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            Engines scream. Tires burn. Bullets fly.

When ex-specialist Jack Kane's girlfriend is kidnapped, he launches into a high-octane mission across city streets and backroads in the most dangerous car chase thriller you'll ever read. Armed with nothing but skill, horsepower, and unbreakable grit, Jack drives headfirst into a violent criminal network that turns every road into a battlefield.

From classic muscle cars to cutting-edge super sedans, The Chase is a non-stop, pedal-to-the-metal action thriller novel packed with deadly mercenaries, explosive crashes, and white-knuckle suspense. Fans of Lee Child, Vince Flynn, or Fast & Furious will devour this adrenaline-fueled ride where survival is the only finish line.

The Chase delivers pure speed, pure danger, and pure action—page after page. Buckle up for the ultimate car chase novel where every second counts, and the only way out is through.
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Chapter One: The Ambush
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Rain had started halfway through dinner. A light drizzle at first, but by the time Jack Kane and Lena stepped out of the restaurant, it was steady, slicking the pavement until the streets gleamed like sheets of black glass.

The glow of neon signs bled into the puddles—red, green, blue—and the air carried the mingled smells of fried garlic from the kitchen vent and diesel from the taxis lined along the curb. Jack pulled Lena close, her arm hooked through his, and lifted his chin slightly against the rain.

“Still want gelato?” she asked, laughing as she tried to keep her heels from slipping. Her voice was warm, teasing, and for a moment, the old instincts that always coiled at the back of Jack’s mind loosened.

“Two blocks down,” he said. “If we don’t drown before then.”

He smiled back, but his eyes weren’t on her. They were on the black SUV parked across the street.

Wrong angle for street parking. Too close to the fire hydrant. The windows were tinted darker than any legal limit, and it hadn’t moved once in the hour they’d been eating. The idle was too smooth, too steady. He’d been clocking it all evening without saying a word.

Jack’s life was built on instincts like that—trained on battlefields and back alleys where ignoring a gut twitch meant you didn’t live to second-guess it.

He didn’t want Lena to notice, so he kept his grip loose, steered her toward the corner with the flow of late-night pedestrians. Couples leaving bars. Office kids in cheap suits. Nobody looking twice.

The SUV’s rear doors cracked open.

Two men spilled out fast, their movements sharp, efficient. Tactical jackets. Carbines slung low. Faces hidden by black balaclavas.

Not random muggers. Not joyriders.

Jack shoved Lena back against the wall before she even gasped. “Down!”

The first man lunged, iron grip snapping onto Lena’s wrist, yanking her forward. The second pushed a pistol against Jack’s chest, shoving hard. The blow knocked him to the ground, pain jolting his shoulder.

But Jack didn’t freeze. He rolled, planted his boot, and kicked upward into the man’s knee. Bone cracked like a branch snapping. The man collapsed with a howl, dropping the pistol.

Jack surged to his feet, but Lena was already being dragged to the SUV. She screamed his name, pounding her free hand against her captor’s arm, heels scraping against the wet pavement.

The door slammed shut. The vehicle’s engine roared, tires shrieking. The SUV fishtailed, then surged down the street, Lena’s face framed for one terrible second in the back window, eyes wide, mouth open in a silent cry.

Jack ran.

His car was half a block down, tucked under a broken streetlight: a black Dodge Charger, old but maintained like a weapon. He sprinted, lungs burning, shoes slapping water. He dove into the seat, jammed the key, and the engine roared to life, deep and angry.

“Hold on, Lena,” he muttered, shoving the shifter into gear. “I’m coming.”

The Charger exploded forward, tires spitting rain.

The SUV was three blocks ahead, weaving through traffic like a shark through surf. Jack threaded between cars, his body moving with the machine, every swerve and downshift instinctive. Rain sheeted across the windshield, wipers slapping frantic arcs.

The SUV ran a red, horns blaring as it cut across cross traffic. Jack followed, angling low behind a delivery truck to use its bulk as cover. The driver braked too late, and the SUV clipped its bumper. The truck spun, metal shrieking. Jack nudged the Charger around it with inches to spare, heart hammering but hands steady.

He didn’t feel fear. He felt focus.

The SUV’s rear window shattered. A muzzle flash lit the wet night, rounds pinging off asphalt. Controlled bursts, not spray. The shooter knew what he was doing.

Jack dropped a gear, jerked the wheel, let the Charger slide across two lanes. Bullets sparked where he’d been a second before. He steadied, braced his pistol against the steering wheel with his off hand, and fired twice through the shattered windshield.

One round sparked off metal. The other thunked against the SUV’s rear quarter. Not the tire. Damn.

The SUV swerved but kept moving.

They hit the viaduct. Rain turned to mist, the city below glowing gold through the haze. Jack mapped the next thirty seconds: blind rise ahead, two off-ramps, choke point at Pier 9. His mind worked in geometry and closures, every line drawn in instinctive ink.

The SUV dove left. Jack stayed high for two beats, then cut late, tires screaming against the wet. He clipped a cone, barely corrected. The SUV barreled through a Prius, spinning it into the intersection. Jack nudged it clear with his bumper instead of braking, keeping speed.

Warehouse District. Dark alleys, sodium lamps humming, forklifts asleep behind chain link.

The SUV braked hard, spun broadside, trying to block him. Jack chose impact control. He slammed his right quarter into its flank, trading bumper for angle, spinning the SUV just enough to break its line. The Charger groaned, frame shuddering, but it held.

The SUV vanished between two warehouses.

Jack cut lights, dropped speed, and slipped into the left alley. He spotted exhaust swirl in the cold air before he saw taillights. His hands tightened on the wheel. He kept the Charger creeping, pistol back in the dash holster, eyes scanning.

And then it hit.

A second SUV, lights off, rammed him from the blind corner. The Charger spun twice, metal screaming. Jack fought the wheel, controlled the skid, and came to rest nose against a wall.

By the time he straightened, the first SUV was gone.

He sat in the dark, blood in his mouth, hands shaking. Rage wanted him to floor it, to smash through every alley until he found her. But rage got you killed.

He shut the Charger down, breathing slow, ears ringing with silence.

Lena was alive. They hadn’t taken her to kill her. That meant time. Not much, but some.

Jack reached for the glovebox, pulled the burner phone, and scrolled to a name he should have erased years ago.

“Rico,” he said when the line clicked. His voice was low, lethal. “You just got paid to keep your mouth shut. Break even by opening it.”

The pause on the other end told him everything.

Jack’s grip tightened on the phone. “Talk. Or I start collecting interest in bone.”

Jack held the phone tight enough to creak plastic.

Rico sighed through his nose, the lazy sound of a man counting risks. “Where are you?”

“Where you aren’t,” Jack said. “Talk.”

“You’re not the only ghost tonight,” Rico muttered. “Word’s out. A pro crew snatched a civilian near the West End, black SUVs, suppressed fire. Watching cops stand down tells me the crew’s connected.”

“Connected to who.”

Rico hesitated. “Same rumor as last year—the ex-military importers with the Slavic accents. Everybody calls them Raze’s freight.”

The name was a shard of ice behind Jack’s ribs. He kept his voice level. “Routes?”

“Stupid to move downtown right now,” Rico said. “They’ll hit industrial cut-throughs. Either the old viaduct to the docks or the beltway interchange to a safe flat. You know the trick—staggered convoy, blind corner PIT, then vanish.”

“They just ran that trick,” Jack said. “North Warehouse grid. Lost them at Pier 9.”

“Then you know where they’re headed. East docks or rail spur. If they’re hot, they won’t park. They’ll rotate vehicles and drivers inside fifteen minutes, then flow to a holding site.”

“Where?”

“Depends who’s paying,” Rico said. “But if it’s Raze’s people, there’s a staging barn near the container stacks. The door’s marked ‘Elias Refrigeration’—hasn’t cooled anything in ten years.”

Jack memorized the words as if they were coordinates tattooed on bone. “You ever lie to me, Rico?”

“Not on purpose,” Rico said. “But if you get there and it’s all wrong, don’t circle back on me. I like my kneecaps.”

The line died. Jack stared at the dark alley, rain ticking on the hood, the anger in him condensing into something colder, heavier. Fuel.

He checked his wrists, flexed his fingers. A tremor lived there—adrenaline residue. He breathed it down, started the Charger, and eased out into the street with lights off. The engine note was a low animal under the rain, the kind you felt in your spine.

He drove calm. Calm beat fast ten times out of ten.

The docks sat like a sleeping metal city, cranes frozen mid-gesture, container stacks hunched like giant’s toys. Sodium vapor lights smeared yellow across puddles, and the wind off the water carried the stink of diesel and salt and rust.

He parked in shadow behind a line of derelict trailers and killed the engine. The world dropped into a thinner sound—rain on corrugated roofs, gulls arguing somewhere unseen. Farther in, a forklift chirped and went quiet. Footsteps? Hard to tell—metal rang on metal everywhere at night.

Jack slid out, eased the door shut, and let his eyes drink the dark. He knew this ground—the geometry of choke points and sightlines, the way sound fooled you between steel walls. He ghosted along a chain-link fence, keeping warehouse corners between him and open lanes.

An unmarked metal door, dented and tagged with a ring of spray paint ghosts, sat two blocks deeper than it ought to. In flaking paint above it: ELIAS REFRIGERATION, pale letters barely clinging to the tin. Someone had screwed fresh hinges into the frame. Someone had swept the rubber mat clear recently.

He listened. Always listen.

There—voices under the rain. Not many. Two, maybe three. A subordinate’s rhythm and a boss’s flat responses. Boots scuffed—the heavy tread of men who stood more than they ran. Electric hum nearby, not municipal—portable genny, old and a little off.

Jack eased to the side of the door, felt the screws—new, edges still sharp, not blunted by weather. He crouched, found the old freon line penetration with his fingertips, and peered through the corroded thumb-sized hole.

Dark interior lit by work lamps. A rolling table with steel rings bolted to it. A plastic chair. A damp, black-streaked floor. In the corner, the silhouette of a commercial freezer door chained shut. Two men inside, one checking his phone with bored thumbs, the other breaking down a compact rifle. No Lena. But you didn’t build a room like this to store fish.

Jack slid back into shadow and let his breath find cadence. A frontal push would be fast and loud. A fast and loud push would draw more men. But every minute he waited was a minute Lena was someplace else.

He looked up. A rusted stair ran to a catwalk landing. He followed it one slow tread at a time, blade between finger and thumb to keep the hand relaxed. The steel whispered. The rain covered it.

At the top, the door’s glass square had been painted brown, but paint had chipped along the bottom. He shaved chips loose with the knife tip until he won a slit of sight.

The bored one still looked bored. The other had set the rifle aside and now fussed with restraints. A third man crossed the far end of the room, a ghost in the light flare, then gone again. That made three. Plus anyone in the freezer. Plus anyone outside.

Jack put the knife away and pulled the coil of cable from his pocket. He wrapped one end around the railing and tied the quick harness he’d tied on endless nights a lifetime ago. The other end looped his waist. The harness was insurance. The plan was ugly.

He kicked the door half-open and dove through the rectangle of light like he was being thrown.

He hit the table shoulder-first. It toppled, metal rings screaming. The bored one cursed in Russian and went for his pistol; Jack kicked the leg of the chair and sent it skittering into the man’s shin. The shot went wild, slapping sparks off steel. The restraint man grabbed for the compact rifle—Jack rushed him and drove an elbow into the hinge of his jaw and felt bone change shape.

The bored one recovered faster than he had a right to. He fired again; the round went through Jack’s jacket and burned a red line along his ribs. Jack felt the heat but didn’t let his brain process the pain. He grabbed a lamp and flung it at the shooter’s head. It hit. Glass and filament popped. Darkness jumped like a wolf, swallowing the corners. Now the light came only from the hallway behind and the rain-streaked window—dim, enough to shape silhouettes, not enough for aim.

The third man came back as a moving shadow. Jack felt the air pressure shift and ducked, and the man’s baton hissed where his skull had been. Jack stepped inside and grabbed the wrist, turned it until tendons twanged, then ripped the baton free and cracked it against the man’s temple. He dropped with a meat sound.

The bored one took a blind shot at the muzzle flash. Jack went flat and rolled. The shot chewed the table leg he’d been next to. He bled more. He was aware of it like he was aware of the rain: an ambient fact.

He didn’t return fire. Sound shows location. He went low, used the baton like a blind man’s cane, mapping chair legs and boot soles with tiny touches, drawing a map in his head. A boot shifted to his left. He swept at ankle height. Bone met carbon steel. The man yelped, stumbling. Jack surged up and hit him across the throat, then twice more across the face. Teeth ticked across concrete.

Silence after, broken only by the old genny’s whine and the rain’s hiss.

Jack listened for his own breathing and told it to quiet. He listened for anyone above the hum.

A muffled hiccup. Not from the room. From behind the chained freezer door.

He crossed the concrete, stepped over a body, and tried the handle. Locked. Chain through the hasp. He picked the padlock because breaking it would yell to the world. The pick set sang in his fingers, tiny clicks that turned into a green light in his mind, and the shackle opened.

He pulled the door. Cold breathed out and stung the cut along his ribs.

A boy blinked at him in the light spill. Sixteen, maybe. Wild hair matted with sweat, tape across his mouth and zip-ties around his wrists. Not Lena. And not a ghost, either—terrified, shaking, very real.

Jack cut the ties and peeled the tape. The kid sucked a gulp of cold air and coughed until he gagged.

“How many?” Jack asked softly.

The kid swallowed and tried to make his voice work. “Th—three of us. They moved the others earlier.” He glanced past Jack at the dark room. “You... you cops?”

“No,” Jack said. “Where are the others going?”

A crumple lived in the boy’s eyes. “I heard ‘airstrip.’ Old. Private. They kept saying ‘auction.’” His voice broke on the last word.

Jack thought of Lena as a product on a spreadsheet and felt his vision narrow until the entire world was the width of the door handle.

Footsteps outside. Different cadence. More than one. Coming fast. The first wave hadn’t done check-ins. Now someone noticed the dead silence.

Jack pressed the boy’s shoulder. “Stay here. Close the door after me. If I don’t come back, wait ten minutes and run west to the river. Stay in shadow. Find people. Keep moving.”

“Who are you?” the kid asked.

“Someone who’s not done yet,” Jack said.

He closed the door and killed the room lights with a slap of his palm against the breaker. He moved to the side of the entrance. Two shadows broke across the doorway, one tall, one wider. The tall one led with light, a flashlight cone cutting the dark. Jack let the beam cross his chest and then stepped inside it to blind the man to everything but the glare.

He hit the flashlight with the baton. The beam pinwheeled, hammering the ceiling with wild, white circles. In the confusion he went for throats and nerves, not chests. They dropped faster and quieter that way.

The wider man thrashed with a knife. Jack let the blade pass close enough to smell the oil and then drove his knee into ribs. Three staccato pops. He finished with an elbow. The man went still except for squeaks trying to be breaths.

He counted—one, two, three—and then used the knife to cut a rectangle in the painted glass on the exterior door. He peered into the alley.

Empty for the second it takes to ruin a life.

Headlights flashed the corner, idled, killed. The engine stayed running. The outline of a hood he recognized, low and unadorned. Another SUV. No markings. Mist-proofed grille. Three doors opened. No one spoke. Professional quiet.

He scanned for capital-M mistakes. There were none. They were doing it right.

The boy opened the freezer door a whisper. “Mister—”

“Close it,” Jack said, not unkindly. “Count to six hundred and pray.”

He took the compact rifle from the fallen man and checked the mag by touch. Partial. He scavenged two more. He considered the rolling table, the rings, the angle to the wall. He hated rooms like this.

He chose speed. He kicked the exterior door open hard and low and rolled into the threshold, rifle up not to spray but to place. The first man went down before his brain assigned it a verb. The second found cover behind a pallet stack—smart—and returned bursts that feathered the doorframe with splinters that burned Jack’s cheek. The third went wide, trying to wrap the angle. Jack shot where the man had to be next and was right twice.

A round came through his bicep. Heat, then dull. Left arm lost some error margin. He switched to one-handed manipulation and kept his body behind the door hinge, leaning on decades of muscle memory.

The pallet man threw a grenade short on a bad bounce. It clanked between bolted chair legs and rolled along the line of dead men and came to rest near the table. Jack saw the arc and moved without thought, grabbed the heavy rolling table and heaved. Metal screamed. The grenade went off under three hundred pounds of steel, throwing smoke and noise, but the table soaked the shrapnel.

He felt the concussion punch his lungs. He surfed it, didn’t drown in it, and as the reverb died he heard tires screech—someone hitting the alley mouth too hot, or someone repositioning.

He dashed out, heel-toe on slick concrete, and used the brief smoke cover to cross to the opposite wall. The pallet man wisely disengaged rather than die for pride. Jack caught his silhouette as he bounded for the SUVs and stitched rounds into his path. The silhouette crumpled where gravity wanted it to.

Then stillness. Not peace—cocked hammers waiting.

Jack’s Charger sat two blocks off, sleeping. A good driver had put it to bed, but a better driver could wake it.

He ran.

He kept to the dark stripe where building shadows made the air three degrees colder. He held the rifle high across his chest, muzzle down, fingers calmly where they belonged. The rain thickened, the city’s salt breath rising off the river.

He slid behind the Charger’s wheel, tasted copper again, and let the engine’s note be the count-in to the next song: higher, harder, cleaner.

He clicked his phone on speaker, thumbed speed-dial two.

“Don’t do it,” Rico answered, no hello. “They’ll have eyes on all arteries from the docks. They’ll try to funnel you into a shutdown lane and box you.”

“Then I won’t use an artery,” Jack said, and dropped the phone.

He turned the wheel and took the service road between the container stacks rather than the main. The tires hissed on wet grit. The world became a maze of blue corrugated steel and numbers stenciled in white. He knowledged the maze like a mechanic knows a torque spec. Left at PIER 7B, right at the yellow crane, through the puddle that isn’t—two inches shallow on the far side.

Headlights flicked on behind him—tight spread, not police. Another to the left. Another ahead, low and black. They were good. They had angles he couldn’t see.

He killed lights and the HUD glare and drove by memory and the fact that the rain changes sound when the space opens or narrows. He heard the next lane open to his right a half-second before he saw it. He took it. The vehicle ahead missed the turn and had to correct wide; it cost them two car lengths.

The lane ended at a gate chained shut. He didn’t brake. He aimed at the post, not the chain, because steel yields if you break the anchor first. The Charger took it like a bull smoothing a fence. The gate spun wild, chain lashing in silver arcs. He threaded the gap with a breath worth of daylight on both sides.

Now the pier. Open exposure. No good cover, just bollards and a long straight into black water.

Headlights fanned behind—four sets now. A fifth bled in from the far end of the pier, backing up fast to block an exit that didn’t exist.

Jack didn’t aim for exits. He made them.

He saw the forklift he’d heard earlier, keys still in, forks raised three feet. He dumped speed and spun a half-circle, reversing toward it, then hooked the angle so the forks slid under the Charger’s rear bumper supports with a clean thunk.

The SUVs closed like wolves.

Jack mashed the lift lever and felt the Charger’s rear rise. He hit the hand throttle. The forklift’s diesel coughed and then growled. He reversed, dragging six thousand pounds of apocalyptic American metal like a shield.

Bullets hammered the Charger’s trunk and back glass, flattening against layers he’d added over years because paranoia isn’t paranoia if you’ve earned it. The forklift wasn’t fast, but the geometry did the work—the Charger’s mass blocked, the forks let him pivot, and he crab-walked the whole contraption across the pier in a smoking half-moon that left the SUVs with lines they couldn’t solve without hitting each other.

He reached the edge of the pier where the water slapped old timbers.

He cut the forklift hard and dumped the Charger sideways to form a wall. He hit the forklift’s mast tilt and sent the car hunching even taller like a crouched beast. He put the forklift between two bollards so it couldn’t be easily flanked, then killed the diesel and let the sudden quiet knock sense back into eager men with guns.

“Last free advice,” he called into the rain, voice carrying over the water. “You don’t have what you came for.”

No one shot. They were listening for more. For someone behind them. For their own boss’s call.

Jack slid off the forklift, dropped into the shadows under the Charger, and breathed with the ocean, slow and deep, until his heart agreed to beat like a professional’s again.

He crept along the pier’s underside catwalk—two planks, rot in the middle, barnacles chewing pilings. He moved hand over hand using the mooring chains as rails until he found the ladder up to the service lane that ran behind the warehouses.

He climbed, bleeding into the rain, and came up behind the line of SUVs he’d left facing the water.

Two men smoked by the last bumper, heads close under an umbrella that made them look like a two-headed bird. One said something in Russian that translated in Jack’s head to —should’ve stayed in the army. The other laughed like he didn’t think the world had an opinion.

Jack didn’t correct them. He moved past on the balls of his feet, cat-walk light, and left the docks to their conversation.

He didn’t look back. If Lena wasn’t here, she was farther down the chain. Every minute mattered.

He slid behind the wheel of the Charger, unhooked the bumper from the forks, and let the suspension settle with a relieved groan. He put her in gear.

“Hold on,” he whispered to a ghost who might be hearing him in some other room, some other dark. “I’m cutting the distance.”

The rain thickened into a curtain as the city took him in again, and the road unspooled black and endless under the tires.

The Charger’s wipers beat a frantic rhythm as Jack cut through side streets, every nerve buzzing from the firefight. The rain slicked neon across the hood, smearing the city into red and gold streaks. He wanted to gun it flat-out, but he kept the speed just under reckless. Sirens would notice fast movers, and he couldn’t risk drawing cops right now—not when he didn’t know whose pocket they were in.

He fished the police-band scanner from the glovebox with one hand and set it between the seats. Static hissed, then chatter bled through.

“...units 14 and 23, shots fired at Pier 9—possible gang activity—”

Jack waited for the follow-up. The details. The perimeter calls.

Instead, another voice cut in, clipped and authoritative: “Negative. Call it vandalism. Secure perimeter only. No pursuit.”

His jaw tightened. No pursuit. The cops were folding it up before it even started. That told him everything. Raze’s money was thick enough to make bullets disappear from reports.

Jack killed the scanner and shoved it aside.

For years he’d told himself he was out. He’d left the underworld, traded the adrenaline of the chase for quiet dinners and Lena’s laughter. But the city didn’t care if you were done. It pulled you back with hooks you couldn’t cut out.

Now Lena was in the middle of it, and the badge wasn’t coming to save her.

That job was his.

The Charger limped into a forgotten service bay on the edge of the rail yard. Jack had stashed gear here years back—insurance against the kind of night he’d always pretended wouldn’t come. The padlock was rusted but yielded to his bolt cutter in one squeal.

Inside: tarps, crates, the sweet-dust smell of old oil. He kicked the tarp off a steel trunk, flipped the latch, and opened his past.

A Kevlar vest, worn but intact. Two pistols, cleaned and oiled. A carbine with collapsible stock. Extra magazines, taped for speed reloads. A knife in its sheath. Coils of rope, duct tape, a crowbar. And at the bottom, two Claymore mines wrapped in rags.

He ran a hand over the weapons, fingers lingering on each. The weight was familiar, like shaking hands with old ghosts.

Jack strapped the vest on, slid the knife to his belt, holstered both pistols. He checked the carbine, loaded and charged it, then slung it tight against his chest. He shoved the Claymores into his duffel with a grimace. Those weren’t for finesse. Those were for making statements.

He sat on the crate for a moment, letting the rain drip through the roof onto the concrete. His body ached—the slice on his ribs burned, his arm throbbed from the bullet graze—but none of it mattered.

Lena mattered.

He pulled out his phone. A single number in the “Dirt” folder, a contact he swore never to use again.

He hit dial.

The line clicked. A voice, gravel over smoke: “You’re early, Kane. Thought you’d quit this life.”

“Raze has her,” Jack said flatly.

The pause stretched long. Then: “That’s not a name you want in your mouth.”

“It’s already there. Where’s he staging?”

“You think I keep his calendar?” The voice chuckled dryly. “All I know is his crews run like clockwork. You missed the handoff at the docks, they’ll go to the airstrip outside the city. Private, abandoned since the freight company pulled out. He runs auctions from there. Flesh, guns, whatever you can pay for.”

Jack’s grip tightened on the phone. Auction.

The voice dropped lower. “Listen. You go there alone, you don’t come back. Not even you. Better to let her go.”

Jack ended the call without a word.

Let her go? That wasn’t in his blood.

The city peeled away behind him as he drove, leaving neon for concrete overpasses, then scrub and desert. The rain eased to a mist, streaking the windshield in thin threads. The Charger purred low, steady, rebuilt from the punishment at the pier.

Jack’s hands stayed tight on the wheel, his mind replaying every detail—the black SUV, the timing, the way they’d boxed him in. This wasn’t a sloppy crew. They knew who he was. They’d prepared for him.

And that meant Viktor Raze hadn’t underestimated him. He’d planned for him.

That was fine. Jack planned too.

The old Jack. The one who turned cities into battlegrounds, who made cars dance and men break. The man Lena thought he’d buried.

For her, he’d dig him up again.

The airstrip lights glowed faint in the distance, cutting through the mist like a beacon. Jack pulled the Charger off the road, tucked it behind a dune, and killed the engine.

He should’ve rested. Should’ve waited for a window. But waiting was just another way of bleeding time.

Jack grabbed the duffel, slung the carbine, and started walking toward the glow.

Every step was a vow.

The scrub turned to hardpan near the fence line. Wind worried the razor wire so it sang a thin, mean note over the field. Jack lay flat in the cold grit, smelling dust and old aviation fuel, and let his eyes adjust.

The airstrip wasn’t dead; it was disciplined. Four floodlights created overlapping cones. Two watchtowers, one man apiece, long guns resting on rails. Inside the perimeter: three corrugated hangars, a cinderblock office, and a fuel farm with two battered tanks. A generator thumped behind plywood, its rhythm steady. Patrols walked the inside track in counter-rotating pairs—fifteen-second offset, good spacing for mutual support without bunching.

A jet sat in the biggest hangar, nose cone peeking out like a shark’s snout. The kind of plane that made borders optional. A black SUV idled beside it, exhaust pooling white under sodium lamps. Jack counted silhouettes—twelve on the ground, two in the towers, more inside. Too many to guess.

He eased sideways, belly-crawl, until he found a shallow swale where scrub grew thicker. He pulled a monocular from his vest and glassed the gaps between light cones. Blind spots existed—always did—but they were narrow and moving as the guards walked. He watched three full patrol cycles, built a cadence map in his head, then let the lens drift to the hangar mouth.

Two guards dragged someone across the concrete and out of sight. Small. Shoulders hunched. A cough carried, raw and human, then the clang of a door deeper in. Not Lena’s voice. Not a reason to breathe easier.

Jack slid backward a meter, then another. He reached the fence at a diagonal, keeping low. The chain-link had been patched in places. One patch was lazy—new wire woven sloppily over old cuts. He tested with fingers and found the bend. Ten seconds with the knife and he had a hinge he could open and close without the metal crying out.

He didn’t go through. Not yet. Rage wanted fast. Reality needed proof.

Footsteps scraped nearby on the road outside the fence—boots, not the soft scuff of sneakers. Jack melted into scrub, cheek on dirt, breath shallow. Two men came along the outside perimeter, talking low in Russian. The tall one flicked a cigarette butt into darkness; the other kicked a rock absently, bored. They didn’t look like tower guards; they looked like a pickup team—ready to receive, ready to move.

“—auction moved up,” Tall said. “The boss wants wheels up by midnight. Buyers don’t like to wait.”

Jack kept his face in the dirt so the sound would come clean. Midnight. He checked his watch—22:41. Less than eighty minutes.

“Thought there was a problem in the city,” the other said.

“Handled,” Tall said. The word had a smile in it. “Driver’s ghost. The girl screams his name like a prayer, does not help her.”

The world narrowed until it was just the space between those syllables. The girl. His girl.

Jack palmed a stone and let himself have the picture for one heartbeat: Lena in a concrete room under bad light, face bruised, wrists bound, whispering his name into a stale-air dark. He folded the picture tight and set it on a shelf in his skull where it could burn without blinding him.

The men moved on, their conversation shrinking into wind. Jack waited until the fence stopped humming from their footfalls, then slid back to the cut and pushed his knife through to lift the bottom edge an inch. Enough for a hand, a tripwire check, a scent of what lay beyond—dust, oil, cold metal, ammonia. No wire. No cans. No bells.

He could go in now. He could take two, three, maybe five before the geometry turned against him and the towers stitched light into his body. He imagined it anyway, because imagining outcomes changes decisions: cut, crawl, shadow-walk along the fuel tank berm, plant a Claymore on the SUV, draw the patrol to the blast, slip the blind, find the door—

A touch of heat on his cheek. Not emotion. Light. He rolled an inch and saw the beam: a handheld sweeping the scrub from the tower, slower than before. They’d changed the rhythm. Someone up there had the predator’s itch—the sense that the night wasn’t empty.

Jack stayed stone. The beam slid across him and didn’t stick. He let a hundred count pass, then another fifty, until the patrol cadence felt honest again. He pulled back from the fence, closed his hinge, brushed sand over the scuffed dirt.

He retreated the long way, not the fast way, using every shadow like it charged a battery in him. Only when the floodlights were small behind him did he stand and breathe deep.

Back at the Charger, he slumped into the seat, shut his eyes, and itemized truth.

Truth one: Lena was here, or hours from being gone forever.

Truth two: he didn’t have enough hands, guns, or luck to take the fortress head-on and live.

Truth three: the police channel told him all he needed to know about help.

He reached for the dash, flipped open the hidden panel, and stared at the last two toys: a burner phone with three minutes left and a Claymore wrapped in a shop rag.

He dialed the burner’s only number.

It picked up on the first buzz. “Kane,” Detective Harris said, voice gravel and coffee. “You picking fights I can’t explain to my captain?”

“Don’t explain,” Jack said. “Listen. Raze is staging at the old airstrip. Midnight wheels up. Auction. You send uniforms, you send body bags. If you’ve got one clean unit left in the city, tell them to shut down the state road in and out. Not to storm. To watch. And if you put my name on any report, you’ll never hear my voice again.”

A sigh. Paper rustled. “You think I can pull that off?”

“I think you’re the only one who’ll try.”

Silence, then: “You going in alone?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll die.”

“Maybe,” Jack said. “But not before I find her.”

Harris’s voice lost its professional mask for a single sentence. “Be smarter than your anger, Kane.”

The line clicked dead.

Jack set the phone down and stared through the cracked windshield at the black wedge of sky. Rain ticked. His ribs felt like broken piano keys. His arm was gummy where blood had dried to cloth. He thought of Lena’s hand on his wrist in a thousand small moments—the way she tugged him back from the edge of crosswalks, the way she dragged him down aisles at the market, laughing at his habit of counting exits.

Anger wanted to floor it and crash the gate. Love wanted to bring her home breathing.

He opened the duffel, palmed the Claymore, and pictured a different geometry: not a war at the fence, but a cut in the machine. He could make the fortress look the wrong way for fifteen seconds. He could turn fifteen seconds into thirty. He could build a path through thirty into a door.

He slid the Claymore back, closed the bag, and gripped the wheel until the bones in his hands felt like tools instead of bones.

“Hold on,” he said to the empty cab. “I’m cutting the distance.”

He started the Charger, killed the lights, and rolled the car into the dark, the engine whispering a promise that felt like prayer.

He didn’t call the cops again. He didn’t call Rico. He didn’t call anyone.

He drove.
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Chapter Two: No Time for Cops 
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The Charger crept along the service road with its headlights dead, the rain-slick asphalt a ribbon of black glass. Jack drove by the sky’s faint glow and the way the fence lines blurred against it. Each gear shift was a whisper, each brake a feather-touch. He wasn’t sneaking past a neighborhood watch; he was orbiting a war zone.

The airstrip was alive with men and machines. From a mile out, Jack could see the floodlights sweeping arcs over the tarmac. White beams cut through mist, casting skeletal shadows of the hangars against the night. Trucks moved in slow convoys inside the fence, headlights strobing, tires hissing in water.

He cut the engine in a shallow depression where the road shoulder had eroded, letting the Charger roll until its tires sank in mud. He sat there in silence, watching.

Every part of him screamed to storm in and burn the place down. He could picture Lena chained inside a hangar, her hair damp from rain, her eyes wide with fear. Rage wanted immediacy. Rage wanted blood now.

But experience whispered louder: patience keeps you breathing.

He popped the glovebox, pulled out his monocular again, and braced his elbow against the wheel. Through the lens, the fortress resolved in detail.

Two SUVs idled at the main gate, their engines throbbing like war drums. Guards stood outside, weapons slung, rain dripping off their hoods. Beyond them, the runway stretched into mist, a line of glowing cones marking its length. A jet sat near the hangar, smaller than the one Jack expected—executive-sized, sleek, black paint gleaming under the lights. The kind you used to move bodies fast, not armies.

Patrols traced perfect loops around the perimeter. Every ninety seconds, they passed the east fence line. Every two minutes, the west. Their steps were mechanical, drilled. Raze’s men weren’t amateurs—they were soldiers who’d sold their discipline to the highest bidder.

Jack mapped the loops in his head, tracing invisible lines across the compound. Openings existed, but they were thin slices of time.

He pulled the Claymore from the duffel and set it on the seat. He hadn’t planned to use it this early, but if he wanted a gap, he’d need chaos.

A low hum buzzed overhead. Jack looked up through the rain-streaked windshield and caught the red blink of a drone moving across the sky. Not military—civilian frame, but modified with a camera and, likely, comms relay. It was part of the net. They weren’t just watching from towers; they were feeding a grid.

That complicated things.

Jack slid out of the Charger, pulling his jacket hood up, and crouched in the wet dirt. He slung the carbine across his chest and checked the sidearm at his hip. His ribs flared when he moved, pain hot under the vest. He ignored it.

He worked his way along the service road, keeping low, the sound of the rain masking his steps. The fence loomed ahead, razor wire glittering wet silver. He stopped five yards out, scanned. No movement nearby. No spotlight. Just the faint hum of the drone receding.

Jack slid forward, belly to mud, and reached the fence line. The patch he’d cut earlier tonight was twenty yards east. He worked back to it, careful not to leave tracks too close. He tested the hinge with his knife tip. Still pliable. Still quiet.

He slipped through, flattening himself into shadow on the inside. The compound smelled of kerosene and wet steel. Somewhere distant, a dog barked.

Jack froze.

The bark wasn’t random. It had rhythm—sharp, controlled. A handler’s command.

He scanned, eyes raking every shadow. At the far end of the fence line, a handler walked with a German Shepherd straining against its lead. Its ears pricked, nose testing the wind.

Jack eased deeper into shadow, lowering his breathing until his chest barely moved. The handler smoked, bored, but the dog wasn’t. The Shepherd’s nose lifted, scenting. Its head turned—toward him.

Jack had seconds.

He reached into his vest, pulled a strip of gauze, and rubbed it across the bloody groove on his arm where the round had grazed him. He tossed the bloodied gauze into the brush fifteen yards away, the opposite side of the wind.

The Shepherd froze, ears locking. It pulled hard, dragging its handler toward the scent. The man cursed in Russian, yanking the lead, but followed.

Jack slid the other way, using their distraction to move deeper.

He reached the fuel tank berm and pressed against the cold steel. The tanks hummed faintly—full. Perfect.

He unzipped the duffel and slid out the Claymore. He set it against the tank, angled outward, and ran the wire back to his hiding spot. He didn’t arm it yet, but the trap was there, waiting. If things went loud, he’d have a hammer.

Jack checked his watch. 23:07. Less than an hour before Raze moved.

He crept toward the hangars, moving from cover to cover. Crates, shadows, dead corners. He caught flashes of men inside: unloading cases, stacking them, shouting orders over the rain. Guns, by the shape of the crates. Ammo, maybe. Raze was stocking for a war.

Then he saw her.

For one second, he wasn’t sure if his eyes were tricking him. Through a sliver in the hangar door, a figure sat against the wall, wrists bound, hair damp and tangled. A guard stood nearby, rifle across his chest, posture lazy but alert.

Lena.

Jack’s chest tightened until he thought it would crack his ribs all over again. He forced himself to stay still, to breathe. To not rush.

She was alive. That was proof.

That was also leverage—for them, not for him.

He slid back into shadow before the guard’s gaze swept near. His fingers twitched against the carbine grip. He wanted to kill the man, drag her out, and burn the place behind them. But one dead guard would bring twenty more.

Not yet.

Jack crouched, rain dripping off his hood, and studied every inch of the hangar’s exterior. The roofline. The drainage pipes. The stack of crates by the door. The forklift parked nearby, keys in the ignition. All of it drew a map in his head.

He tapped the stock of his rifle against the ground once, quiet but certain.

“This isn’t over,” he whispered to the night.

Jack stayed low until the guard’s head dipped and the rifle’s weight relaxed. The night smelled like iron and rain and the thin oil of machines warmed by light. He slid along the hangar’s shadow, boots silent on wet concrete, until he reached the stacked crates. The forklift sat like an unmoved sentinel, keys still in the switch—temptation and opportunity in one cold lump of steel.

Inside the hangar, the swallow of sound changed. Men moved with purpose, voices clipped in a language that wasn’t theirs first. Crates clunked. Tape stretched. A metal cart squealed along in a slow rehearsal of logistics. The guard nearest Lena adjusted his boot, leaned his rifle on a crate, and checked his phone. He was bored and, crucially, predictable.

Jack checked his watch. Twenty minutes until the patrol pattern rewound to this sector. He had to be surgical. He didn’t want a firefight that would trade time for noise. He wanted a clean peel, a cut to the machine that would make them look where he wasn’t.

He moved like he’d taught himself to move—small with intent, weight distributed, hands ready for a thousand tiny tasks. He planted his palm on the forklift’s cold metal, thumb finding the starter. One circle, two, then he let the engine turn without cranking the intake too loud. The machine woke with a low cough, breath like an old animal. He eased it forward an inch and listened.

The bored guard glanced up.

Jack dropped the forklift into the shadow of an overhanging crate, cutting the angle between the guard’s phone light and the silent door. He killed the engine and used the momentary blind to slide through the door crack.

Inside, Lena’s wrists were raw where ropes had bitten into skin. Her head lifted when she heard the shift—a tiny movement, the way breath changes when you think you imagined something. Her eyes found the sliver he’d made, and for a second the whole hangar narrowed to that look. Hope and terror and a question: Did he find me?

Jack saw the guard’s boot inches away. He struck fast—a sweep to the ankle, a push to the knee. Muscle memory finished the set: choke, elbow, heel. The rifle clattered and landed mutely in a pool of reflected light.

Lena flinched when the guard went down, and her relief was obvious enough to make Jack’s throat ache. He knelt, sliding the knife free and whispering, “Stay low. I’m getting you out.” He cut the bindings clean and precise; his hands were steady despite the fight in his ribs.

She rubbed at her wrists, trying not to cry out as blood welled where the rope had been. “Jack?” Her voice was thin and hopeful, a fragile sound he wanted to bottle and keep.

“It’s me,” Jack said, not letting himself soften. “Move. Quiet.”

He pulled her to the shadows behind the crate stack and gave her the burner phone with the cracked screen he’d swapped into his vest. “When we get out, call this,” he said. “One ring and you run east to the service road. Don’t stop until you hit Route 9. There’ll be a beat up sedan at the overlook. Hide there.”

“How do you—” Lena started, but Jack cut her off with a look that was half-commandment, half-beg.

“No questions. Move.”

They eased through corridors of crates, feet silent, breathing controlled. The hangar had a service exit near the back—an old freight door that rolled on stiff bearings. Jack knew its lock routine; he’d timed dozens of these doors in his life, each hinge a map.

Outside, the rain had eased to a mist that clung to clothes. The air tasted metallic. Jack led Lena along the fuel berm where the Claymore sat in patient mimicry, wires taped and waiting. He couldn’t risk a blast in the middle of their exit, not with her on foot and him banged up. If the Claymore went off now, it answered the wrong problem.

They took the long way to the fence hinge. The night felt thinner here—only a few meters between their boots and open sky. Jack crouched at the hinge and worked the knife like a key, easing the cut a fraction further, careful to leave the repair job look like wear instead of work.

The fence gave soft as a secret. They slipped through into scrub, damp grass cold against their knees. Jack whispered for Lena to stay put as he melted back to the shadow of the hangar to pull a recon—counting men, mapping the pattern anew. He watched a guard lift his head and spit, checked his watch, and then push a radio at his side. Voices moved like a tide: Russian, clipped, planned.

There was a shift in the air then: the distinct mechanical whine that meant something with rotors was close. A helicopter? He tracked the sound and realized with a hit of anger that someone had called in aerial recon—either Raze wanted an extra net, or the buyers had their own eyes. The operation had depth now; it wasn’t simply muscle on the ground.

Jack moved fast. He took Lena’s hand and they navigated through rubble, past a forgotten maintenance trench, and toward the line where hangar lights bled into the dark like a low-grade dawn. He kept her face away from the flood so she wouldn’t stand out.

They had two options: take the service road that ran parallel to the fence and try to circle the compound on foot to a pickup point Jack could reach, or move fast across runway to the northern perimeter where a treeline might hide them from aerials. Both were dangerous: one risked patrols, the other risked open sightlines to towers and drones. Jack chose the risk that reduced numbers—open ground under an aerial is a problem, but open ground gives you speed.

He decided to run.

They crossed the first strip of tarmac with the practiced evenness of men used to physical discomfort. Lena’s breaths were small and tight. Her shoulder hit his as she stumbled; Jack tightened his arm around her like a harness.

Halfway to the northern treeline, a flashlight pinwheeled across the hangar mouth and slashed out toward them. Men shouted. Heads turned. A green tracer streaked past, close enough to smell it.

They ran. Jack pushed Lena and moved like a man with a tail. A UAV bead of light swept the sky and, for a second, their feet glowed under its eye. He could see the tiny shadow of the drone over them: that red pinpoint that meant everything could be seen and sent. He thought of a system operator at a desk watching a screen, someone who saw two dark shapes and typed in coordinates.

Jack changed tack. He cut for the maintenance pit and dove low into the shallow depression, dragging Lena with him. Bullets stitched the air above where their heads had been, peppering night with sound. He let the trench cradle them like a grave until the drone whirred away on a new vector, hungry for a different target.

“We’re slowing them,” Lena gasped, shaking. “Jack, how—”

“Shut up,” he said gently. “Save breath. Run only if I say. Don’t make noise. Don’t think.” He wiped mud from her cheek with an awkward, tender motion that almost broke him. He had to keep moving. Emotions were luxuries when someone’s life hinged on every heartbeat.

They crawled under a chain of cargo nets and cutlery of rebar; Jack kissed blood back into his lip with empty breath. He felt the euphoria creep in—loud, dangerous; survival-drug high layering over rage. He pushed it back. There would be time to howl later.

They reached the treeline, branches scraping, insects loud with the wet. They ducked into a hollow and the canopy swallowed them. Lena’s legs trembled so hard he thought she might collapse. He pulled a first-aid kit from his duffel and pressed a clean rag into her wrist where rope had drawn a line. He pressed gently, not because it stopped the wound but because the act was more human than a hundred firefights: it was repair.

“Can you walk?” he asked.

She nodded, though it took effort.

They moved through the trees like thieves and ghosts, keeping the underbrush from biting at their ankles. Jack kept scanning, safe in the space between adrenaline and calculation, looking for the light of a vehicle or a shadow that was wrong. The treeline gave them cover and, crucially, time.
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