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The Dragunov’s scope crosshairs settled on the sentry’s left ear.

“Wind’s shifted,” Sal Gomez whispered through the comm. “Two-point-three meters per second, northeast.”

Sam “Top” Topper adjusted the rifle a millimeter. Three hundred meters downslope, the FARC sentry smoked a cigarette outside the processing facility’s main entrance. Corrugated metal buildings. Dirt roads. Fifty-five-gallon drums stacked like oversized Legos. The coca paste smell carried even at this distance—gasoline and rotting vegetation and chemical sweetness that coated the back of your throat.

“Hold,” Top said.

The facility sat in a valley carved between two ridgelines in Arauca Department, maybe eight klicks from the Venezuelan border. They’d been watching for seventy-two hours from a hide site dug into the western slope. Four men in a hole barely large enough for two, taking shifts on watch while the others caught sleep in ninety-minute increments. Top’s knees felt like broken glass. His lower back had progressed past pain into a dull roar of white noise.

“Movement, southeast corner,” Matt Lee said. He had the thermal scope, tracking heat signatures through the facility’s thin walls. “Three tangos entering the main building. That makes seventeen inside, four perimeter.”

Benny Blaine shifted beside Top, his ghillie suit rustling dead leaves. “Shift change hits at eighteen-hundred. We call the strike at seventeen-thirty, gives the birds thirty minutes to spin up and forty-five to target. Whole place turns into pink mist before they finish dinner.”

“Poetry,” Sal said.

Top’s earpiece crackled. Different frequency. Different voice.

“Checkmate-Six, this is Overwatch-Actual. Authenticate Bravo-Tango-Seven-Niner.”

Top’s stomach dropped. Overwatch-Actual was Colonel Hendricks at JSOC. Hendricks didn’t make social calls.

“Authenticated,” Top said. “Send traffic.”

“Mission abort. Repeat, mission abort. Secure all equipment and prepare for immediate exfiltration. Coordinates incoming. How copy?”

The jungle sounds suddenly seemed very loud. Howler monkeys in the canopy. Some bird that sounded like a rusty gate. Top watched the sentry flick his cigarette into the dirt and grind it with his boot heel.

“Solid copy, Overwatch-Actual. Request clarification on abort parameters.”

“Negative. Secure comms only. You have ninety minutes to reach exfil coordinates. Overwatch-Actual out.”

The frequency went dead.

Sal spoke first. “That’s not good.”

“Understatement of the year,” Matt said. “We’ve been up here for three days watching these assholes cook enough cocaine to keep Miami happy through Christmas. Now we just walk away?”

Top pulled back from the Dragunov and rolled onto his side. His spine crackled like bubble wrap. “Pack it up. Benny, collapse the hide. Matt, police all brass and trash. Sal, get the satcom ready. We need to download whatever coordinates they’re sending before we lose signal.”

“Top, the facility—”

“I know.” Top stared down at the compound. Twenty-one men processing coca paste into cocaine base. Probably moving five hundred kilos a week through the pipeline to the coast. Money that bought weapons. Weapons that killed Colombian cops and American DEA agents and anyone else who got in the way. “But we’ve got orders.”

Benny started pulling apart the hide’s framework—branches and leaves woven into a low dome that had kept them invisible from air and ground. “Orders change. Happens all the time. Doesn’t mean we just—”

“It means exactly that,” Top said. “We follow orders until someone with more stars tells us different. Now move.”

They moved.

Twenty minutes later the hide site looked like virgin jungle floor. No trash, no brass, no equipment except what they carried. Top did a final sweep with his eyes, checking for any sign they’d been there. Nothing. Ghost protocol meant leaving no trace. No evidence. No proof.

The satcom unit chirped. Sal pulled up the encrypted message and read coordinates off the screen. “Exfil point is twelve klicks northwest. That’s four hours humping through jungle with full kit.”

“Less if we push,” Top said.

“We’ll need water,” Matt said. He checked his CamelBak. “I’m down to half.”

“Stream crossing at klick seven,” Sal said, pulling up the terrain map on his GPS. “But it puts us within two klicks of a Venezuelan military outpost.”

Top checked his watch. Sixteen-twenty hours. Sunset at eighteen-thirty, full dark by nineteen-hundred. “We move in daylight, use speed. Night movement takes too long and we miss the window. Sal, you’re on point. Matt, rear security. Benny, you’re with me in the middle. Standard spacing, weapons tight unless we make contact.”

They formed up and started moving through the jungle in single file. Sal navigated like he had GPS coordinates burned into his brain, picking routes through the densest vegetation where their movement would be hardest to track. The SEAL had grown up in San Diego but his grandfather had been Yaqui, and somewhere in that bloodline was an instinct for terrain that Top had learned to trust without question.

Forty minutes in, they hit the stream. Clear water running over brown rocks, maybe three meters wide and knee-deep. Sal held up a fist and they all dropped into firing positions. He scanned both banks for thirty seconds, then gave the all-clear signal.

They crossed one at a time, weapons held high. Top went third, feeling the current pull at his boots and the cold water shock his legs. On the far bank he took a knee and covered Benny’s crossing.

“Helicopter,” Matt said.

Everyone froze.

The sound came from the south. Rotor wash cutting through jungle noise. Top pulled out compact binoculars and glassed the sky through a gap in the canopy. The helicopter appeared as a black speck against gray clouds—Mil Mi-17, Venezuelan military markings, heading northeast at maybe five hundred feet.

“They’re not looking for us,” Sal said. “Flight path’s wrong.”

The helicopter kept going and the sound faded. They started moving again.

At eighteen-hundred hours they stopped for a ten-minute break. Top checked his water—quarter full. He took two small sips and forced himself to cap the bottle. Benny chewed an energy bar that smelled like cardboard and peanut butter. Matt cleaned his weapon with a rag he’d carried for so many deployments it had worn thin as tissue paper.

Sal studied the GPS. “Six klicks to exfil. We’re making good time.”

“What do you think it is?” Benny asked. “The abort.”

“Could be anything,” Top said. “Intel compromise. Political situation. Maybe they just decided cocaine isn’t worth the paperwork.”

“You believe that?”

“No.”

“Me neither.”

Top stood and stretched his back. Small pops ran up his spine like a zipper. “Doesn’t matter what we believe. We get to exfil, we get our orders, we execute. That’s the job.”

“The job used to involve shooting bad guys,” Matt said.

“Still does,” Top said. “Just maybe different bad guys in a different place. Now let’s move before they decide to change the exfil coordinates too.”

They moved through the jungle as the light started to fail. Shadows grew longer and darker. The temperature dropped five degrees and Top felt sweat cooling on his skin. His legs burned from the sustained pace. His shoulders ached from the weight of his kit. But they kept moving because that’s what operators did. You moved until you reached the objective or you died trying, and quitting wasn’t part of the equation.

At nineteen-forty hours they reached the exfil coordinates. A clearing maybe twenty meters across, tall grass beaten down by previous helicopter landings. Sal checked the GPS twice to confirm.

“This is it,” he said.

They set up a perimeter in the treeline, each man covering a different quadrant. Top listened to the jungle. Night sounds had started—insects and frogs and something that might have been a jaguar coughing in the distance.

His earpiece crackled again.

“Checkmate-Six, Overwatch-Actual. Nighthawk is inbound, ETA twelve minutes. Be advised, you have priority transport to Bogotá for immediate re-tasking. Acknowledge.”

Top felt that stomach-drop sensation again. Re-tasking. Not debrief, not stand-down. Re-tasking meant another mission, right now, no rest.

“Acknowledged,” he said. “Checkmate-Six standing by.”

He looked at his team. Three men crouched in the darkness, weapons ready, eyes scanning for threats. They’d followed him through four deployments and maybe two dozen missions. He’d seen them do impossible things without complaint, without question, without hesitation.

In twelve minutes they’d find out what impossible thing came next.
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The Black Hawk’s rotors beat the air like a metal heartbeat.

Top sat on the nylon bench seat, headset clamped over his ears, watching the jungle slide past below. The pilot had them at two hundred feet, following the terrain, using darkness and nap-of-the-earth flying to avoid radar. Through the open door the wind hit his face, cold and sharp with jet fuel smell.

Sal sat across from him, eyes closed but not sleeping. SEALs had that ability—shut down completely for five minutes, wake up ready to fight. Benny cleaned his sidearm for the third time, fieldstripping the Glock with muscle memory that didn’t require light or thought. Matt stared out the opposite door, watching for threats that wouldn’t come.

The crew chief tapped Top’s shoulder and pointed forward. Lights appeared on the horizon—Bogotá’s sprawl cutting a wound of orange sodium glow into the dark landscape. The helicopter banked left and started descending.

They touched down at a private airfield on the city’s northern edge. Not military, not commercial. The kind of place that didn’t appear on maps and didn’t ask questions. A Learjet sat on the tarmac with engines already spooling, white paint gleaming under floodlights. Two figures stood beside a black SUV near the hangar—one tall and lean, one shorter with a female silhouette.

The Black Hawk’s skids hit concrete and the crew chief slid the door full open. “End of the line, gentlemen. That’s your ride.”

Top grabbed his kit bag and jumped down. His knees protested but held. The others followed and they moved toward the SUV in a tactical spread, habits ingrained too deep to break even in supposedly safe locations.

The tall figure stepped forward as they approached. Lieutenant Colonel Hendricks, JSOC, looked like he’d been carved from teak and stress. Lean face, gray temples, eyes that had seen too many operations go wrong. He wore 5.11 pants and a polo shirt that didn’t hide the sidearm on his hip.

“Top,” Hendricks said. No handshake, no greeting. “Your team good to go?”

“Seventy-two hours in a hide site watching cocaine production. We’re outstanding, sir.”

“Good. Because you’re about to get very busy.” Hendricks turned to the shorter figure. “This is Rachel Vance, CIA Operations. She’ll brief you en route.”

Rachel Vance stepped into the light. Late thirties, dark hair pulled back tight, olive skin that suggested Mediterranean ancestry. She wore black tactical pants and a photographer’s vest with too many pockets. Her eyes did a quick evaluation of each team member—professional assessment, no wasted time.

“Gentlemen,” she said. Her voice carried East Coast education and field time that had worn off the polish. “We need to be wheels-up in five minutes. Colonel Hendricks has already cleared your insertion. I’ll brief you once we’re airborne.”

“Insertion where?” Top asked.

“Venezuela.”

The word hung in the humid air like a grenade with the pin pulled.

Benny spoke first. “Ma’am, we just spent three days eight klicks from the Venezuelan border. If you needed us in Venezuela, we could’ve walked.”

“Different part of Venezuela,” Rachel said. “And different mission parameters. The Learjet will have you in Cúcuta in ninety minutes. From there we go to a safehouse for full briefing.”

“Cúcuta’s Colombian,” Sal said.

“Good geography,” Rachel said. “That’s where you’ll stage before crossing the border. Now we really need to move.”

Hendricks put a hand on Top’s shoulder and walked him a few steps away from the others. When he spoke his voice dropped low enough that only Top could hear.

“This comes from the top,” Hendricks said. “National Command Authority. The operation window is twenty-four hours and the stakes are off the charts. Vance will give you everything you need but understand this—there’s no exfil plan if things go sideways. You’ll be completely black, completely deniable.”

“When are we not?” Top said.

“This is different. This is political at levels that make my head hurt. You get caught, we’ve never heard of you. You get killed, you were never there. Clear?”

“Crystal.”

Hendricks released his shoulder and stepped back. “Good hunting. Try not to start a war.”

Top walked back to his team. Rachel was already moving toward the Learjet, her stride efficient and purposeful. The team fell in behind her, kit bags over shoulders, weapons secured but ready.

Inside the aircraft, cream leather seats and polished wood trim made a strange contrast to the violence implicit in their cargo. Rachel took a seat near the front and pulled out a ruggedized laptop. Top sat across the aisle. The others spread out—Sal by the emergency exit, Benny near the cockpit, Matt claiming the rear seats where he could watch the whole cabin.

The engines wound up and the Learjet started rolling before they’d even finished buckling in. No tower communications, no flight plan, just wheels leaving ground and the dark landscape dropping away beneath them.

Rachel opened her laptop and tapped keys. A map appeared on the screen—northern South America, Venezuela highlighted in red. She rotated the screen so Top could see.

“Twenty-six hours ago,” Rachel said, “the President authorized a strike operation to arrest Nicolás Maduro on standing federal warrants related to narcoterrorism and corruption. The warrants are from 2020 but we’ve never had the political will to execute. That changed three days ago when Maduro’s people green-lit a cartel hit on a DEA regional director in Miami. Killed him, his wife, and his twelve-year-old daughter.”

Top felt his jaw tighten. “When’s the strike?”

“Twenty-four hours from now. Dawn, Caracas time. Delta and DevGru are handling the actual arrest. Air support from the carrier group offshore. The whole package.”

“So why do you need us?”

Rachel pulled up a different screen—three photographs, military personnel in Venezuelan uniforms. “Because Maduro’s not the only problem. He’s got three senior defense officials who are completely in the cartel’s pocket. These men control significant military assets and they’ve been coordinating a response plan in case of American intervention. If they execute that plan when the strike hits, we could be looking at dead Americans and a failed mission that turns into a regional conflict.”

She tapped the first photograph. “General Hector Rojas, Venezuelan Army. Commands the 41st Armored Brigade and has personal loyalty from maybe two thousand troops. He’s been stockpiling ammunition and positioning armor near Caracas for the past week.”

Second photograph. “Admiral Luis Cardenas, Venezuelan Navy. Controls the coastal defense network and has been distributing weapons to ‘reliable’ units. He’s also got connections to Colombian cartels that move product through Venezuelan ports.”

Third photograph. “Colonel Vicente Ayala, National Guard. Runs internal security in Caracas and has direct command of rapid response units. He’s the most dangerous because his people are already in the city and they know the ground.”

Top studied the faces. Rojas looked like a recruiting poster—square jaw, perfect uniform, medals in neat rows. Cardenas had the weathered face of a man who’d spent time at sea. Ayala’s eyes held something cold that Top recognized from other men who enjoyed their work too much.

“You want us to kill them,” Top said.

“No.” Rachel closed the laptop. “We want you to neutralize them. Remove them from the board without leaving evidence of American involvement. If they die mysteriously, their subordinates investigate and potentially discover our operation. We need them taken out of play in ways that look like bad luck or internal Venezuelan problems.”

Sal leaned forward from his seat. “Ma’am, that’s a pretty tall order for four operators with twenty-four hours.”

“I know,” Rachel said. “That’s why we pulled you off the FARC surveillance. You’re the best we have for this kind of work.”

“Flattery,” Benny said. “That means the mission’s impossible.”

“Not impossible,” Rachel said. “Just extremely difficult. And critically important. If these three men coordinate a response when the strike hits, we could lose aircraft, lose operators, and still fail to secure Maduro. The President made it very clear—this operation will not fail.”

The Learjet hit turbulence and dropped ten feet. Top’s stomach lurched but his hand stayed steady on the armrest. Through the window he could see lightning flickering inside distant clouds, illuminating their edges in purple-white strobes.

Matt spoke from the back. “What kind of support do we get?”

“CIA has assets in Venezuela,” Rachel said. “I’ll provide intelligence, equipment, and local coordination. But once you cross the border you’re on your own. No air support, no quick reaction force, no cavalry coming if things go bad.”

“Standard Tuesday,” Top said.

Rachel almost smiled. “I like your team already.”

“Don’t,” Top said. “We’re extremely unpleasant people.”

“Good. Unpleasant people are exactly what this mission requires.” She pulled out a slim folder and handed it to Top. “Preliminary target packages. Study them during the flight. When we get to Cúcuta I’ll have complete dossiers, equipment, and infiltration routes prepared. Questions?”













