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Six months before main story

The extraction was going sideways, and Danny Webb was two thousand miles away, watching it happen on a screen. "Crosswind, you've got two technicals inbound from the east. Half a klick and closing." He kept his voice level, the way Elena had taught him his first week. Calm in the earpiece meant calm in the field. Panic was contagious, and panic got people killed. Cole Hartley's voice came back flat and unhurried, like he was discussing dinner plans instead of armed trucks bearing down on his position. "Copy that. Exit route?" Danny's fingers moved across the keyboard, pulling satellite imagery, cross-referencing terrain data he'd loaded three hours ago when this operation was still supposed to be simple. The Colombian jungle spread across his monitor in shades of green and gray, overlaid with topographical lines and blinking icons of friendly and hostile positions. Snatch and grab, the briefing had said. Fly in, pick up the package—a journalist who'd gotten too close to a cartel's money laundering operation—and fly out before anyone noticed. Simple. Clean. Easy. Nothing was ever easy. The Aegis Aviation Services operations center hummed around him, a symphony of servers and cooling fans and the quiet tension of people doing difficult work in the small hours of the morning. Elena Vasquez sat at the main console fifteen feet away, her dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, coordinating assets across three different time zones while simultaneously monitoring a developing situation in Southeast Asia. Rachel Torres had her own station near the window, running ground support for a protection detail in Manila that had encountered unexpected complications. The night shift was small—just the three of them plus a logistics coordinator who was currently on a coffee run—but focused. Everyone doing their part to keep the machine running. Everyone except Danny, who was doing everything he could to keep Cole Hartley alive. "West is blocked," Danny said into the mic, his eyes tracking the hostile movements on his screen. "They've got a checkpoint on the main road. Wasn't there yesterday—they must have set it up after our last satellite pass." He zoomed in on the thermal overlay, watching heat signatures move through the pre-dawn darkness like angry red ants disturbed from their hill. Six men at the checkpoint. Two more in a guard tower that looked hastily constructed. "Armed, professional deployment. These aren't local militia." "Cartel security?" "Probably. Or contractors. The formation's too clean for irregulars." "North option?" Danny pulled up the imagery for the northern route. "Takes you through the market district in San Vicente. The village wakes up around 0430 local—you've got maybe twenty minutes before the streets fill with civilians. If the hostiles pursue, you're looking at a running firefight through a populated area." "Unacceptable." Cole's voice carried no emotion, but Danny could hear the calculation underneath. Cole Hartley didn't do collateral damage. None of the Aegis operators did. It was the line that separated them from the people they extracted clients from. "South?" "River." Danny pulled up the hydrological data, letting the information flow through his mind the way it always did when he was working a problem—patterns connecting to patterns, data points forming a picture that was greater than the sum of its parts. The Río Caguán, a tributary of the Amazon basin. Current speed, seasonal water levels, bank composition. "The main crossing is too deep this time of year, and the current's running fast. But there's a ford about eight hundred meters from your current position. Rocky bottom, maybe waist-deep at the center. Trucks can't cross—the riverbed's too unstable, they'd bog down in the first ten meters. You'll have to proceed on foot, but you can make the secondary extraction point in forty minutes if you move fast." A pause on the line. Danny could picture Cole in the Colombian darkness—crouched behind cover, the journalist pressed against his back, listening to the approaching engines while he ran the math. Distance, time, terrain. The woman he was protecting. The men who wanted her dead. The helicopter waiting at the secondary LZ, rotors cold, pilot watching the clock. "Send the coordinates." Danny transmitted the waypoint data with three keystrokes. On his screen, the blue dot that represented Cole's transponder began to move, cutting south through the jungle toward the river. The red dots followed, but slower now, their pursuit pattern fragmenting as they lost visual contact with their quarry. The next forty minutes were the longest of Danny's life. He tracked Cole's progress meter by meter, updating him on hostile movements, flagging potential ambush points where the terrain funneled into natural chokepoints. Twice he rerouted the path when new threats emerged from the darkness—a patrol they hadn't known about, a motion sensor that some paranoid narco had installed along a game trail. "Contact, your two o'clock, fifty meters," Danny warned at minute twelve. "Single hostile, stationary. Probably a sentry." Cole's response was a double click on the mic. Acknowledgment. Silence for thirty seconds that stretched like taffy. Then: "Clear. Continuing." Danny watched the heat signature on his thermal feed flicker and fade. He didn't let himself think about what that meant. Couldn't afford to think about it. There would be time later for the weight of it, for the knowledge that someone had just died because of coordinates Danny had provided. Right now, there was only the mission. At minute twenty-three, Cole reported contact with a two-man patrol. The engagement lasted less than four seconds—Danny heard the suppressed coughs of Cole's weapon through the open mic, then silence, then Cole's voice reporting clear. Two more heat signatures winked out on Danny's screen. Two more lives ended in the Colombian jungle because a journalist had written the wrong story and a pilot from Virginia had come to save her. At minute thirty-one, Cole reached the river. Danny watched the blue dot pause at the water's edge, then begin the slow crossing. Waist-deep, he'd estimated. Cole was moving carefully, feeling for stable footing on the rocky bottom, keeping the journalist above the waterline. "Crosswind, be advised—water temp is probably around fifteen Celsius this time of year. Snowmelt from the higher elevations. You're going to want to move quickly once you're across." "Already there." Cole's voice had a tightness to it that might have been cold or might have been pain. "Footing's worse than expected. The bottom's silted over in the middle." "Copy. Take your time. The pursuit's still tangled up at the main road." At minute thirty-eight, new contacts appeared at the edge of Danny's sensor range. His stomach dropped. "Cole, you've got company. Six new heat signatures, approaching from the northwest. Looks like a flanking element—they must have anticipated the river crossing." "Distance?" "Four hundred meters and closing. They're moving fast." "Time to extraction point?" Danny ran the calculation, hating the number before he even finished. "Eight minutes at your current pace. They'll intercept you in six." "Alternative route?" Danny stared at the screen, looking for an angle. The terrain data blurred as his eyes tracked desperately across the map, searching for something—anything—that could give Cole the edge he needed. A ravine to lose the pursuit in. A defensible position. A miracle. The canopy caught his attention. "The jungle canopy," Danny said, the idea crystallizing as he spoke. "Satellite imagery shows heavy tree cover between your position and the extraction point. Triple-layer growth, dense as anything in the basin. If you stay under the canopy and move slowly, their thermal imaging won't be able to track you through the foliage. They'll be searching blind." "That's a lot of assumptions, Danny." "I know. But their IR isn't military-grade—looks like commercial equipment, probably Chinese knockoffs based on the signal pattern. The dense vegetation will scatter their returns, give them nothing but noise." He paused, running the math one more time. "It's the best I've got." Silence on the line. Three seconds. Five. An eternity. "Transmit the route." Danny sent the waypoint data, his heart hammering against his ribs. On the screen, the blue dot began to move again—slower now, more deliberate, following the path Danny had plotted through the densest sections of jungle growth. The red dots reached the riverbank and paused, their neat formation dissolving into confusion as they swept the area with their thermal scopes and found nothing but trees. The next seven minutes stretched into infinity. Danny tracked the pursuit element as they spread out, searching, their movements growing increasingly frustrated. He watched Cole's blue dot inch toward the extraction point, agonizingly slow, invisible beneath the jungle canopy. At minute forty-five, the blue dot reached the secondary LZ. At minute forty-six, the helicopter's transponder flickered to life. At minute forty-seven, Cole's voice came through the speaker, calm and steady as it had been from the beginning: "Crosswind is airborne. Package secured. Good work, Danny." Good work. The words landed in Danny's chest and sat there, heavy and complicated. He'd just guided a man through a jungle pursuit, helped him avoid capture and almost certain death, plotted a route that had worked when everything else had failed. Good work. Support work. Background work. "Just doing my job," he said. "You do it well. Crosswind out." The line clicked off. Danny leaned back in his chair and exhaled slowly. His hands were shaking—the adrenaline crash that always followed these moments, his body finally acknowledging the stress his mind had been holding at bay. "Nice work, Danny." Elena's voice drifted across the ops center. She didn't look up from her console, but he could hear the genuine appreciation in her tone. "That canopy call was smart thinking. Most people wouldn't have caught that." "Thanks." "Get some rest. You've been here sixteen hours." Sixteen hours. He'd lost track somewhere around hour twelve, when the simple extraction had started going wrong and everything had become a blur of satellite feeds and radio traffic. His eyes burned. His shoulders ached from hunching over the keyboard. His coffee had gone cold six hours ago and he'd never bothered to get more. He should rest. Should go back to his apartment, eat something, sleep, be a functional human being. Instead, he walked to the window that looked out over the Miami skyline. The first hints of dawn were painting the horizon in shades of pink and gold, the city waking up around them, oblivious to the drama that had just played out in a jungle four thousand miles away. Behind him, the operations board covered the wall. The board that tracked every active Aegis asset, every extraction in progress, every client currently under protection. Cole's name was there, his status updating in real-time as his aircraft headed for the rendezvous with their client's security team. Cory's name was there too, and Nathan's, and Rachel's—all the operators who went into the field, who flew the aircraft and pulled the triggers and brought people home. Danny's name wasn't on the board. Danny's name lived in the footer of after-action reports, in the "technical support provided by" section that nobody ever read. He was the infrastructure. The foundation. The invisible architecture that made everything else possible. He'd built the communications backbone that let Aegis operate on five continents simultaneously. He'd designed the drone reconnaissance protocols that gave operators eyes where satellites couldn't reach. He'd written the encryption suite that kept their communications secure from nation-state adversaries. He'd created systems that saved lives every single day, and he'd done it from a chair in an air-conditioned room two thousand miles from danger. Behind him, Rachel Torres walked through the ops center, fresh from her own successful operation. She paused at Danny's station, ruffled his hair like he was a golden retriever who'd performed a particularly clever trick. "What would we do without you, Danny?" she said, and there was real affection in her voice. But affection wasn't respect. And respect wasn't what Danny wanted anyway. He wanted to be on that board. He wanted to be the blue dot, not the one watching it move. Every time he tracked an operator through hostile territory, every time he heard gunfire through someone else's earpiece, every time he watched those heat signatures wink out and told himself it was necessary—the wanting grew stronger. The ache to be there, to be the one making the calls in real-time instead of from the safety of a climate-controlled room. To prove that he could do it. That he had what it took. The fear was always there, underneath the wanting. The quiet voice that whispered maybe there was a reason he was in this room instead of on that aircraft. Maybe the people who made the decisions knew something Danny didn't about his limitations, his capabilities, his readiness. But the wanting was stronger than the fear. It had been stronger since the day he'd joined Aegis, and it grew stronger with every operation he supported from the sidelines. Someday, he told himself, watching the sun rise over Miami. Someday I'll prove I belong on that board. Someday they'll see what I can do. He just had to wait for the chance. Six months later, the chance would come. A phone call in the middle of the night. A mission nobody else could fly. A woman trapped in a concrete room while men with guns tried to reach her. Danny Webb would answer that call. He would almost die for it. And it would be the best decision he ever made.
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The Audit

Friday, 6:00 PM

Vivian Cross had found seventeen ways to kill Sebastian Caine before dinner. She wasn't planning to use any of them. Caine paid her three hundred thousand dollars a year to keep him alive, and Vivian took her contracts seriously. But as she walked the perimeter of his private island compound for the fourth time that day, she cataloged the vulnerabilities anyway. Habit. And, increasingly, a source of professional frustration. "The motion sensors on the north approach are still miscalibrated." She made a note on her tablet, adding it to the growing list. "I flagged this six months ago." Victor Oyelaran walked beside her, his own eyes scanning the tree line with the automatic vigilance of a man who'd spent fifteen years keeping wealthy people alive. He moved the way former military always moved—economical, alert, ready to react to threats that might not exist but probably did. "Mr. Caine felt the maintenance cost was excessive." "Mr. Caine felt." Vivian stopped walking and turned to face the compound's security chief. "Victor, those sensors are the only early warning system on the most accessible approach to this island. If someone lands on the north beach, you'll have maybe ninety seconds before they're at the main house. Ninety seconds to wake up, arm up, and establish a defensive position." "I'm aware." "And you're comfortable with that?" Victor's expression didn't change. He had one of those faces—broad, dark, impassive—that gave nothing away. Fifteen years in Nigerian Special Forces, another fifteen in private security, and the man had learned to keep his opinions locked behind a professional mask that would put most diplomats to shame. But Vivian had learned to read him over the past eighteen months. The slight tension at the corners of his mouth. The way his eyes moved to the north, toward the vulnerable beach, then back. The almost imperceptible tightening of his shoulders. "I'm not comfortable with any of it," he said quietly. "But Mr. Caine signs the checks." Vivian understood. She understood better than most. When you worked for the very wealthy, you learned quickly that they didn't hire you for your expertise. They hired you for your expertise filtered through their preferences. They wanted to feel safe. They didn't necessarily want to be safe, not if being safe meant inconvenience or expense or anything that conflicted with the aesthetic they'd paid architects millions to achieve. The rich lived in a different world. A world where consequences happened to other people. A world where money could buy anything, even the illusion of invincibility. Caine's island compound was a monument to that particular delusion. Glass walls offering panoramic ocean views—and zero ballistic protection. A single access road winding up from the dock—and no fallback position if it was compromised. A helipad that sat empty because the helicopter was in Nassau for maintenance that should have been scheduled for next week, not this one. Beautiful. Impressive. Exposed. Vivian resumed her circuit of the perimeter, her shoes crunching on the white gravel path that wound through carefully manicured tropical gardens. Hibiscus and bougainvillea lined the walkways, their colors muted in the fading light. The sun was setting over the Caribbean, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that would have been beautiful if she'd had time to appreciate them. She didn't. She was too busy cataloging threats. "Walk me through the night protocols again," she said. Victor fell into step beside her. "Two-man rotation on the perimeter. Checks every two hours. Cameras monitored continuously from the security station. Motion sensors"—a slight pause—"on the functional approaches trigger automatic alerts to whoever's on duty." "And if communications go down?" "Backup generator kicks in within thirty seconds. Satellite phone in the panic room is hardwired to an independent power source with its own antenna array on the far side of the island." "The panic room I designed." "Yes." That, at least, Caine had allowed her to build properly. Eighteen months ago, after the kidnapping attempt in São Paulo, Caine had come to her terrified and willing to spend whatever it took to feel safe again. Three men had grabbed him outside a restaurant in Jardins, thrown him into a van, driven six blocks before his security detail caught up and extracted him with prejudice. Forty-five seconds of captivity. Enough time to imagine everything that could have happened if his people had been slower, if the traffic had been heavier, if the kidnappers had made it to their safehouse. She'd redesigned his entire security architecture after that—his homes in Connecticut and Monaco, his office in San Francisco, and this island compound in the Bahamas. The panic room here was her masterpiece. A reinforced concrete bunker beneath the main house, accessible through a hidden entrance in the master bedroom closet. Seventy-two hours of supplies. Independent air filtration that could handle smoke, tear gas, or chemical agents. Communications equipment that couldn't be jammed by anything short of military-grade electronic warfare, connected to a buried fiber-optic line that ran to a separate antenna installation hidden among the rocks on the island's eastern shore. If things went bad, the panic room would hold. She'd bet her reputation on it. The question was whether they could get to it in time. "What about the beach house?" Vivian asked. "If there's a threat and we have people separated?" "Ms. Lindquist is staying there tonight." Victor's tone was carefully neutral. "Mr. Caine thought she'd appreciate the privacy." Maren Lindquist. The girlfriend. Or rather, the current girlfriend—Vivian had lost count of how many women had rotated through Caine's life since she'd started working for him. They were all variations on the same type: beautiful, intelligent, younger than him by at least two decades, and ultimately disposable when he grew bored or they grew tired of his particular brand of wealthy dysfunction. Vivian didn't judge. She'd worked for too many wealthy men to be surprised by their patterns anymore. What she judged was the security implication—a principal and their companion in separate locations, connected by a single road that wound through half a kilometer of jungle, with minimal staff and compromised defensive infrastructure. "If something happens, the beach house is a liability. She's isolated, exposed, and we'd have to split our response to cover both locations." "I've assigned Martinez to rotate between locations. He'll check on Ms. Lindquist every hour." It wasn't enough. Vivian knew it wasn't enough. Victor knew it wasn't enough. But she also knew that pushing harder would just result in Caine overriding her recommendations, the way he'd overridden forty percent of her original security proposal. Pick your battles, she reminded herself. You can't save people from themselves. They completed the perimeter circuit and arrived at the main house's western terrace, where the dying light painted the Caribbean in shades of gold and rose. The view was spectacular—two hundred acres of private island, crystalline waters stretching to the horizon, the kind of scenery that belonged in travel magazines and billionaire fantasies. Vivian had been to dozens of private islands over the years—Saudi princes, tech billionaires, old money families who'd owned their slices of paradise for generations. Cayo Oscuro was among the most stunning. It was also one of the most tactically compromised. "Vivian." Caine's voice came from behind her. She turned to find him emerging from the house, a glass of whiskey in his hand, dressed in the casual linen that billionaires wore when they wanted to look like they weren't trying. He was fifty-eight years old, gray-haired and lean, with the kind of face that belonged on currency or corporate portraits—distinguished, authoritative, just shy of handsome. He was also, in Vivian's professional assessment, one of the most targeted men in the Western Hemisphere. "Please tell me you're done cataloging my failures for the day." "I could lie to you, if you'd prefer." He smiled. It was one of the things she appreciated about Sebastian Caine—he could take a hit without crumbling. Three ex-wives, two estranged children, and a reputation that ranged from "visionary" to "war profiteer" depending on who you asked, and the man still smiled like he found the whole world mildly amusing. "Come have a drink. Victor, you're relieved until twenty-two hundred." Victor nodded and disappeared toward the security station with the economical movements of a man who never wasted energy. Vivian watched him go, then followed Caine into the house. The great room was a masterpiece of modern architecture—soaring ceilings, walls of glass, furniture that cost more than most people's houses arranged with studied carelessness. Italian leather and Danish wood and art that she recognized from auction catalogs, pieces that had sold for seven figures to anonymous bidders who turned out to be defense contractors from Connecticut. The kind of space that appeared in design magazines and architecture awards, a monument to money spent with taste and intention. Caine settled into a leather chair and gestured toward the bar. "Help yourself. I know you won't accept one from me." "It's not personal." "I know. You don't accept drinks you haven't poured yourself. You don't eat food you haven't watched being prepared. You sit with your back to the wall and a clear sightline to the exits." He swirled his whiskey, watching her over the rim of his glass. "I've known you eighteen months, Vivian. I pay attention." She poured herself two fingers of the twenty-five-year Macallan—waste of good scotch to water it down—and took the chair across from him. Back to the wall. Clear sightline to the exits. He wasn't wrong. "Your north perimeter is exposed," she said, because small talk had never been her strength and she saw no reason to develop it now. "Your helicopter is off-island during a skeleton-crew rotation. You have four security personnel covering a two-hundred-acre compound, and two of them are on the night shift rotation, which means you effectively have two people awake at any given time." She didn't need to count the points on her fingers; she'd been running these numbers in her head for hours. "If someone wanted to take this island tonight, they'd find it easier than they should." "You say that every time you visit." "Because it's true every time I visit." Caine leaned back, studying her with the same analytical intensity he probably brought to his defense contracts. She'd seen that look before—the look of a man who was used to being the smartest person in any room, recalibrating his assessment of someone who might be smarter than he'd expected. "Do you know how many people want me dead, Vivian?" "I have a list. It's not short." "It's not." He wasn't smiling now. The casual veneer had dropped away, revealing something harder underneath, something that looked almost like exhaustion. "My systems have guided weapons that have killed people in fourteen countries. Some of them were the right people—terrorists, traffickers, the kind of monsters the world is better without. Some of them weren't. Algorithmic errors. Bad intelligence. Acceptable casualties." He said the last two words like they tasted of ash. "I've made a lot of enemies. I've earned most of them." "That's unusually self-aware for a defense contractor." "I've had time to think about it. Three marriages' worth of time. Two children who won't take my calls. A fortune that grows no matter how much I give away, like some cursed thing that feeds on my attempts to atone." He drained his whiskey in one long swallow. "I'm not a good man, Vivian. I'm not even sure I'm a redeemable one. But I'm not ready to die, either. That's why I pay you." "You pay me to tell you the truth. The truth is, this island isn't secure enough for a man with your threat profile. Not tonight. Not any night, the way you've got it configured." "And what would you recommend?" "Fewer glass walls. More personnel. Redundant extraction options. A helicopter that's actually on the helipad instead of in a maintenance hangar forty miles away." She met his eyes. "You asked me to redesign your security eighteen months ago. I gave you a comprehensive proposal. You implemented about sixty percent of it." "The sixty percent I could live with." "The forty percent you rejected is what's going to get you killed." The words hung in the air between them, sharp and unforgiving. Vivian didn't soften them. She'd learned long ago that wealthy clients didn't need coddling—they needed truth, delivered without apology, because they were surrounded by people who told them only what they wanted to hear. Caine poured himself another drink. Outside, the sun had slipped below the horizon, and the sky was deepening from gold to purple to the deep blue that preceded full dark. Somewhere in the distance, a generator hummed to life as the compound's exterior lights flickered on automatically. "I'm tired of being afraid," he said quietly. The confession surprised her. In eighteen months of working together, Caine had never admitted to fear. He'd talked about threats and risks and liabilities, always in the abstract language of business and probability. Never the raw, human reality of terror. "I spent thirty years building things that help governments kill people more efficiently. I've made more money than I could spend in ten lifetimes. I have everything except the things that matter—family, legacy, peace." He looked at her, and for a moment she saw past the billionaire, past the defense contractor, to the man underneath. Tired. Lonely. Haunted by choices he couldn't unmake. "I came here this weekend to think about what comes next. Whether I sell the company. Whether I disappear somewhere they can't find me. Whether any of it matters anymore." "That's philosophical. I deal in practical." "I know. It's why I trust you." Trust. The word landed wrong in Vivian's chest. She didn't trust anyone. She'd learned that lesson early—in Baton Rouge, when her father's back gave out at the loading dock and the disability checks weren't enough to feed three kids; in college, when the financial aid office lost her paperwork twice in one semester and she'd had to work three jobs to stay enrolled; in her first security job, when her supervisor took credit for her threat assessment and got the promotion she'd earned. Trust was a vulnerability. Trust meant depending on someone else, and depending on someone else meant being disappointed when they inevitably let you down. Vivian minimized vulnerabilities. She'd built her entire career on it. But Caine wasn't asking for her trust. He was offering his. And somehow, over eighteen months of quarterly audits and emergency consultations and late-night conversations about the nature of violence and the men who profit from it, Sebastian Caine had become the closest thing Vivian had to a friend among her clients. Which meant she owed him the truth, even when he didn't want to hear it. "Something feels off tonight," she said. Caine raised an eyebrow. "Define 'off.'" "I can't. That's what bothers me." She set down her whiskey, untasted, and stood. Restless energy crawled under her skin, the kind of intuition she'd learned never to ignore—the subconscious mind processing data points that the conscious mind hadn't caught up to yet. "Your helicopter is gone. Your staff is at minimum. Your girlfriend is at the beach house instead of here in the main compound. Nina's been on her phone all day with what she claims is a family emergency in Cleveland." She paused, trying to pin down the shape of her unease. "Too many variables out of position. Too many coincidences stacking up." "Nina's mother is in the hospital. I told her she could take the calls." "I'm sure she is. And I'm sure it's nothing." Vivian walked to the glass wall, looked out at the darkness gathering over the water. The Caribbean stretched before her, black and endless, hiding whatever might be out there beyond the reach of the compound's lights. "But I'm sleeping in the guest cottage tonight instead of flying back to Miami. And I'm asking Victor to run continuous perimeter checks instead of every two hours." "Is that really necessary?" "Probably not." She turned back to face him. "But twenty years in this business taught me to trust my instincts. They're wrong sometimes. But when they're right, they're the only thing between a client and a body bag." She held his gaze. "Tonight, my instincts are telling me something's wrong. I'd rather look paranoid and be alive than look reasonable and be dead." Caine watched her for a long moment. Then he nodded. "Do what you need to do. I'll be in my study until dinner." He left her standing at the window, his footsteps fading down the hallway toward the back of the house. Vivian stayed where she was, watching the last light fade from the sky, watching the darkness claim the water and the beach and the jungle beyond. She checked her watch. Six-thirty. Dinner at eight. Victor's next perimeter check at nine. Plenty of time. She told herself it was nothing. That she was paranoid, that years of worst-case thinking had made her see threats where none existed. That Caine's island was just an island, and the night was just a night, and tomorrow she'd fly back to Miami and write another report that he'd half-implement and she'd complain about. She told herself all of that. She didn't believe a word of it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




The Call

Friday, 8:00 PM

The avionics panel was giving him trouble again. Danny Webb was elbow-deep in the Cessna Caravan's instrument console, a penlight clamped between his teeth and three different wiring diagrams pulled up on the tablet propped against the yoke. The satellite uplink had been intermittent for three days—cutting out at the worst possible moments, dropping packets, generally behaving like technology designed to fail precisely when you needed it most. He'd traced the problem to a corroded connector in the antenna feed line, replaced it with a fresh one from the parts bin, and now he was running diagnostics to make sure the fix had actually fixed anything. The Florida humidity was brutal on electronics, especially on aircraft that spent most of their time near salt water. Corrosion was a constant battle, and Danny had learned to approach it with the same methodical persistence he brought to debugging code. The Aegis hangar was quiet around him at this hour. Just the hum of fluorescent lights overhead and the distant sound of a Learjet taxiing on the main runway. Opa-locka Executive Airport at night was a different world from the bustle of daytime operations—peaceful, almost meditative, the kind of environment where Danny could lose himself in a problem for hours without interruption. He liked working at night. Fewer people asking questions he'd already answered in the documentation they hadn't bothered to read. Fewer well-meaning colleagues stopping by his workstation to chat about sports or weather or whatever else passed for small talk among people who weren't paid to save lives. Just him and the machines, speaking a language that made sense. His phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it. The signal path through the antenna system was almost mapped, and if he could just verify that the replacement connector was passing data correctly— The phone buzzed again. And again. The specific pattern that meant priority contact from the ops center—three short pulses, a pause, three more. Danny extracted himself from the console, banging his elbow on the yoke in the process, and pulled the penlight from his mouth. He checked the screen with grease-stained fingers, leaving dark smudges on the glass. Elena Vasquez. Three missed calls in ninety seconds. His pulse kicked up before his brain caught up with why. Elena didn't panic-call. Elena was the calmest person he knew, the steady voice that guided operators through firefights and extraction failures and all the worst moments a human being could face. If she was calling him with priority flags at eight o'clock on a Friday night, something had gone badly wrong somewhere. He answered on the fourth ring. "Danny here." "How flight-ready is that Caravan?" No greeting. No small talk. Elena's voice had the particular flatness she used when everything was going sideways and she didn't have time to sound human about it. Danny had heard that voice a hundred times over the past two years, always directed at someone else, always preceding the kind of news that changed missions and sometimes ended lives. "Fuel tanks are topped off, maintenance complete except for the sat-com upgrade I was working on." He glanced at the open panel, the diagnostic still running on his tablet. "Why?" "Leave the upgrade. How fast can you have her ready to fly?" Danny looked around the hangar. The Caravan sat on its amphibious floats, access panels open, tools scattered across a rolling maintenance cart. Through the open hangar doors, he could see the marina beyond the ramp—dark water reflecting the security lights, boats rocking gently at their moorings, the soft slap of waves against the seawall providing a rhythm beneath the quiet. "Twenty minutes if I button her up fast. Thirty if I do it right." He paused, his heart rate climbing despite his best efforts to stay calm. "Elena, what's going on?" "We've got a situation." Her voice was clipped, efficient, dispensing information the way a surgeon might discuss an emergency procedure—no emotion, just facts. "Private island in the Exumas, Bahamas. Armed assault in progress. Four hostiles confirmed at the dock, possibly more moving on the main compound. We received an automated extraction request twelve minutes ago." Danny's mind was already spinning scenarios, pulling up mental maps, calculating distances. The Exumas were a chain of islands stretching southeast from Nassau into the Atlantic. Remote, scattered, the kind of place where wealthy people built compounds specifically because nobody could reach them easily. Two hundred and fifty nautical miles from Miami, give or take. An hour and a half in the Caravan at cruise speed, maybe less if he pushed the engine and caught a favorable wind. "Who do we have in range?" he asked. "Cole?" "Prior Lake, Alaska. He finished an extraction this morning and he's eighteen hours out minimum, even if he leaves right now and doesn't sleep." "Cory?" "Mozambique. Running an extraction that can't be interrupted without getting the client killed." "Nathan?" A beat of silence. Longer than it should have been, weighted with something Danny couldn't quite identify. "Nathan resigned three weeks ago." Right. Danny had heard whispers about that—hushed conversations in the break room, concerned looks exchanged between senior staff when they thought no one was watching. Something about Nathan and Marcus, about old wounds between father and son, about choices that couldn't be unmade. Danny had been too focused on the communications upgrade to pay much attention to the family drama. Now it mattered. Now every missing operator mattered. "Rachel?" "Colombia. She's running point on an op that's been in development for six months. Pulling her would compromise the entire mission and possibly get her current client killed." Danny stared at the Caravan. At the aircraft he'd been maintaining for the past three days, the one he'd flown in the right seat a dozen times during training, the one he technically wasn't certified to fly solo in operational conditions. "Elena, that's everyone." "Not everyone." The words hung there, suspended in the quiet of the hangar like smoke that wouldn't dissipate. Danny felt them settle over him, heavy with implication, opening a door he'd spent two years waiting to walk through. "You're not serious." "I'm completely serious." Elena's voice softened slightly, the professional mask slipping just enough to let something human show through—concern, maybe, or the recognition that she was asking something she had no right to ask. "Danny, you're the only asset in range with access to an aircraft that can handle a water extraction. The Caravan's perfect for this—amphibious floats, can land in a lagoon without a runway, enough range to make the round trip with fuel to spare." "Elena, I'm not—" He stopped. Took a breath. Tried to organize the chaos in his head into something coherent, something that would make her understand why this was impossible. "I've logged maybe forty hours in type. Training hours, with an instructor in the right seat ready to take over if I screwed up. I've never landed on water by myself. I've never flown over open ocean at night. I'm not certified for solo operations in this aircraft, and I sure as hell don't have any tactical training for flying into a combat zone." "I know your qualifications, Danny. I know them better than you do—I'm looking at your file right now." "Then you know I'm not the right person for this." "I know there are five people on that island who are going to die if nobody comes for them." Five people. The number landed in his chest like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples through everything he thought he knew about himself. "Who's the principal?" "Sebastian Caine. Founder of Caine Dynamics." Danny knew the name. Everyone in the defense world knew the name—Caine Dynamics made targeting systems, drone software, the AI-driven threat assessment tools that half the world's militaries used to decide who lived and who died. Sebastian Caine was worth billions, had enemies on five continents, and apparently had chosen exactly the wrong weekend to let his helicopter sit in a maintenance hangar in Nassau. "The extraction protocol was triggered by a Vivian Cross," Elena continued. "She runs Cross Security Solutions out of New York. She was on-site conducting a security audit when the attack began. She's the one who designed the emergency protocols that reached us—smart woman, thorough setup." Vivian Cross. Another name Danny recognized, this time from trade publications and the occasional industry conference. Self-made security consultant who'd built her firm from nothing, worked with some of the most paranoid high-net-worth clients in the world. Her reputation was formidable—the kind of person who saw threats three moves ahead and planned for contingencies most people never imagined. If Vivian Cross had triggered an emergency extraction protocol, things were dire. "What's the threat assessment?" "Incomplete. Unknown number of hostiles—at least four confirmed at the dock, but the thermal satellite pass is three hours old and a lot can change in three hours. They're professional, based on how they approached this. First thing they did was disable communications—cell network, landlines, everything. The only reason we know anything is because Cross had a hardwired satellite uplink in a panic room, connected to an independent antenna on the far side of the island. Even that's intermittent now." "The panic room's holding?" "For now. But they're working on breaching it. Cross estimates maybe ninety minutes before they cut through." Danny checked his watch. Eight-fifteen. Ninety minutes meant they had until around ten o'clock, give or take. If he left immediately, pushed the Caravan hard, caught a tailwind—he could be there in ninety minutes. It would be close. Terrifyingly close. But possible. "What about local authorities? Bahamian defense force? Coast Guard?" "We've notified everyone we can reach. The Royal Bahamas Defence Force is scrambling assets, but their nearest patrol vessel is four hours away. The Exumas are remote—that's the whole point of having a private island out there. By the time official help arrives, this will be over one way or another." "So I'm it." "You're it." Elena's voice was quiet now, stripped of the professional distance that usually armored her words. This wasn't Aegis Operations talking to a potential asset. This was Elena talking to Danny, one human being to another, asking something she knew she shouldn't ask. "I'm not going to order you to do this. It's beyond your authorization, beyond your training, beyond anything we'd normally consider acceptable risk. If something goes wrong, it's on you—your record, maybe your license, maybe your life. Marcus knows what I'm asking. He signed off on making the call, but he's not going to pretend this is a standard operation." "Marcus knows." Danny's uncle. The man who'd built Aegis from nothing, who'd given Danny a chance when every other company had seen only his lack of experience. The man who'd spent two years protecting Danny from exactly this kind of situation. "He said—" Elena paused, and Danny could hear her choosing her words carefully, weighing each one. "He said to tell you that if you're not ready, he understands. No judgment. No consequences. You say no, and we keep trying to find another way." Another way. Danny almost laughed at the absurdity of it. There was no other way. He knew Aegis's asset distribution better than anyone—he'd built the tracking systems, maintained the communications infrastructure, spent two years watching dots move across screens and wishing he could be one of them. Cole in Alaska. Cory in Africa. Nathan gone. Rachel committed. The only aircraft within range of the Exumas that could handle a water landing was sitting right in front of him, panels open, waiting for a pilot who was ready to fly it. Waiting for him. "What happens if I get there?" he asked. "Assuming I don't crash on landing, assuming I actually make it to the island in one piece—then what? I've got a sidearm and some basic tactical training that mostly involved not shooting myself in the foot. These are professionals, Elena. They've already taken out Caine's security team." "I'll be on comms the whole way. Everything I can get—satellite imagery, thermal data, whatever intel Vivian can provide from inside the panic room—I'll feed it to you in real time. You won't be alone out there." "I'll be the only person with boots on the ground." "Yes." She didn't try to soften it. Didn't pretend the situation was anything other than what it was. "Yes, you will." Danny closed his eyes. The hangar was quiet around him, the Caravan waiting patient and still on its floats, and somewhere two hundred fifty miles across dark water, five people were counting down the minutes until armed men broke through their last defense. He thought about his mother, Grace Webb, who'd worked double shifts in the ER at Johns Hopkins to send him to MIT. She'd be devastated if he died in a Bahamian lagoon trying to play hero. She'd also, he knew with sudden certainty, understand why he had to try. He thought about his father, who'd never understood why Danny gave up a lucrative tech career to work for his uncle's aviation company. You could be making real money, his father had said. You could be building something that matters. As if saving lives didn't matter. As if being part of something larger than a stock portfolio was somehow a lesser choice. He thought about Marcus, who'd seen something in Danny that nobody else had bothered to look for. Who'd given him a chance to prove himself, even if that proof had so far been limited to the safe confines of the operations center. He thought about Cole and Cory and Rachel—all the operators he'd supported from two thousand miles away, guiding them through crises, watching their dots move across his screens, wondering if he'd ever have the courage to be the dot instead of the one watching. This is it, he thought. This is the moment. The chance you've been waiting for, the one you've been afraid would never come. The one you've been afraid would come. "Send me everything you have," he said. "Coordinates, layouts, threat assessment, whatever satellite imagery is available. And keep that channel open—I'm going to need you talking me through this the whole way." "Danny—" "I'm going, Elena." Silence on the line. Three seconds that felt like three hours. He could picture her at her console in Virginia, running her own calculations, weighing the risks against the rewards against the incalculable value of five human lives. "I'll have the data packet to you in five minutes," she said finally. "Satellite imagery, island layout, everything we know about the threat. I'll be on comms from the moment you take off until the moment you're back on the ground. You get into trouble, you tell me, and we figure it out together." "Copy that." "And Danny?" "Yeah?" "Thank you." Her voice cracked, slightly, the professional mask fracturing for a moment before she pulled it back together. "Whatever happens tonight—thank you for saying yes when you could have said no." He ended the call and stood there in the quiet of the hangar, phone in hand, looking at the aircraft that was about to carry him into the unknown. Two years. He'd been waiting two years for someone to give him a real chance. For someone to look at him and see more than the tech guy, the support asset, the nephew who got his job through family connections rather than operational credentials. Be careful what you wish for. Danny shoved the phone in his pocket and pulled up the maintenance checklist on his tablet. Work to do. No time for second thoughts. He buttoned up the Caravan with methodical efficiency, forcing himself to slow down and do it right even though every instinct screamed at him to hurry. Instrument panels closed and secured with their quarter-turn fasteners. Tools collected from the maintenance cart and stowed in their proper locations. Floats inspected for damage, hull plugs checked and seated. Fuel quantity confirmed on the gauges—both tanks full, enough for a round trip with comfortable reserves. The data packet from Elena arrived while he was completing the preflight walk-around. He propped the tablet on the Caravan's wing and skimmed the information while he checked control surfaces and navigation lights. Cayo Oscuro. Private island, two hundred acres, owned through a shell company that traced back to Sebastian Caine. Main compound on the central hill with commanding views in all directions. Beach house on the north shore, accessible by a single road that wound through half a kilometer of jungle. Dock complex on the western side, where the attack had apparently begun. Thermal satellite imagery from three hours ago showed normal activity patterns—heat signatures in expected locations, no indication of the violence that was about to erupt. The imagery was useless now, outdated, a snapshot of a world that no longer existed. No current data. Whatever was happening on that island, it was happening in the dark, beyond the reach of satellites and surveillance systems and all the technology Danny had spent two years mastering. He was going to have to figure it out when he got there. He finished the preflight at 8:47 PM and climbed into the cockpit, settling into the left seat—the pilot's seat, the captain's position, a place he'd occupied exactly zero times outside of training scenarios. The familiar smell of aviation—hydraulic fluid, leather, the faint ozone of electronics—wrapped around him like a second skin. The cockpit was familiar from dozens of training flights. Every switch and dial memorized, every procedure practiced until it was automatic. But training was different from reality. Training had safety nets and instructors and the comforting knowledge that mistakes could be corrected before they became fatal. This was real. This was life and death. This was the moment he'd been waiting for and dreading in equal measure. Engine start checklist. Danny ran through it item by item, forcing himself to maintain the discipline that training had drilled into him. Master switch on. Beacon lights on. Fuel pump primed. Mixture rich. Prop control full forward. The PT6 turboprop coughed once, twice, then caught with a rising whine, and the three-bladed propeller began its lazy rotation. The familiar vibration of a running engine settled into his bones. The instruments came alive, gauges flickering and then steadying as systems initialized. Outside, the propeller wash kicked up small waves in the marina, ripples spreading outward into the darkness. Danny keyed the radio. "Aegis Operations, this is Caravan November-Seven-Seven-Delta-Whiskey. Systems nominal. Ready to taxi for departure." Elena's voice came back immediately, steady and professional despite everything. "November-Seven-Seven-Delta-Whiskey, you are cleared for departure from Opa-locka. Squawk seven-seven-zero-zero and maintain flight following with Miami Center. Current weather at destination is scattered clouds at three thousand, visibility ten miles, wind from the east at eight knots." "Copy all. November-Seven-Seven-Delta-Whiskey taxiing for departure." He released the parking brake and advanced the throttle slightly, feeling the Caravan begin to move. The floats bumped over the concrete ramp, found the marina surface, and settled into the gentle swell of the protected water. Dark sky above. Dark water below. Two hundred and fifty miles of open ocean between him and five people who needed him to be better than he'd ever been before. Danny Webb. The tech guy. The support asset. The one who watched from a safe distance while other people risked their lives. Not tonight. Tonight, he was the rescue. He aligned the Caravan with the open water beyond the marina, ran through the takeoff checklist one final time—flight controls free, trim set, flaps configured—and pushed the throttle smoothly forward. The engine roared, the floats bit into the water, and the aircraft began to accelerate across the dark surface of the bay. Spray flew past his windows, silver droplets catching the distant lights of the Miami skyline. The airspeed indicator climbed—forty knots, fifty, sixty. The floats rose onto the step as hydrodynamic lift took over from buoyancy. Sixty-five knots, seventy. The drag decreased sharply as the floats lifted clear of the water's grip, and suddenly the Caravan was flying, climbing into the darkness, leaving the safe harbor of the marina behind. Danny retracted the water rudders, established a positive rate of climb, and banked gently toward the southeast. Toward the Exumas. Toward Cayo Oscuro. Toward whatever was waiting for him in the Caribbean night. "Aegis Ops, November-Seven-Seven-Delta-Whiskey is airborne. Proceeding direct to the target area." "Copy, Seven-Seven-Delta-Whiskey. I'm with you. Let's bring them home." Danny looked out at the blackness beyond the windscreen—at the stars scattered across the sky, at the vast dark ocean that stretched endlessly beneath him—and let out a long breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. He'd spent two years wondering if he had what it took. Two years asking himself if he'd have the courage to step up when it mattered. Two years watching other people be heroes while he supported them from the shadows. In about ninety minutes, he was going to find out.
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He sees everything from two thousand miles away.

Except what’s right in front of him.
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