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I - Insertion Brief


Floodlights pinned the world down in bone-white cones, turning the sandbags and HESCO bastions into the negative of a photograph no one wanted to develop. Night wind skittered over the plywood deck and rattled the camo netting, each gust rifling the canvas like pages of a manual that had all the diagrams but none of the answers.

Ryker laid his kit out on the folding table with a butcher’s precision. Suppressed carbine. Sidearm, stripped and reassembled, magazine rocked in. Bolt cutters mummified with bicycle inner tube so they’d bite clean but never clatter. Flex cuffs by the dozen. Two IR strobes: one live, one dead for when things got primitive. Compact charge, breacher's dice, ready to rig doors that pretended to be walls. Every piece found its square foot, each check by touch, because gloves lied less than eyes in dark like this.

Cruz hunched over a topo map, the 1:50,000 battered and creased from more hands than the Army ever paid for. She ran grease pencil slashes up wadis and over ridgelines, turning dry riverbeds into arteries that could feed or drain a team depending on who bled first. She whispered the names of the villages, Kurdan, Jubb al-Kalb, Tafiq, low and careful, like she needed to apologize to each one for what would happen if they strayed off grid.

At the end of the table, Hammer cradled spools of det cord and counted out lengths in a chant, his lips barely moving. Ryker caught the numbers, six, six, six, then a lull, then three, then the unspooling and slicing and the plastic tang as he looped and rubber-banded each charge. The smell of it bit right through the diesel stink and the fat smoke from the burn pit outside the perimeter.

Wolfe sorted his med roll into layers, packing and unpacking the vacuum-sealed kits until every tourniquet and airway was nested like Russian dolls. He rolled latex between his palms, watching it snap tight and then relax, and lined up three Epi sticks on the inside flap. When he caught Ryker’s look, he shrugged like he’d just lost a bet with himself. The smell of rubber and iodine, thick and chemical, sharp enough to taste.

Captain Reese Morgan closed his battered laptop, the display flickering out on a slide that read ECHO, DENIABLE in letters meant to travel through time, not just through briefings. He set the device down and looked at his team without smiling, as if the only purpose of muscles was to keep the skull from collapsing. “Rules are strict,” he said. “No signature, no splash, no survivors if the sample is live.” Each word landed with the weight of old debts.

Ryker nodded once. No one else bothered to fake agreement.

The wind tore through the canvas again, harder this time, like it knew it wouldn’t get a second chance.

The map was taped to the crate and bled colorless under the portable UV. It was stained with so much coffee and tobacco that it crackled when Reese pressed it flat, the edges curling up like they wanted to remember when the world was whole.

“The approach is here,” Reese said. His pen, battered, gold, maybe a trophy, skimmed west from the FOB in a straight line that only maps ever believed in. “Black route, dry creek. O-dark-thirty, by foot. No vehicles, no noise, no comms except whisper and hands.”

Cruz lined up the protractor over the village grid. “Old school, then overland. Movement between here and here is open, maybe a quarter click. No cover.”

“Perfect,” Hammer said, and nobody laughed.

Wolfe splayed his gloves on the crate. “There’s no windbreak. Open means open.”

“Intel says the school is abandoned. No pattern-of-life,” Cruz murmured, eyes still tracing the contour. “But the last drone pass was four days old.”

Reese tapped the plan with his pen. “Phases. One, verify Echo presence. Two, secure and sanitize. Three, burn backtrail and bounce.” The pen ticked each phase, then stopped on a penciled X northwest of the river, just far enough off any main road to feel like a trap.

Ryker studied the lines, all artificial certainty. “What’s the containment if it’s live?”

Reese didn’t look at him, just watched the night through the mesh of the canopy, maybe counting the seconds until the world outside tried to erase them. “Contact without breach,” he said. “No touch, no splash. If you’re compromised, you’re on your own.”

Ryker let it settle, tasted the diesel and JP8 in the air. Every mission had a lie tucked inside the truth, and tonight’s lie was that they had any control at all.

“We’re missing something,” Ryker said, nodding at the school’s footprint. “Nobody moves a bioweapon without security. You’ll see pickets. Maybe diggers.”

Reese agreed. “Expect both. ROE is zero tolerance.”

Hammer flexed his hands and grinned. “I like that rule.”

Cruz shot Ryker a look, then erased a segment of map with her sleeve. “That school has a basement. Old Russian build, civil defense. Means one way in, one way out.”

“Means if it goes bad, it goes bad in a bottle,” Wolfe said.

Reese capped his pen. “You go in fast, you come out faster. There’s no prize for dying slow.”

A pause, then Reese’s voice dropped half a register: “You might find ghosts that don’t speak.” He didn’t clarify, and didn’t need to.

Ryker’s gut pulled tight, a cold draw that reminded him of the first time he saw what a good man looked like after nerve agent and a two-day head start.

He closed his eyes for half a beat, then opened them on the map again.

Everything was the same, except now the X on the page felt less like a waypoint and more like a gravestone.

The last hour before step-off was always the most honest. Nothing left to stage, just four bodies making small war with their nerves.

Wolfe started the ritual by snapping the ends off two chemlights, one green, one red, and dropping them into webbed pouches with a practiced flick. He counted out airway kits in a low monotone, stacking gauze and gloves with surgeon’s neatness. Then he tapped a blister pack from his personal stash, thumped it into Ryker’s palm. “Cipro. Max dose.” He didn’t bother with the warning: If Echo was what they said, the tabs might as well be candy.

Ryker pocketed the pack, nodding once. “How bad?”

Wolfe shrugged, eyes down. “Depends on how they cook it. If it’s gas, pray for a leak in the suit. If it’s spore, pray for luck.”

“You ever believe in luck?”

“Only as a way to count the ones who don’t.”

Cruz moved closer, lips moving in a silent quiz as she double-checked her kit: two radios, both with the serials dremelled off, and a battery pack slim as a deck of cards. She slipped a laminated phrase card, local dialect, triple-checked against DIA, into her sleeve, then palmed a Nokia burner and thumbed the speed dial with the number scratched off the case. Only three contacts stored: base, backup, and a line to someone in Doha who never picked up on the first ring.

She smoothed a strip of matte-black gaffer tape over the buttstock of her M4. The tape was labeled in all-caps Sharpie: ASK. FILM. SEAL. Ryker caught the words, filed them away.

Hammer stood at the crate, running fingers over a claymore’s green plastic shell. He clicked the safety off, then on, then off again, like he was listening for a stutter. He weighed a door charge in one hand, tested the blast cord with a measured tug. The charge went into his vest next to a banded bundle of det, but before the flap closed he let his thumb linger on a small, battered rectangle tucked behind the plates: an American flag, folded the right way. He snapped the velcro with a violence meant to hide the gesture.

Reese watched the four of them with the patience of someone who’d already written their eulogies. “If compromised, pairs split and ladder north.” His voice was thin, flat. “Cruz and Wolfe. Hammer and Ryker. If we lose the net, wait thirty, then go black.”

“Roger,” said Cruz, already halfway up the chain of what-ifs.

Hammer spat into the dust. “If we find the sample?”

Reese’s jaw flexed, just once. “Bag it. If you can’t bag it, burn it. If you can’t burn it, ” He let the rest hang, but no one missed the target.

Wolfe cinched his pack until it bit into his collarbone. “Anyone else feel like we’re missing something?”

Ryker shook his head. “Just the easy part.”

The wind cut across the open deck, lifting the edge of the map and slapping it against the crate. It sounded like someone knocking to get out.

Ryker watched his team, the ritual complete. Four people, four specialties, one set of odds none of them would bet straight. In the end, the only prep that ever mattered was the lie you told yourself: that you’d come back with less than you left behind.

He checked the time, tapped the side of his carbine, and gave Wolfe the nod.

“Let’s go,” Ryker said, and didn’t bother looking back.

The night outside the canopy was not a vacuum but a furnace turned low. Heat shimmered over the sandbags, every surface sweating the day’s violence. The generators coughed diesel breath in rhythmic spasms, trying to die but never succeeding, and every few minutes the air picked up a tang of burnt wire and old blood.

Ryker paced the perimeter, boots silent on powder dust, letting the motion sand out the edges of the brief. He scanned the horizon where sky and dirt smeared into each other, not for threat, there were always threats, but to catch that thin line where story became fact. He walked a slow, full circle, stopping at a break in the wire. There he squatted, grabbed a fist of dirt, and smeared it across the back of his hand until the pale skin looked like it belonged to the landscape, not the other way around.

Inside the comms tent, a kid barely out of high school wrangled a radio with headphones three sizes too large for his skull. “Net’s spiky,” he said, voice dry as a dry creek. “Repeater’s lagging from the last storm. Might drop you for minutes at a time.”

Reese nodded like “spiky” was written in the regulation. “You’ll keep the last burst buffered?”

“Always do.”

Cruz finished her own pre-flight by folding the map along fresh creases, each line sharper than the one before. She caught Ryker’s eyes over the tarp, a micro-shake of the head that said what neither of them would say out loud: They were walking blind and the plan was a coin toss.

She tucked the map under her plate carrier, sealing it in plastic, as if that would stop a round or a bad decision.

The air shifted again. Somewhere in the dark, a dog barked three times, then went silent like it had changed its mind.

Wolfe pulled at his collar, tilting his head to the side, neck crackling. “I hate when they know we’re leaving before we do.”

Hammer grunted. “Better a dog than a man.”

Ryker flexed the hand caked with dust. It felt like a bandage, or maybe a shroud. He let the powder cling, didn’t brush it off. Everything in his body was ready, except the part that kept score.

“Step-off in five,” Reese called, voice steady, already turning his back to them. “Team chalk at the breach. No last words.”

Ryker fell in behind Cruz and Hammer, Wolfe bringing up the line.

As the tent flap dropped closed, the night outside held its breath.

The dry creek bed was a trench of crushed bone, shadows stacked two deep along the banks. Every step felt borrowed from the last man to cross it alive. No moon, but the stars burned so hard they lit the rocks from the inside.

The team fanned out, close enough to touch but never overlapping footprints. Ryker caught the glint of IR on Wolfe’s helmet, the slow blink of Cruz’s satlink cradled tight to her chest. Hammer moved with the pure economy of someone who’d carried more dead weight than live friends.

Reese stopped them with a closed fist, then pointed two fingers to the school ahead. No sound but the scrape of fine sand on plastic and the steady, syncopated draw of breathing through damp filter masks.

They rehearsed the breach in silence: Hammer on point, then Ryker, then Cruz and Wolfe at the flank, with Reese herding the line from the rear. Four steps to the wall, one knee, wait for the count.

Reese motioned the questions:

If the vials are cold?

Cruz whispered, “Seal and move.” The answer was muscle memory.

If they’re warm?

Hammer, deadpan: “Fire and sand.” Meaning, burn the room and bury the evidence.

If they’re broken?

No one answered. The quiet was instructional.

Ryker felt the pull of his dog tags against skin. He slid them down and tucked them under the med-alloy plate, just above the spot that sometimes still stung from a Bosnian sniper twenty years ago. He palmed a blank Rite-in-the-Rain, stowed it in the admin pouch over his heart. The notebook had no names in it yet, just gridded pages waiting to be written on or torn out, depending.

Cruz tapped the satlink, and the LEDs winked three times, green and perfect. She held it out for Wolfe to see, and Wolfe let his hand hover for a moment over her wrist, a microsecond of shared hope before the work resumed.

Hammer knelt at the breach point, palmed the door charge with the same touch he’d use on a wounded animal. He looked back at Ryker, grin gone, eyes flat. “Doors are honest,” he said, and pressed the charge to the threshold. “People, not so much.”

Ryker nodded. “That’s why we bring our own.”

The four of them looked to Reese for the go.

He gave it, one slow finger jab.

The world went silent for a single, perfect moment. Ryker counted his heartbeats. Three. Four.

They moved, not with violence but inevitability.

And the breach, when it came, sounded less like an explosion and more like a truth told all at once.

Reese powered up the laptop, its screen a jaundiced glow in the sea of black. He scrolled through the last imagery packet, the overheads so grainy the rooftops looked like an old man’s smile, each gap a tooth pulled by time or a mortar round. “That’s the target,” he said, jabbing a knuckle at the tightest cluster of rectangles. “School’s here, outbuildings here and here. Wind’s north-northeast. If there’s a plume, it’ll go straight into dead space.”

Ryker leaned in. He memorized the perimeter, two blocks of stone, a satellite dish on the east roof, patchwork tarps stretched over the courtyard. No movement, but that meant nothing. It was always what you didn’t see that mattered.

“Wheels up in twenty,” Reese said, but before he could close the lid, the satlink blinked, stuttered, and choked. Green to orange, then dead. Language stripped out of the air like a pulled tooth.

The comms corporal cussed, soft and childlike. He cycled power, re-checked the antenna line, then looked at Reese. “Nothing. Not even a heartbeat.”

Cruz pinched her bottom lip between thumb and teeth, eyes darting from the dead LEDs to the map and back. She started counting on her fingers, got to ten, then kept going, eleven, twelve, until Wolfe tapped her hand and whispered, “That’s not how seconds work.”

Reese didn’t break stride. “We go on the last good picture,” he said, and swept his hand over the map, folding it on the axis that mattered. “No new intel, no new risk.”

Hammer grunted. “We never needed the net to finish a job.”

Ryker tightened his rifle sling, let it dig into the muscle until his pulse found a rhythm. The air in the FOB felt thinner, sharp around the edges. He looked up and realized the canvas overhead wasn’t moving at all.

There were times, Ryker thought, when the world closed in and you realized there was no play left but forward. When the lights went out mid-brief, you didn’t improvise. You executed the plan, or you didn’t come back.

He glanced at Reese, at Cruz and Hammer and Wolfe, at the shadows and the hollow noise where support used to be.

It was all signal now. No noise.

The last light on the laptop flickered and died.

Ryker led them out, one foot in front of the other, into the night that didn’t care if you ever came back.


II - Village Night Sweep


The world shrank to two colors: the inside of Ryker’s eyelids, and the electric acid of NVGs that turned the village into green ruin. The street below was a riverbed of dust. Every sound wore the memory of gunfire, even when it was just the wind moving old plastic through a fence.

He moved point with Cruz in a stacked stagger, their boots landing in the same prints left by centuries of animals and, more recently, a Hilux with tires so bald the treads showed canvas. The lane was ribboned with a second scent, the bitterness of ash over cheap tea left to boil off. Somewhere behind the walls, a brazier had died hours ago, but the reek held.

Cruz signaled left at the alley, slicing her hand low in a way that was for Ryker, not for the stack behind. He read it before she finished: avoid the shortcut, stick to the main lane. They passed a rug merchant’s collapsed awning, the rolls hung limp as exhausted flags, and ducked under a curtain of shredded carpet meant to keep animals out but not men like them.

The carpet scraped their helmets, and the NVGs threw back ghostly afterimages. Ryker blinked and forced the world into focus. He let his left hand drift to the admin pouch where Cruz had stashed her hand-annotated map. The marks were in dark blue grease pencil, dotted with exes and chevrons, each one a prediction of trouble.

Ryker checked the walls. Clay and concrete, patched with tarps and sandbags. Above, a single powerline sagged, dead, so no external lighting, just the darkness as god left it.

They paused under a droop of corrugated steel that groaned with the next gust. Cruz pointed again, this time with two fingers up: pharmacy on the corner. The window was slatted, but the outline of the metal grille was new. They were starting to fortify.

He waited for the tail, counted the heartbeats it took for Hammer, then Wolfe, then finally Reese to appear from the dark behind. Reese’s face was blacked-out with cam paint, but his eyes were always visible, cold enough to pick up even through the tube’s distortion.

Ryker made the sign, wait here, and then advanced with Cruz to the next intersection. He kept his rifle at port but let his eyes do the work, scanning for the small tells: footprints that overlapped, tire marks that doubled back, a drip line in the dust where someone had urinated not two hours before.

He listened past the wind. There was no generator, but farther up, a muezzin’s call started and died on the first syllable. Ryker filed it away, there were ears in the dark, even if they weren’t brave enough to speak yet.

They moved in silence. The school was up ahead, larger than the others, with a wide front and a side door. Ryker clocked the wall, saw the chalk line Cruz had circled on her map, a fat white stroke as if someone had dragged a bone down the brick. He followed it, saw how it matched the window casements, quick open, quick close, and the water marks near the foundation that showed the place was still in use, at least at night.

The team regrouped at the intersection, compacted into a shadow too tight for five bodies but better than the alternative. Cruz flicked her wrist, drew a box in the air: target building.

Hammer leaned in, voice barely above breath. “Saw movement, west window.”

Wolfe nodded. “Candlelight. Flicker.”

Ryker took a beat, read the scene. The street was empty, too empty, which meant the lesson from last deployment still held: where you saw nothing, you expected trap. He raised a fist, then slowly bent a finger down. One, two, three,

They stacked up on the wall. Ryker pressed his cheek to the brick, feeling the heat still stored from the day, even in the desert’s coldest hour. He eased around the corner, NVGs whiting out at the sudden brightness from the window slit. A cheap glass candle, meant for power outages, burning against the blackout.

He checked the lane, no runners, no movement. He felt, rather than saw, Reese at his back. A hand settled on his shoulder, the weight so familiar it triggered an old surge of adrenaline, then left as quickly as it came.

Cruz was already reading the entry, tracing the mortar joints for an easy breach. Wolfe drifted out to cover the rear, Hammer flexed his gloves once and nodded, ready on the charge if needed.

Ryker gave the final sign, open palm, then turned to the window. He saw, through a warping of thick glass, the telltale movement of a head, bobbing gently to some private rhythm. Not a sentry. Not a fighter. Maybe not even awake.

He lowered, crouched. Cruz mirrored him, steady as a shadow.

Inside, the candle threw long shapes on the wall. No gun racks, no uniforms. But the table beneath the window had a scatter of vials, glass, not plastic, and a cheap Nokia phone blinking its hunger for charge.

Ryker exhaled. This was the part where things never went to plan.

He looked back. Reese’s hand hung in the air, thumb up, a clear, silent order.

Ryker pressed forward, the taste of boiled tea suddenly sharp again.

Hammer approached the door like it was a wild animal: slow, deliberate, telegraphing peace. He palmed the pocket charge from his vest, peeled the adhesive, and laid it low against the hasp where rust had eaten through the plate. The explosives were micro-packed, nothing that would light the whole street, just enough to pop metal and get a foot in the threshold before anyone could answer.

Ryker crouched beside him, rifle up, eye on the window slit. Cruz tucked herself into the angle, body flat to the wall, holding a small rectangle in her left hand, cheap phone, camera function taped over, but still enough to catch the scene if it went sideways.

Wolfe moved to the opposite jamb, med kit at the ready, pack already unzipped along the spine so the pouches fanned out like a predatory animal opening its mouth. He gripped a roll of gauze in his teeth, hands empty, posture casual. But Ryker knew Wolfe had already calculated the first three moves if blood started spraying.

The street was silent. Even the wind stalled.

Hammer clicked the remote, a bead of sweat pooling at the tip of his nose, then winked at Ryker. The man had never smiled in photos, but he always smiled before a breach.

The pop was anticlimax. No echo, no drama. The door shuddered, then swung inward an inch, the deadbolt now a suggestion, not a fact.

Cruz flashed her light, a single burst so fast the rods in Ryker’s eyes didn’t know whether to react or not. Then dark again, the retinas swimming with memory, not information.

They flowed through the breach. Hammer led, boots landing on the balls of his feet, movement almost gentle. Ryker took the left, Cruz right. Wolfe hung back, then followed, cross-covering the rear.

The first room was small, cramped with stacked cots. The smell was not infection but sweat and Sterno, cheap canned heat, tinny and chemical, fighting the damp cold that pooled here at night. No bodies, just the presence of many, recently departed.

Ryker swept the room, checked corners, then advanced. The next door was open, and beyond it, the heart of the building.

The clinic was nothing. A single exam table, a few bottles of expired saline, a kettle hunched over a blue flame. The rest of the space was chaos staged as order: metal racks along the walls, loaded with wire baskets; a plastic chest of drawers converted into an altar for whatever was being worshipped here.

But it was the walls that stopped him.

Every inch was brush-painted in blue, thick, sinuous lines that curled and doubled back, punctuated with dots, numbers, and the occasional cluster of hatch marks. It looked like someone had tried to draw the DNA of a river, or maybe a roadmap only madmen could read.

The air was heavy with turpentine and something sharp, like the tang you got in your mouth after burning plastic.

Ryker tracked the lines, eyes mapping them to memory. He’d seen this kind of code before, during the Kosovo job, painted on barn doors to tell smugglers where to drop munitions, or in Mali, where the Tuareg tribes marked water caches for allied bands. This was no different: the blue lines were watercourses, the numbers likely distances or times, maybe even days between stops.

He raised a finger, traced the largest bend. “Euphrates,” he said, voice barely a sound. “It matches the river to the south.”

Cruz nodded, camera already up, the phone’s shutter making soft insect clicks as she caught the room from all angles. She swept the shelves, the drawers, the table, then focused on the wall itself.

Wolfe moved to the racks and started checking labels, holding each bottle up to his face before replacing it. “No antibiotics. No antimalarial. Not even Tylenol.” He sniffed a vial, shook his head. “Nothing in here would help anyone. It’s a front.”

Hammer finished a circuit, then posted at the far door, peering out into the alley behind the building. “We’re clear. No movement on the back approach.”

Ryker took a step closer to the wall, studying the finer points. Some dots were ringed in red, and each was labeled with a date, handwritten, different script, maybe a woman’s. The latest date was yesterday.

He looked at Cruz, who had followed his gaze. She whispered, “Cache drops.”

He nodded. “And these”, he tapped a cluster of dots off the main channel, “are the dead drops. Comms, maybe, or supplies.”

She snapped another photo, then leaned in. “This one is marked with an X. That’s the only one on the whole wall.”

Ryker grunted. “Primary objective.”

Reese slipped into the room, silent as always, letting the others finish before he spoke. “Status?”

“Clinic’s a mask,” Ryker said. “They’re using it for logistics. Probably running more than meds.”

Reese scanned the shelves, the table, the racks. “Any sign of the sample?”

Cruz shook her head. “Not here. If they moved it, it went out through the river chain. But, ” She pointed at the phone charging by the window. “That’s new. SIM is local, but the OS is burned, factory reset last hour.”

Reese picked up the phone, weighed it in his hand, then pocketed it. “We’ll check it back at base.”

Hammer rotated his neck, popping vertebrae. “If this place is dry, we should sweep the rest of the block.”

Wolfe repacked his med kit, eyes never leaving the rack. “Next room. If they staged anything, it’ll be there.”

Ryker lingered. He checked the wall one last time, then ran his thumb over the paint. It flaked off in a curl, blue on his glove.

He turned to the group. “Let’s finish it.”

They moved to the next door, ready for whatever waited.

The door creaked open, just enough for Ryker’s muzzle to sweep the angles. Inside, the room was a furnace of candlelight, shadows jumping from one cracked wall to the other.

It took half a second to parse the layout: wire racks, glass ampoules lined up in phalanx, a tower of plastic drawers loaded with what looked like thermometers and rubber stoppers. In the center, a battered table bore the scars of a thousand experiments, a slab of plywood stained with ring after ring of spilled solvent, the wood beneath blackened where flame had licked too close.

The temperature dropped as soon as they entered. There was a chemical presence in the air, not harsh but sweet, layered over by the tang of sweat and unwashed wool.

Against the far wall, under a faded UNHCR blanket, a figure shivered. Small, maybe mid-thirties, gender lost to the cocoon of patchwork fabric. A single candle, jammed into a tea glass, threw gold over her face. It was drawn, the mouth fixed in a line as if stitched there.

Cruz went in low, rifle held across her chest. She spoke in Arabic, voice stripped of rank or threat: “Salaam, ummi. We’re not here to hurt you.”

The figure flinched, but did not run. Her hands emerged, pale and knuckled, clutching a string of buttons, shorn from shirts, jackets, maybe even stuffed animals. She twisted them between her fingers, not like prayer beads, but like something to keep herself rooted in the moment.

Wolfe held back, eyes on the racks and ampoules. Hammer covered the back window, more interested in the alley than the drama inside.

Ryker took a knee, lowering himself until he was level with the woman. He flicked up his NVGs, giving her one less thing to fear.

She looked at him, not with hatred or even suspicion, but something worse: resignation.

“Speak to me,” Cruz said, softer now, still in Arabic.

The woman’s voice was hoarse, a whisper ground down by weeks of sickness. “We did not choose this,” she said. “He told us we would be safe.”

“Who?” Cruz pressed.

The woman motioned at the wall with her chin, eyes flicking to the racks. “The doctor. He brought the blue. He said it would help us live through the fever. Not like the black flags. They brought only pain.”

Ryker let the words roll over him. He looked at the ampoules, each filled with a powder or viscous fluid, the labels scrawled in block letters: AZURE, SEED, ECHO, TEST. Some were marked with red tape, others with nothing but numbers.

He asked, in careful Arabic, “The doctor, does he come here? Does he live?”

She shook her head, trembling. “He moves. Like the wind. He comes at night, leaves before morning. We are to keep these safe. Until he returns.”

Cruz looked at Ryker, question in her eyes. He shrugged, nothing in the training manual for this kind of handoff.

Wolfe took a step forward, picking up a vial and holding it to the candle. “Looks like standard centrifuge glass. But the seal’s off-brand. Local, maybe Syrian, but not commercial-grade.”

Hammer grunted. “If we’re lucky, it’s a decoy.”

Cruz spoke to the woman again, gentler still. “What is your name?”

The woman’s lips parted, but no sound came. She looked at the string of buttons, then at Cruz, then back to Ryker.

“Malak,” she said finally.

Ryker nodded once. “Malak. We are only here for the blue. Then we leave.”

She didn’t move, but her hand uncurled from the buttons and pointed to the rack. “Take it. All of it. Just let me go.”

Cruz pocketed the name, repeated it once as if to commit it to memory, then began loading the ampoules into a biohazard pouch from her belt.

Wolfe took out a pair of nitrile gloves and began checking the rest of the room for sharps or booby traps. He worked with the efficiency of someone who’d patched more wounds than he’d ever caused.

Hammer kept one eye on the window, the other on the door behind them.

Ryker stood, but not all the way. He met Malak’s eyes, saw in them a darkness that went deeper than the room.

“We’re leaving in two minutes,” he said. “You walk west. Keep to the shadows. If you see men with guns, hide and wait for the second sun.”

She nodded, not understanding the code, but accepting it anyway.

Cruz zipped the pouch, then handed it to Wolfe. “We’re clear,” she said.

Ryker turned to go, then looked back. Malak’s hands were busy again, knotting the string of buttons so tight it bit into her skin.

He left her there, in the flicker of the last candle, the darkness waiting just outside the door.

Ryker drew back the ragged curtain behind Malak’s cot and found the world subdivided again. This was where the real work happened: less medicine, more ritual, and the kind of organization that said someone upstream had read the same manuals as he had.

The centerpiece was a foam ice chest, battered and stained, its lid secured with two dead car batteries and a nest of foil. He popped the latches with a gloved finger. Inside, glass ampoules nestled in wire cradles, their labels identical to the blue lines on the wall. There was no cold here, only the illusion, but the ampoules held anyway, like monks in a stone cell.

Wolfe edged in next to him, ran an IR thermometer over the glass. “Ambient, maybe two degrees down from the room. Not enough for actual containment.”

Ryker grunted. “Symbolic, then.”

Cruz snapped photos from every angle, capturing the array, the labeling, the careful order. She was methodical, almost reverent, as if documenting the scene of a crime she still wasn’t sure had been committed.

Next to the chest, a ledger book sat open, its pages hand-ruled with neat columns. Ryker thumbed through. Each entry was a trade: one ampoule for a goat, two for antibiotics, sometimes a name and a number, sometimes just a line and a date. The script was elegant but utilitarian, no flourishes, just facts.

A corkboard hung above, pocked with slivers of river clay. Each tablet was thumb-sized, pressed with hash marks that corresponded to the dots and bends on the wall outside. The effect was ancient and modern at once: Sumerian bureaucracy, updated for asymmetric war.

He turned a clay piece in his hand. The marks weren’t random; they matched the cache dates on the ledger, and someone had cross-indexed them with a strip of colored thread.

“Check this,” Wolfe said, pointing at the margin. “The blue lines, they’re not just routes. Each bend is a week. Some have ticks for days, others are just blank. And here, ” He tapped a red-highlighted cluster, “is the only spot with an X.”

Ryker nodded, already running the pattern against known smuggling channels. “They’re moving the sample on a fixed schedule. The X is a dead drop, or maybe a handoff.”

At the bottom of the chest, beneath the first layer of ampoules, Ryker found a flap of cardboard, cut from a shipping crate. The ink was unmistakable, even faded: ECHO / PROPERTY / U.S. The stencil had been used and reused, the negative space dark with oil.

He held it up for Cruz. “They know exactly what this is.”

She snapped a photo, then said, “They’re using the brand as proof. For trade, maybe. Or trust.”

Reese entered, eyes everywhere at once. He took in the ice chest, the ledger, the wall, and the tableau of Ryker and Wolfe over the evidence.

“Phase One confirm,” Reese said, voice so low it barely registered. “Phase Two, hold and document. We’re not alone in this town.”

Ryker heard it before the others did: a scrape outside, then a footfall too light for any of his team. Hammer braced at the window, checked his sightline.

Wolfe closed the ledger, handed it to Cruz, who slipped it into a Faraday pouch. Ryker pocketed the clay tablet, already knowing he’d need to reference it before the end.

“Let’s sweep the block and exfil,” Reese ordered. “We’ve got what we came for.”

Ryker gave the room one last look. The wall of blue, the careful stacks, the American crate’s ghost. He could feel the design behind all of it, a mind, or maybe a whole institution, building a pipeline from nothing, disguising it as desperation.

Wolfe murmured, “They’re keeping promises. Not doses. Promises.”

Ryker filed that under things that would make sense tomorrow. Tonight, it was just another detail, another burden for the ledger that kept him moving.

He pulled the curtain closed and led the team into the dark, leaving the room as it was, except for the missing evidence and the memory of the hands that had organized it all.

The wall exhaled dust before the first boot hit it. Ryker barely registered the dry whisper of crumbling mortar before the room filled with motion, an eruption of black cloth and wiry muscle, the figure moving low and fast, like a lesson in how to breach with a body instead of a charge.

Takbirs muffled, not screamed. Just a single, cold word from the outside, then the whip of a rifle sling and the door’s splinters blown into the candlelit dark.

Ryker’s first shot found the space between gun and hand, took the wrist and the weapon with surgical neatness. The enemy’s arm spasmed up, trigger finger ruined, but the rest of the body kept coming. Hammer’s second shot cored the silhouette and stapled it to the doorjamb. Cruz’s third was a clean stitch, two rounds, tight, the chest caving in before the body had time to die.

But what followed was not the chaos of a panicked militia or a mob. There was order in it, a rhythm of violence that only came from training. The next pair entered in a stagger, firing from the hip but never stopping, rifles up and sweeping even as the lead man fell to Hammer’s knee-high volley.

Cruz rolled right, caught one in the thigh, then finished him as he tried to pull a grenade from his belt. The last was a phantom, using the clinic’s own geometry to flash across the cots and arc toward the rear.

Ryker went low, rolled over the candle, and with one motion sent the glass skittering across the tile. The flame flared, flickered, then blinded the attacker long enough for Ryker to draw down and fire once, point blank. The bullet entered through scarf and cheek, and the man’s skull met the floor with a wet crack.

Gypsum dust hung in the air, making every breath taste like old drywall and blood.

In the back room, the woman screamed, one short, animal yelp. Ryker shoved a table in front of her, then grabbed her by the collar and pulled her behind the cot. “Stay down,” he growled, not caring if she understood.

Wolfe was already at work, a tourniquet out and clamped around Hammer’s bicep where a shard of something had drawn blood. “It’s superficial,” Wolfe said, voice the calm in the maelstrom. “Hold pressure.”

Hammer grinned through the pain, eyes bright. “Fuckers know how to stack. Not village rats.”

Reese’s voice crackled in Ryker’s ear: “Contact confirmed. Stay tight, hold for exfil.”

Cruz swept the hallway, found it empty except for the thump of retreating boots. She snapped two more photos, one of the dead, one of the blood trail, then fell in next to Wolfe.

Ryker checked his ammo, then surveyed the wreckage. Three bodies down, two more vanished. He looked at their gear: identical webbing, magazines stacked with care, triggers worn shiny with use. These weren’t locals.

“Foreign,” Ryker said, thumbing through a pocket for ID. Nothing but a laminated card with a string of numbers and a stamped X.

Hammer spat onto the floor, blood and dust mixing into a paste. “We walked into a rehearsal. Not an op.”

Wolfe finished with the wrap, then dragged the first dead attacker into the light. “Gear’s new. Not even sweat-stained.”

Cruz searched the faces. “No tattoos, no scars. But the hair, see that? Turkish cut. Probably ex-mil, mercenary.”

Ryker felt the old pressure behind his eyes. He knew what was coming next, the way you know rain is coming when the dogs start whining.

He swept the rooms one last time, then signaled Hammer to take rear guard. He crouched by the woman, who was curled around her knees, hands over her ears.

“Move,” he said, and she did, scuttling ahead of him, head down.

They pushed through the alley, keeping to the shadow line, every nerve tuned for a second assault. None came, not yet. But Ryker knew it would.

At the exfil point, Reese met them, face set in stone.

“You okay?” Reese asked, scanning the group.

Hammer shrugged. “Just a graze.”

Wolfe nodded, already stripping off gloves. “No one else touched.”

Cruz opened her pouch, checked the evidence. “Intact.”

Reese looked at the woman. “She comes with us?”

Ryker shook his head. “Let her walk. She’s done enough.”

Reese held Ryker’s gaze, then nodded. “Next time, we bring more than a chalk map.”

They melted into the dark, the woman disappearing down a different street, her outline swallowed by the ruins.

Ryker didn’t look back. The taste of gypsum and cordite in his mouth told him all he needed to know.

This was just the first strike. There would be more.

Silence crept back in on cat feet, embarrassed to show itself after what had just happened. The only sounds left were the hiss of cooling kettle water somewhere behind a wall, and the woman’s small sobs folded neatly into her hands.

Ryker made one more pass through the shattered room, careful to check every corner and shadow. Satisfied, he called set and turned his attention to the racks by the cold chest. A stray bullet had cut through the wire, and one glass ampoule hung loose, swinging gently, its label half peeled by heat.

He reached for it, but stopped when he saw the hairline fracture spiraling up the side, an almost perfect imitation of winter frost, the crack so fine it looked painted on. Under the guttering candle, the ampoule’s contents glimmered, a sickly blue that caught every edge of the break.

Ryker watched it for a beat. He knew what could happen if the glass failed.

Cruz stepped up beside him, bio-seal pouch already open. She moved with a surgeon’s steadiness, and even her breath was measured. “Don’t touch,” she said. “Let me.”

Wolfe appeared behind, holding a strip of tape and a length of para-cord, neither designed for this rumor but better than nothing.

Cruz eased the ampoule into the pouch, then sealed it with practiced fingers. Wolfe reinforced the seam with tape, his hands almost tender.

Reese entered, gaze sweeping the room. He took in the ampoule, the racks, the spilled dust on the floor. “We need to torch it,” he said. “Nothing gets left.”

Ryker nodded. “But the evidence, ”

“We have what we need,” Cruz said, flashing the Faraday pouch with the ledger inside. “Everything else is contamination risk.”

Ryker looked through the cracked ampoule again. The blue was hypnotic, but beneath it he caught the warped reflection of his own face, split by the spiderweb of fractured glass. In the candlelight, his features smeared into something unfamiliar, a ghost with its mouth sewn shut.

Reese moved to the exit. “Five minutes to exfil,” he said. “We’re not waiting for sunrise.”

Wolfe gathered the rest of the ampoules into a sling bag. Hammer covered the door, his left arm still weeping a thin line of red, his right hand gripping the shotgun like a judge at sentencing.

Cruz handed the pouch to Ryker. “You carry it,” she said, no discussion.

He took it, felt the weight, less than a grenade, heavier than a conscience.

Outside, the woman was gone. The only proof she’d ever been there was the empty space on the floor and the faint scent of candle wax.

They moved through the alleys, retracing their entry, nothing ahead but the waiting dark. Reese led, Cruz second, then Wolfe, then Hammer, Ryker last with the blue sealed tight against his chest.

At the rally point, they waited. Reese checked his watch, counted down the seconds in silence. Above the roofs, the sky had just started to pale, the kind of colorless dawn that says nothing’s changed, but you know better.

Cruz checked her watch, then turned to Ryker. “You okay?”

He said nothing. Just stared at the pouch, then at his own hands.

Wolfe tried a smile. “We’ll have answers soon. Or at least more questions.”

Ryker nodded, but didn’t look up.

In his mind, the Ledger had already written tonight:

CONTACT, POTENTIAL BREACH / SOURCE, CLINIC / ACTION, SEAL + BURN BACKTRAIL / STATUS, UNKNOWN.

He watched the last of the candlelight die in the alley. Then, finally, the sun decided it had the stomach to show up.

Ryker squared his shoulders, turned his collar up against the wind, and started walking.

There would be more names.

There always were.


III - Local Informant


The wheat field hissed in stereo, first with the wind, then again as the armored van doors opened and bled off their own heat. In the hush that followed, the hum of the convoy died molecule by molecule, until only the tick of cooling engines kept count of the time lost since the last war. The world flattened to the glare of midmorning, every edge overexposed and every shadow clutching its piece of the night.

Ryker slid from the cab and let the new sun bleach the last hour off his skin. He worked his hands once, then twice, feeling the grind in his knuckles before he shouldered the carbine. The wheat was high, still green enough to whisper rather than cut, and rolled in sheets toward the tell, a brown knuckle of hill, no taller than a cinderblock house, smoothed by the centuries and stitched together with tufts of grass so green it looked fake. At the mound’s base, a crescent of poppies gripped the dirt with a red that reminded him of nothing he liked.

Cruz popped the lock on the Pelican case and went straight to the weather meter, holding it at chest level as if it could taste the day for her. She glanced at the LCD, then at the sky, then at the wind once more, her lips moving in a silent argument with the universe. Satisfied, she holstered the device and pivoted to check her six, always resetting the perimeter, always building her own fences in a place that refused them.

Hammer sat on the wheel well, boots flat, a five-dollar digital watch tight to his wrist. Every minute, he counted off a drone pass, then marked the silence with a flick of the finger. The sky above was empty, but Hammer saw more with his ears than most men did with glass. He cracked his neck, thumbed a plastic lighter, and chewed at a stick of nicotine gum until the paper wrapper shredded in his palm.

Wolfe, still doing his best impression of a healthy man, stowed the med bag in the shade of the tire, his hands lingering just a hair too long over the zippers and patches. He checked the Velcro, pressed down hard, then checked again. If he hurt, he hid it in the inventory. When he straightened, his jaw was set and his eyes tunneled in on the wheat as if it owed him an answer.

Ryker pulled the binos, wiped the eyecups with a corner of his shirt, and glassed the field. The mound offered nothing: no movement, no shimmer, no heat signature other than the background haze. But at the far margin, near where the wheat thinned and lost to a margin of pale dirt, a figure stood.

Woman, maybe early thirties. Charcoal abaya, the hem dusted lighter by the walk in. She stood with her feet apart, hands empty, arms visible, no sleeve, no tension at the wrist. Face turned sideways to the wind, sun slicing her cheekbones, eyes fixed on the horizon or, possibly, the spot where Ryker’s team had staged. She was alone. No spotter, no child, no sign of anyone trying to hold her in place.

He tracked for a tell: bulge at the belt, a radio, a fallback piece, a twitch in the foot that meant she was ready to run. Nothing. The way she held herself said she had already decided not to run.

Cruz moved to his side, her body a shadow to his. “Clock her?” she whispered, low enough that only the wind could steal it.

“Got her,” he said. “No threat, no tail. Could be the contact.”

“She’s early,” Cruz replied.

“She’s alone,” Ryker said.

Hammer’s voice carried over the wheat: “If it’s a meet, we do it now. If it’s bait, we burn the field.”

Ryker rolled his neck, checked the horizon again. No change. “Let’s see what she has.”

Cruz and Hammer flanked him, Wolfe trailing at ten meters, his hand ghosting over the med pouch even though there was no one bleeding. They walked the row between the wheat, heads low, pace slow enough not to spook a civilian, fast enough not to look like marks.

The woman didn’t move as they closed. Ryker clocked the set of her chin, the way she blinked once every so often, never more than that. Her abaya was too clean for a farm worker, but the shoes underneath were battered canvas, stitched and restitched until they were more thread than cloth.

Cruz raised her hand in greeting, fingers splayed. The woman nodded, then stepped forward, closing the gap with a gait that was precise, almost military in its denial of urgency.

When they were within ten meters, the woman spoke. Her voice was calm, the words shaped by someone who had been correcting her own accent for years.

“You are late,” she said, without accusation.

Ryker let the binos drop to his chest. “So are the men who watch this place.”

The woman’s mouth twitched. “You will find them dead, if you look.”

Cruz angled her head. “You brought no escort.”

“I need none.” Her gaze skipped over Wolfe and Hammer, then settled on Ryker. “You are the one called Bourbon.”

He didn’t correct her.

The woman turned, pointed at the tell. “There is a door,” she said. “You promised if I showed you, my family would be safe.”

Ryker scanned the field behind her, found nothing. “We keep promises,” he said.

She nodded once. “I am Rima Khalil.”

Cruz entered the name on her phone, thumb moving fast.

Rima’s eyes flicked to the motion, then away. “We have little time. The blue is still there, but others are searching.”

“Locals?” Wolfe asked, his voice cracking on the first syllable.

“Foreign,” Rima said. “Like you, but without the reason.”

Hammer spat into the wheat. “Nothing is ever easy.”

Ryker looked at Rima, weighing the odds. “You’re sure you want to go in with us?”

She smiled, not wide, but deep. “If I leave, they kill the children in my house.”

Ryker exhaled, the sound lost in the next gust. “Then we do this fast.”

He gestured forward, and Rima led, her abaya a shadow that rippled and disappeared as the wheat swallowed them.

At the foot of the tell, the grass was soft, cool, and smelled of life, not dust. The mound itself was crusted over with hard clay, but at the base, exactly where Rima said, an old plank stood out at a slant. She brushed away a mat of grass and revealed a seam, manmade, recent.

Ryker checked the sky, then the field, then the face of each teammate in turn.

Cruz moved up, checked the edges for trip or telltale. “Clean,” she said, voice dry.

Hammer grinned, then squared his hands on the plank and heaved it aside. Below was a cut in the earth, black as a rifle barrel, breathing out a draft that smelled like wet stone and old fire.

Rima stepped back, her hands folded.

Ryker looked down into the dark, then at the woman. “If there’s anyone inside, ”

“There is only one,” Rima said. “But he is not like you.”

Ryker nodded.

Then he led the way down, the world closing in behind him until only the wheat’s static kept the outside real.

Inside the tell, the air was half again as cold as the surface. Ryker went first, counting every rung down, rifle at low ready, his boots sliding once then catching on packed earth. The passage twisted, pinched narrow, then opened into a chamber that looked like the inside of an animal’s ribcage, bone white arcs rising from the dirt, laced with generations of soot.

He motioned all clear, then waited for the rest to cycle in. Cruz hit bottom next, eyes up, already checking the far angles. Hammer kept watch at the entrance, his silhouette framed against the daylight. Rima and Wolfe came down together, her hands steady, his pressed white-knuckle around a trauma kit he’d never needed but always carried.

Rima blinked as her eyes adjusted, then pointed into the black behind. “The door is at the back. It is heavy. I can show you.”

Ryker nodded, then let Cruz take point, her ears were better, and if there was a tripwire, she’d hear it before she saw it. They moved slow, boots barely lifting. The ground here was soft, a mix of dust and crumbled ash, but at the edges the dirt was pressed smooth, compacted by more feet than just the ones in this room.

Three shapes hunkered in the wheat near the mouth of the tunnel, just visible against the blue-white burn of daylight. Child silhouettes, faces hidden but watching. Rima glanced at them, then away, her mouth set in a line Ryker recognized from every woman he’d ever met in a country where the math was never in their favor.

Cruz stopped and turned, lowering to a knee so the kids could see her hands empty. “Promise is a promise,” she said, voice just loud enough to be heard but soft as an oath.

The smallest child, girl, maybe six, stood up and squinted, like she was trying to memorize what safety looked like. The older boy, twelve or so, hovered behind her, jaw set, eyes flicking from Ryker’s gun to his face and back.

“They do not speak much,” Rima said. “It is better.”

Wolfe nodded, once. “Less to remember.”

Ryker turned to Rima. “Your brother, he helped build this?”

She looked at him. The light inside the tell carved the planes of her face sharp, but her eyes were even, unflinching. “He drew maps,” she said. “For many years, and for many men. They used him, then they took him.”

“Who took him?” Ryker pressed.

Rima’s hands opened and closed, slow. “First the black flags. Then your men, in the uniforms. Then no one.” She let the silence sit, then said, “There is rumor he is alive in a camp. Or he is dead, and they are afraid to tell.”

Ryker felt the old cold behind his ribs. “If he’s alive, we’ll know soon.”

Rima smiled, but only with her mouth. “You are American. You think there is always a next.”

He took that, said nothing.

Hammer checked his watch. “We need to move.”

Rima led the way, careful not to step on the edge of any stone. At the back of the chamber, the light thinned to nothing, and the floor sloped away. There, embedded in the shadow, was a slab of concrete, barely wider than a crawl space and painted with a swirl of fading red.

“Here,” Rima said. She crouched and ran her hand along the seam, feeling for the latch. “It needs a tool.”

Ryker pulled his knife, then handed it over handle first. Rima took it, wedged the tip under a crack, and levered the door until it flexed upward with a wet, sucking sound. Cold air spilled out, sharp with ammonia and rust.

Cruz flicked a micro light, aimed it down. The shaft below was ribbed with rebar, and at the bottom, maybe four meters down, a concrete landing. No ladder. Just a length of knotted rope, raw and frayed, looped to a steel anchor.

“Down?” Hammer asked.

“Down,” Rima said.

Wolfe scanned the shaft with a hand mirror. “No trip, no line. Probably clear.”

Cruz went first, bracing legs and arms, dropping down with careful control. Then Wolfe, then Hammer. Ryker went last, but paused at the lip to look back at Rima.

“You coming?” he said.

She didn’t hesitate. She handed him back the knife, then slid over the edge, boots silent as rain. At the bottom, she straightened and brushed her abaya, then angled her chin toward a dim corridor on the right.

“Your maps are wrong,” she said, almost gently. “The door is here.”

They followed her into the dark, boots making no noise at all.

The first thing that struck was the cold. The shaft they’d dropped into held the night like a secret, and as Rima eased forward, her breath turned visible, a tiny fog in the beam of Cruz’s micro light. The passage was lower than expected; Ryker had to tuck his head and keep his spine curved so he didn’t drag the carbine on the ceiling.

At the far end, the corridor pinched again. Here the door was not metal, but a slab of concrete, painted with a giraffe in cartoon orange and yellow, child’s hand, brushstrokes clumsy, the paint already flaking off. Rima wedged her shoulder into the seam and pushed; the slab groaned, then pivoted on a crooked length of rebar. Air spilled out, sharper and colder, carrying a hint of disinfectant and something else: the tang of human presence, barely masked.

Cruz unwrapped three chem lights, snapped them in sequence, and before the glow could travel, she taped the top half so only a blade of green escaped. She handed one to Rima, who shook her head, just a little, eyes steady.

“I can see fine,” Rima said, and Ryker believed her.

Inside, the world reset again. The corridor squeezed so narrow Ryker had to turn sideways, plates scraping the edge, but then it opened into a ribbed chamber, like the inside of a whale, every few feet an arch of bone-white stone. The ceiling was curved and heavy, the kind of architecture Ryker only ever saw in cathedrals and fallout shelters.

Along the wall, handprints in soot climbed upward in columns. The lower ones were small, scattered, the higher ones disciplined and in rows. Children learned the way, Ryker thought, and men taught them.

The floor was woven mats, the kind you saw in cheap mosques or outdoor markets, but here they had a purpose. Ryker knelt, checked the matting: cold, but damp, as if someone had crossed not long before and left a line of sweat and moisture. He pressed two fingers to the surface, wet, but not fresh.

“Someone else was here,” Wolfe said, keeping his voice low.

“Probably still is,” Hammer answered.

Rima moved without hesitation, her steps precise and silent. Cruz tracked her with the light, but Rima didn’t flinch when it caught her eyes.

They passed the first chamber, then a second, each with its own pattern of prints and mats. At the third, Ryker stopped. He saw the print of a boot, not local, but rubber soled, military issue, half smeared where the foot slipped.

He pointed it out. Cruz nodded, then put two fingers to the wall where a flake of dried blood had missed being wiped clean.

“Not ours,” Cruz said. “Recent, though.”

Rima waited at the threshold to the next chamber. “It is close,” she said.

Ryker checked the team’s six, then followed her in. The walls here were clean, as if someone had tried to scrub them, but the ceiling was black with soot. At the far side, a steel door, American made, set into the rock. No lock, just a handle and a faded label: STORAGE UNIT / BLU.

He looked at Rima, and she looked back, face set.

“It’s always blue,” she said, and reached for the handle.

Ryker stopped her with a hand on her wrist. “Let us,” he said, then motioned Hammer up. Hammer checked the seams, then the threshold, then gave a thumb up.

Cruz flicked off her light, and for a moment, nothing moved.

Then Hammer pulled the door open, and the next world waited for them on the other side.

The chill deepened as they moved forward. The corridor bent left, the angle so sharp Ryker had to lean into the turn, boots scraping on gritty concrete. Somewhere up ahead, a machine cycled on and off, the sound riding the bones of the tunnel in uneven pulses. Wolfe rubbed his arms through the fabric, lips pressed together, jaw working a silent beat against the cold.

The light from Cruz’s taped chem was more shadow than illumination. She ran her free hand along the wall, fingers catching on seams and cuts in the concrete. “This isn’t local,” she said, voice low. “See this?”

She pointed to a steel plate half set into the wall, stamped with a US-MFG code and a faded serial. “ABLOY 452,” she read. “Nobody in this country specs locks like that.”

Hammer grunted, then moved ahead, running his palm over the wall. He stopped at a stretch where the texture changed: the surface here was smooth, almost polished, but the color was wrong, the mortar lines thin and perfect.

“Patch job,” he said. He chipped at the edge with a blade, flaking off a sliver of mortar. “Too new. Not even stained yet. Someone closed this up inside a year.”

Wolfe checked his watch, then the thermometer clipped to his kit. “It’s below fifty in here,” he said. “Can’t be natural.”

Ryker closed his fist, letting the sensation tell him what the air wouldn’t. There was a pressure, subtle, but enough to make the hairs on his arms stand up. “Compressor,” he said. “They’re keeping something cold.”

Cruz shot him a look, then nodded. “We’re probably standing over a fridge the size of a truck.”

Hammer traced a line along the patched section, eyes narrow. “If they wanted to keep it hidden, they should have dirtied it up. This looks like a hospital, not a hole.”

Rima watched the exchange, her face unreadable. “Americans always think that if they close the door, the story is over,” she said.

Ryker liked her logic. “It never is,” he said.

They kept moving. The bend resolved into a short, straight run, ending at another steel door, this one with a hand-punched keypad, the plastic smeared with grime and the faint outline of too many fingers. The compressor hum was louder now, the pulse almost regular, like a heart on bad drugs.

Wolfe eyed the door. “You think it’s alarmed?”

Hammer shrugged. “Depends who built it. But they didn’t bother with locks on the outside.”

Cruz squatted, checked the sill, then the handle. “No trip. Could be pressure-sealed, though.”

Ryker looked at Rima. “Your brother ever come this far?”

She shook her head. “He drew the maps. He never needed to walk them.”

Hammer set his jaw. “Let’s not make noise unless we have to. We don’t want to know what this place does when it wakes up.”

Ryker checked his rifle, then gave Wolfe a quick once over. “Stay behind me,” he said.

Wolfe nodded, then stepped back half a pace.

Ryker took the handle, breathed in the cold, then flexed and turned.

The door swung wide, and the inside was even colder.

There, lined in rows along the far wall, were freezers, industrial, American, the kind used in big-box stores or for mass storage of vaccines. Only these weren’t labeled. The floor was polished concrete, the ceiling low, the air thick with the exhalation of machines running past their service life.

Cruz went in first, covering left, Wolfe covering right. Hammer watched the door.

Rima stepped in last, her body seeming to shrink against the cold.

On the back wall, above the freezers, a row of blue paint: simple, block letters, ECHO / LOT 21 / PROPERTY DOD.

Ryker let the silence settle. He could see his own breath.

Cruz opened a freezer at random. Inside, sealed vials by the hundreds, blue liquid in glass, labels faded but still legible.

Wolfe peered over her shoulder, then swallowed. “Echo,” he said. “Not a code. Literal.”

Hammer stepped to the next freezer and tried the lid. Locked. He rapped it with his knuckle, the sound sharp, almost metallic.

Rima spoke, her voice small but clear in the chill. “If you take this, what will you do with it?”

Ryker looked at her. “We take it away from anyone who would use it on your people.”

She nodded. “That is what he hoped for.”

Cruz was already bagging vials, careful and fast. Hammer covered the door, watching the hall with the patience of a lifer on sentry.

Wolfe snapped open a second cooler, checked for samples, then zipped it shut. “We don’t have much time. Compressor’s going to draw attention.”

Ryker worked fast, grabbing the most recent lots, anything with a date less than a month old. In the rush, he caught a glimpse of something else: a bundle of files, jammed between the freezer and the wall, bound with a rubber band and stained at the edges.

He pulled them out, fanned the papers. Handwritten logs, some in English, some in Arabic, some a mix. The names on the lists ran together, mostly numbers, sometimes cities, sometimes just single letters. At the bottom of the first sheet: Ryker’s own name.

He didn’t react. He just folded the page, slipped it into a pouch, and went back to work.

From down the hall, a new sound: the whine of a battery, a quick stutter, then silence.

Cruz locked eyes with Ryker. “We’ve got company,” she said.

Hammer grinned, the cold finally suiting him.

Rima drew her abaya tighter. “They will kill me if you are caught.”

Ryker shook his head. “Not while we’re here.”

He finished the last cooler, then signaled the team to move.

They slipped out the door, the chill snapping behind them.

Ryker didn’t look back, not even once.

The freezer’s exit tunnel ran straight for ten meters before slumping into a downward angle. At the base of the decline, the world ended at a gate: iron, waist-high, powder-coated black, anchored to the stone with hex bolts thick as a child’s thumb. Cruz took a second to photograph the latch and the fading white letters above it, B-UNIT / BLU, ghosting through the ash and rust.

She leaned in close, her breath fogging the metal. “American hardware,” she said. “I could pick it in two minutes.”

Wolfe stepped in, glove already peeled and ready. He hesitated, looked at his own hand, and for a moment the fingers trembled. He flexed, squeezed, then let it hang loose.

Ryker caught the hesitation. “You good?”

Wolfe nodded, once. “Just cold.”

Hammer snorted, then covered the rear. “I’ll keep the battery boys off your back.”

Wolfe went to work on the latch. Even with the tremor, his movements were clean, nitrile on steel, a twist of the pick, a curl of the wrist, then a gentle pull. The lock gave with a reluctant click, the kind that always made Ryker think of tiny, angry bones breaking.

The air on the far side was warm by comparison. Wolfe stepped through first, then Cruz, then Hammer and Ryker, with Rima trailing.
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