off into the brightening sky. His reflection in the window showed the same face he'd had when this all started—a bit older perhaps, a bit more worn, but recognisably himself.

But he wasn't the same man. That man had worked in IT, troubleshooting network problems and scheduling maintenance windows. That man had lived in a world where right and wrong were clearly defined, where the rules made sense.

This man operated in the grey spaces Anya had mentioned. This man had helped frame an intelligence officer, topple an international alliance, and set events in motion that would ripple through South American politics for years.

And this man, God help him, would do it again if needed.

The boarding call for his flight crackled through the speakers. Dave picked up his bag—carefully, always carefully, mindful of his strength—and joined the queue. Around him, ordinary people lived their ordinary lives, never knowing about the extraordinary things that happened in the dark to keep their world stable.

That was fine with him. They didn't need to know. They just needed to be safe.

And if that meant Dave Anderson had to become someone he barely recognised, someone who could look Ji-Hoon in the eye and coldly explain how thoroughly they'd destroyed his life… well, that was the price of the work.

The plane climbed into the morning sky, banking east toward home. Below, South America spread out in greens and browns, peaceful and unaware. Somewhere down there, Ji-Hoon was running, trying to stay ahead of two governments that wanted him gone. Somewhere down there, Ruiz was being quietly promoted for uncovering a dangerous conspiracy.

And somewhere down there, thousands of people would never know how close they'd come to being caught in a war between intelligence agencies.

Dave closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Tomorrow he'd be back in London, back to debriefings and mission reports. Back to being just another operative in an agency that didn't officially exist.

But tonight, flying through the dark, he allowed himself to be just Dave Anderson again. The man from Birmingham with the ordinary life and the extraordinary secret.

Even if that man was rapidly becoming someone new. Someone harder. Someone who could do the necessary things in the grey spaces.

Someone who understood that sometimes, the right thing and the good thing weren't the same thing at all.

The plane levelled off, and Dave finally drifted into an uneasy sleep, dreaming of burning trucks and disappearing colonels and the thin line between justice and expedience that he'd learned to walk.
Epilogue

The safe house in Mabaruma had taken on the peculiar quiet that followed operational closure—not peaceful, exactly, but the kind of silence that came after something significant had ended. The ceiling fan turned lazily overhead, doing little against the jungle humidity that pressed in through the windows. Outside, macaws shrieked in the dying light, their calls carrying that edge of wildness that reminded Dave how far he was from Birmingham.

The team had dispersed through the cramped space with the efficiency of people who'd spent too many weeks in each other's pockets. Anya had claimed the kitchen table for her equipment breakdown, her laptop casting its blue glow across her angular features as she systematically wiped drives and sanitised their digital footprint. Omar and Serj had taken over the back bedroom, their low voices punctuated by the metallic sounds of weapons being field-stripped for transport. Alicia was somewhere out back, smoking one of the cigarettes she claimed not to smoke, the ember visible through the window.

Dave sat in one of the mismatched chairs in the main room, his fingers wrapped carefully around a mug of tea—the last of the proper English blend he'd brought with him. The ceramic felt fragile under his grip, requiring that constant, unconscious calculation of pressure that had become second nature. Like holding a computer mouse without crushing it. Like shaking hands without breaking fingers. Like living in a world made of things that could break when you couldn't.

The laptop screen flickered as Dan initiated the secure connection to London. Cecilia's face resolved from pixels to clarity, her expression already reading them before she'd said a word. That was her gift, Dave had learned—seeing past the operational success to the cost underneath.

“Well done,” she said, her Ghanaian accent carrying its usual warmth despite the formality of debriefing. “With the North Koreans knocked for six, Venezuela seems to have regained some semblance of self-control. It's still a terrible regime, but at least it's their own regime again.”

Dave found himself studying the tea leaves settling at the bottom of his mug. British reading tea leaves in a Guyanese safe house after dismantling a North Korean intelligence operation. The absurdity should have been funny.

“We've bought some time,” Cecilia continued. “The CIA will still be active in the region, but perhaps now they'll be more cautious. Less risk to the civilians.”

Dan nodded, his tactical debrief voice slipping into place. “Ji-Hoon's gone. His network's collapsed. Venezuelan military's purging anyone associated with the North Korean delegation. Intelligence suggests Pyongyang's pulling back from South American operations entirely.”

“At least for now,” Anya added without looking up from her laptop. “Until the next opportunity presents itself.”

“The dissidents?” Cecilia asked.

“Scattered,” Omar reported from the doorway. “No casualties on their side. They'll regroup, but without CIA backing or North Korean weapons, they're back to being a political problem rather than a military one.”

Cecilia's smile held a particular quality Dave was learning to recognise—the satisfaction of a mission accomplished without the body count that usually came with it. “The Agency appreciates clean work. There'll be a proper debrief when you're back in London, but for now, get some rest. You've earned it.”

The connection terminated, leaving them in the blue glow of the shutdown screen.

“Right,” Dan said, closing the laptop with a decisive click. “I don't know about you lot, but I'm knackered. We'll start extraction protocols tomorrow.”

The room emptied gradually. Serj and Omar returned to their weapons maintenance with the methodical focus of people who found comfort in routine. Anya packed away her equipment with the same systematic precision, each cable wrapped precisely, each component slotted into its protective case. Dan disappeared into the kitchen, the sound of a beer bottle opening carrying through the thin walls.

Dave remained in his chair, the tea cooling in his hands.

The convoy ambush replayed behind his eyes with the clarity his enhanced vision provided even in memory. The smoke and CS gas swirling thick enough to blind normal men. The Venezuelan soldiers stumbling, choking, their formations disintegrating into individual panic. His own body moving through the chaos like something separate from his mind—efficient, brutal, unstoppable.

The first soldier's wrist in his grip, the bone grinding under his fingers as he'd twisted the rifle free. The second man's ribs compressing under his knee, the wet sound of air forced from lungs. The soldier in the gas mask, the sickening crunch as his fist had driven the shattered glass inward, blood and broken teeth and—

Dave set the mug down carefully on the side table. His hands were steady. They'd been steady throughout the entire operation. Steady when he'd crushed a man's face. Steady when he'd slammed another into a burning truck. Steady as a rock, steady as someone who'd done this before, steady as someone for whom violence had become routine.

That was what bothered him.

Not the violence itself—he could justify that tactically. Those soldiers would have massacred the convoy personnel. His intervention had prevented deaths on both sides. Mission success, minimal casualties, objectives achieved. Dan's after-action report would read like a textbook example of precision force application.

What bothered him was how easy it had been.

The office drone from Birmingham, the man who'd spent twenty years troubleshooting network connections and explaining to executives why their forgotten passwords weren't an IT emergency, had just systematically dismantled a platoon of soldiers without breaking stride. No hesitation. No second-guessing. Just tactical problem-solving applied to human bodies.

He'd been angry during Mei's rescue in Turkey—that visceral, protective rage that had sent him crashing through a roof to save his teammate. He'd felt something then, even if it was ugly. But at the convoy ambush? Nothing. Clinical assessment. Target prioritisation. Efficient force application. Like optimising database queries, but with bones instead of bytes.

“You're thinking too loud.”

Dave looked up. Serj had materialised in the doorway with the unsettling silence that a man his size shouldn't possess. The big Russian carried two bottles of beer, condensation beading on the glass in the humid air.

“Didn't hear you,” Dave said, then immediately felt stupid. Of course he hadn't. Serj could probably sneak up on a burglar alarm.

Serj handed him one of the beers and settled into the chair opposite with the care of someone familiar with furniture not designed for his frame. They sat in companionable silence for a moment, the sound of the ceiling fan filling the space between them.

“You did well out there,” Serj said finally, his accent making the words sound more official than they probably were. “Professional. Controlled. No unnecessary force.”

Dave took a drink, the beer cold and bitter and somehow appropriate. “Those men I hit. They'll recover?”

“Broken bones. Concussions. Shattered teeth.” Serj's tone was matter-of-fact, cataloguing injuries the way Dave used to catalogue system failures. “Nothing permanent that competent medical care won't address. Venezuelan military has adequate facilities.”

“But I knew,” Dave said quietly. “When I hit them, I knew exactly how hard to strike. How much force would incapacitate without killing. I didn't have to think about it—I just knew.”

Serj studied him for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable. “This troubles you.”

“Doesn't it trouble you? That I'm getting good at hurting people?”

“No.” The word came without hesitation. “What troubles me is when men become good at hurting people and stop caring that they do.”

Dave turned the beer bottle in his hands, feeling the glass shift under his fingers, that constant awareness of pressure and fragility. “In Turkey, when I rescued Mei, I was angry. Properly angry. I almost killed those men, and I felt it—all of it. The rage, the fear, the…” He trailed off, searching for words. “The humanness of it, I suppose. Even if it was ugly.”

“But at the convoy?”

“Nothing. Just tactical calculations. Which targets to neutralise first. How to move through smoke. Where to strike for maximum incapacitation with minimal lethality.” Dave met Serj's eyes. “I felt like a bloody spreadsheet.”

Serj took a long pull from his beer, his expression thoughtful. “You know what separates men like Omar and me from men like Grigory?”

Dave shook his head.

“It's not skill. It's not training. It's not even ideology.” Serj leaned forward slightly, his massive frame somehow conveying intensity without threat. “It's that we remember. Every mission, every target, every time we pull a trigger or throw a punch—we carry it forward. Not as burden, necessarily, but as weight. As evidence that these actions matter.”

“I remember the convoy,” Dave said. “Every strike. Every soldier I put down.”

“Then you're already ahead of where you fear you're going.” Serj gestured with his bottle, encompassing the room, the mission, everything. “You think Grigory remembers the individual faces? You think he lies awake cataloguing each injury he inflicted, wondering if it was necessary? No. For him, they're abstractions. Obstacles that required removal.”

“And I'm not like that?”

“You're sitting here wrestling with the morality of efficient violence used to prevent a massacre.” A hint of something that might have been amusement crossed Serj's face. “If you were like Grigory, you'd be planning the next operation, not questioning the last one.”

Dave took another drink, the beer warming in his hands. Outside, the jungle had transitioned from dusk to full darkness, the sounds shifting from birds to insects, that wall of noise that made the safe house feel even more isolated.

“Anya told me something once,” Serj continued. “After Syria, when I was… processing. She said that the people who should worry are the ones who've stopped asking themselves if they should worry.”

“Bit recursive, that.”

“Russian philosophy. We're not known for simplicity.” Serj drained his beer and set the empty bottle aside with care. “You found out something about yourself in that convoy, Dave. Something that frightens you.”

“That I can hurt people efficiently.”

“No. That you can hurt people efficiently and still care that you do.” Serj stood, his bulk blocking out half the room. “The caring is what makes you one of the good ones. Don't mistake professional competence for moral failure.”

He moved toward the door, then paused, glancing back. “Also, Anya mentioned something about you being a ‘hippie tree hugger’?”

Dave blinked, the non sequitur so unexpected that it took a moment to process. “What?”

“She was telling me about how you stopped the attack during the dissident operation.” Serj's expression remained deadpan. “I assumed it was translation error, but now I'm wondering if you have some British environmental ideology I should be aware of.”

Despite everything—the mission, the violence, the weight of moral reckoning—Dave found himself laughing. It started as a snort, then built into proper laughter, the kind that shook his shoulders and made his ribs ache. Not the bitter, cynical laugh of someone broken by what they'd done, but genuine amusement at the absurdity of it all.

“I was knocking down trees to scare off the dissidents,” Dave managed between laughs. “Using them as battering rams. Anya must have told you about the other operation.”

“Ah.” Serj nodded sagely. “Yes, that makes much more sense. Though I admit, I was curious how a man who can survive machine-gun fire developed environmental consciousness.”

“It's because I'm British,” Dave said, still grinning. “We're very passionate about trees. National characteristic. Right up there with queuing and complaining about the weather.”

“I see.” Serj's mouth twitched—the closest thing to a smile Dave had seen from him in weeks. “And here I thought you were just systematically destroying jungle infrastructure for tactical advantage.”

“That too. Multitasking.”

Serj gave a final nod and disappeared into the back room, leaving Dave alone with his cooling beer and the absurd mental image of himself as some sort of environmentally-conscious supersoldier.

The laughter faded, but something of its warmth remained. Dave finished his beer and set the bottle carefully on the table beside his abandoned tea. The mission had been successful. The North Korean influence had been severed. The CIA's destabilisation attempts had been thwarted. Colonel Park Ji-Hoon was disappeared, probably dead by now, and the geopolitical board had shifted in ways that might—might—reduce civilian suffering in the region.

And he'd discovered he could be frighteningly efficient at violence while still being troubled by it.

That would have to be enough.

Through the window, he could see Alicia finishing her cigarette, the ember disappearing in her empty beer bottle as she dropped it inside. Beyond the safe house, the jungle pressed close, alive with sounds that hadn't changed in millennia. Somewhere out there, Venezuelan soldiers were recovering in military hospitals, their injuries documented in reports that would never mention a British operative with impossible abilities. The convoy personnel had scattered to their homes or hiding places, alive because someone had stepped into the chaos and ended it before it could turn lethal.

Dave stood, his movements careful in the cramped space, and carried his empty beer bottle to the kitchen. Anya glanced up from her laptop, one eyebrow raised in silent question. He shook his head—no problems, just thoughts—and she returned to her work without comment.

Tomorrow they'd begin extraction. Flights back to Georgetown, then on to London. Debriefings at the Agency office, detailed after-action reports, the administrative machinery that turned operational experience into institutional knowledge. He'd sit across from Cecilia in her frosted-glass conference room and explain, with professional detachment, how he'd systematically incapacitated a platoon of soldiers to prevent a massacre.

And she'd probably tell him he'd done well. Mission success, minimal casualties, objectives achieved.

But tonight, in a cramped safe house on the edge of the Guyanese jungle, Dave allowed himself the luxury of uncomfortable questions without easy answers. He'd found out what kind of man he was in that convoy—someone capable of terrible efficiency who cared deeply that he was capable of it.

Serj was right. That caring made all the difference.

Outside, the jungle continued its eternal conversation with itself, indifferent to human concerns about morality and violence and the uncomfortable spaces where necessity met conscience. The ceiling fan turned in its lazy circles, fighting the humidity to a draw.

Dave checked the locks on the door—old habit from civilian life that had somehow survived his transformation—and made his way to his makeshift sleeping area. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new missions, new opportunities to discover what he was becoming.

Tonight, he was just tired.

And somehow, that felt like the most human thing he'd experienced all week.
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