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PROLOGUE

Sign up for Omari Noble's Mailing List

For those who know that the most dangerous stories are the ones that listen back. 

Author’s Note 

This book was born from a love of foggy airfields and the static hiss of a shortwave radio. It’s a love letter to a bygone era of espionage, not the digital, remote-controlled warfare of today, but the tactile, smoky world of mid-century shadow games.

I have always been captivated by the aesthetic of the Cold War, the sharp lines of a tailored trench coat, the gleam of a vintage Maserati on a wet cobblestone street, the weight of a forged passport in a breast pocket. I wanted to capture the sound of a solitary typewriter in a silent room, the visual of a coded message revealed by the steam of a breath on cold glass, and the palpable paranoia that the next corner held either an ally or a bullet. 

Jack Dane is my attempt to place a classic, world-weary agent into a plot that feels both timeless and terrifyingly modern. While the technology in his world is gloriously analog, microfilm, punch cards, magnetic reels, the threat he faces is a precursor to our own anxieties about artificial intelligence, predictive algorithms, and the erosion of free will. It’s the sleek, chrome-and-formica nightmare lurking just beneath the surface of a black-and-white film.

So, to everyone who shares a fondness for the glow of a vacuum tube, the intrigue of a dead drop, and the moral ambiguity of a world divided by ideology rather than bandwidth, this is for you. Pour yourself a neat scotch, turn down the lights, and let the whispers of the past pull you into the game. The tape is rolling.
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The Trabant’s engine coughed twice before dying, leaving Jack Dane with nothing but the hiss of cold wind along the street. He sat for a moment in the driver’s seat, his gloved fingers resting on the cracked steering wheel, watching the fog curl around the streetlamps like smoke from a cheap cigarette. A Maserati would have purred, sleek and arrogant, but here, on the wrong side of Berlin, flash was suicide. The Trabant was anonymity, a dull smudge on a gray canvas. Exactly what he needed. Exactly what he hated.

He stepped out, his soles crunching the crust of ice along the curb, and pulled his collar up against the frigid January air. The night smelled of wet stone, coal fires from basement stoves, and faint ozone from the tramlines overhead. Beyond the fog, an old Protestant church hunched in the dark, bombed half to ruin two decades earlier. One side of the roof had collapsed, leaving a jagged maw where stained glass once lived. A flicker of candlelight leaked from inside, pulsing faintly against the frost-streaked windows like a weak heart.

Jack moved quickly, not hurried, his steps careful on the slick pavement. Paranoia wasn’t a tick, it was survival. Every corner of East Berlin had ears. He passed a crumbling wall tagged with slogans in peeling white paint, slogans no one believed anymore, and slid through the warped oak door of the church.

Inside, the air was damp and heavy with mold. Broken pews lay scattered like bones across the nave. The organ pipes, blackened by soot, stood crooked, exhaling a low, eerie moan whenever the wind forced itself through cracks in the walls. Jack paused, letting his eyes adjust. Moonlight poured through a hole in the ceiling, striping the floor with pale bars. Somewhere above, a pigeon shifted in the rafters.

He checked his watch. The second hand ticked like a firing pin. Gregor was late.

That alone was enough to sour Jack’s stomach. Late meant compromised. Late meant someone else was watching.

He moved down the aisle, his shoes whispering against stone, and slid into the shadow of a broken pillar. From his coat he drew a thin roll of paper, cipher sheet, and tucked it beneath a loose stone at the altar. Protocol. Always leave a fallback, always burn your exit.

The door creaked.

Gregor stumbled in.

The man looked smaller than Jack remembered, his shoulders hunched, his wool coat streaked with rain and something darker. Blood. A thin ribbon of it trailed from beneath his collar, soaking into the scarf knotted at his throat. His face was pale, eyes darting like a hunted animal’s.

“You’re bleeding, Gregor,” Jack said softly, stepping from the shadow. His voice carried flat in the stone hall. “That your signature, or just nerves?”

Gregor flinched, pressing one hand to his chest as if to hold himself together. His German accent thickened every word. “They watch everything now. Not just the papers... the thinking, Jack. It watches the thinking.”

Jack scanned the nave again, slow. Empty, for now. But the echo in the place felt crowded, like ghosts waiting to lean in.

“Then let’s keep this short,” Jack muttered. “What have you got?”

Gregor’s trembling fingers dipped into his pocket and produced a battered matchbook. He pressed it into Jack’s palm, his hand clammy and shaking. Jack flipped it open with practiced ease. Inside, a strip of microfilm, so thin it was nearly invisible. He slid it into his cigarette case without hesitation.

“Formulas,” Gregor whispered, his words tumbling out. “Codes. They are not supposed to exist, but they do. Look at it, there, you will see.”

Jack frowned, lit a cigarette to mask the motion, and angled the microfilm against the flame. Tiny letters, numbers, fragments of equations. And one phrase, standing alone, burned into his mind like a scar:

MERKUR AKTIV.

Mercury Protocol.

Jack’s stomach tightened. He snapped the case shut. “You just signed my death warrant, Gregor.”

The sound came before the pain: the sharp crack of a rifle from above, echoing like thunder through the nave. Gregor jerked back, a blossom of red opening on his chest. He looked surprised, almost apologetic, before folding to the floor.

Jack dove for cover as shards of stone exploded from the pillar beside him. Another shot roared from the choir loft. He rolled behind the altar, yanked his pistol free, breath fogging in the cold.

Movement in his periphery.

A figure bolted from the shadows of the loft, a woman, coat belted tight, hair tied back beneath a wool cap. She moved like a phantom, quick and precise. A satchel bounced against her hip.

Jack’s pulse spiked. He knew her. Not by name, memory offered only fragments. A face glimpsed in Paris, maybe. A voice in Algiers. An ally once, or something close. But not tonight.

“You were not supposed to be here,” she hissed in clipped English as she vaulted the choir rail. Her accent cut clean, laced with French edges. “That wasn’t the arrangement.”

Then she was gone, darting down the stairwell into the crypt.

Jack swore under his breath and gave chase. His shoes slapped the damp stone steps, gun raised, the air tightening with every breath. The crypts below were a maze of ossuaries and half-collapsed passages, the walls lined with centuries-old skulls staring with hollow sockets. His flashlight beam carved frantic arcs across the bone-white rows.

Ahead, the woman’s footsteps echoed, then vanished.

A shot cracked, grazing his arm. Heat flared, blood soaking his sleeve. He stumbled, teeth gritted, but forced himself onward. The satchel. The woman. The Protocol.

He emerged into a side chamber, breath ragged, but she was gone. Only a half-open grate at the far end, leading into the night. He didn’t follow. Not with sirens rising aboveground, wailing through the fog.

Jack holstered his pistol and leaned against the wall, sucking in the cold damp air. His arm throbbed. He tore a strip from his coat lining and bound it quick, tight. Then he pulled the cipher sheet from beneath the stone, flicked his lighter, and watched the flame devour it until it was ash in his palm. No trace. No prints. No past.

Outside, the police sirens grew louder, lights strobing faintly through cracks in the ruined church walls. Jack slipped through the grate into a narrow alley, the fog wrapping around him like a shroud. He vanished, just another shadow among many, leaving only the echo of gunfire and Gregor’s blood cooling on the altar.

Above, the church bells tolled midnight, each note heavy as judgment.

Jack Dane was already a ghost.
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Rain slicked the pavement outside the consulate, turning the world into a smeared watercolor of gray glass and neon. Jack Dane adjusted the collar of his trench coat and walked past the Marine guards at the checkpoint, their rifles held a little too tight, their breath steaming in the cold. The flag above the gate sagged in the drizzle, limp and weary, as if it knew this patch of West Berlin was less a sanctuary than a stage.

The building itself loomed like a block of poured concrete, modernist, angular, sterile. Its windows glared with fluorescent light, reflecting the coils of barbed wire stretched across the perimeter. From the other side of the Wall, unseen eyes tracked everything. Jack felt them the way a man feels the prickle of static before a storm.

Inside, the air was close and dry, the smell of damp wool coats giving way to typewriter ink and disinfectant. Gray walls. Gray floors. Clocks that ticked too loudly. A junior officer at the reception desk blinked when he saw Jack, then quickly averted his eyes, as though looking too long might draw suspicion.

Jack walked past without slowing. He’d learned long ago that confidence was the best kind of clearance.

Wendell Ray’s office sat at the far end of the third floor, its frosted glass door etched with nothing but Station Chief. A fiction, a title, a placeholder for power without face.

Ray was waiting when Jack entered. The man hadn’t aged well, pale skin stretched thin across a bureaucrat’s jawline, hair combed with too much oil, tie knotted in a perfect Ivy League loop. The faint smell of pipe tobacco hung in the room, mixed with stale coffee. Behind his desk, maps were pinned with red strings that went nowhere. Theater, not strategy.

“Dane,” Ray said, gesturing to the chair opposite him. “You look like hell.”

Jack sat, uninvited. “Berlin tends to do that to people.”

Ray smiled without warmth. He slid a manila envelope across the desk, sealed and stamped. “You’ll find your itinerary inside. Non-stop to Dulles. From there, Langley. Wheels up at dawn.”

Jack didn’t touch the envelope. He leaned back instead, his voice flat. “You want me to go home, Ray. Just tell me whether it’s for a funeral or a promotion.”

Ray’s expression didn’t flicker. “Sometimes the best move is no move, Jack. Sometimes, a shadow knows when to lie still.”

Jack let the silence breathe, the fluorescent light buzzing overhead like a dying fly. He thought of Gregor’s blood on the altar, the word burned into the microfilm, MERKUR AKTIV, and the woman with the satchel who wasn’t supposed to be there.

“You’re not asking questions,” Jack said finally.

Ray folded his hands. “On the contrary. I’m preventing answers.”

The line hung in the air like smoke.

Jack stood. He left the envelope where it lay, unopened.

The comms room was a low-ceilinged space lit by green-shaded lamps, walls humming with teletype machines and encryption equipment. Jack found Curtis Taft hunched over a desk, wire-rimmed glasses sliding down his nose as he fed a reel of tape into a cipher box.

“Curt,” Jack said.

Taft jumped, nearly dropping the reel. His nervous laugh came too quick. “Jesus, Jack. Thought you were back across the wire.”

Jack shut the door behind him. The sound of rain drumming against the windows filled the silence. “I need to know something. That flight order, was it written today?”

Taft blinked, fiddled with his glasses. “Orders come down from upstairs. I just push the keys.”

“That wasn’t the question.” Jack stepped closer. “Was it written today?”

Taft’s hands froze over the machine. His lips moved as though searching for a safe answer, but nothing came. The silence lasted too long.

That was confirmation enough.

Jack clapped him once on the shoulder, not gently. “You didn’t say a word, Curtis. Not one.”

And then he was gone.

The records room smelled of dust and ink, file cabinets stretching in endless rows like mausoleum vaults. Jack moved quickly, methodical, his footsteps muffled against linoleum.

He pulled one dossier from the cabinet, classified, stamped, restricted. It disappeared into his coat pocket. Insurance.

Then he found his own file. Thin, unimpressive. A life reduced to clipped reports and black bars. He placed it in a metal trash bin, poured lighter fluid over the pages, and struck a match.

The flames curled hungrily, devouring the paper. His face glowed orange in the reflection of the window glass. Outside, the rain hammered down, washing the city clean. Inside, Jack burned himself away.

No more safety net. No more history.

By the time he reached the consulate lobby, the fire alarm had begun to chatter, a hollow wail swallowed by the building’s thick walls. Jack pulled a civilian trench coat from a hook, slipped it on, and walked past the guards without showing ID.

Nobody stopped him.

Outside, the rain had turned the streets into black mirrors, neon signs bleeding into the puddles. Jack lit a cigarette, the flame cupped against the drizzle, and started walking. The consulate shrank behind him, just another fortress of lies disguised as safety.

Across the Wall, East German spotlights swept the fog. Somewhere beyond them, the Mercury Protocol had already begun to move.

Jack Dane vanished into the Berlin night, a man unmade, his only allegiance now to survival.
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The rain had thinned to a drizzle by the time Jack reached the forgotten garage. It crouched beneath a derelict printing office, a place no one visited anymore except the rats and the ghosts of propaganda. The air was thick with oil and rust, every drip of water from the cracked ceiling landing like a ticking clock.

Jack descended the ramp slowly, his footsteps echoing in the cavernous dark. A single strip of daylight leaked through a vent from the street above, slicing across a tarp that shrouded something long and low, dust-heavy but unmistakable. He pulled the cover back in one motion, and the Maserati 3500 GT Vignale Spyder gleamed beneath it like a weapon drawn from a sheath.

Dark grey. Leather interior the color of dried blood. Chrome that winked despite years of hiding.

Jack ran his hand across the hood, the metal cool beneath his glove. “She still purrs like a saboteur in heels,” he murmured.

He slid inside. The leather creaked like an old saddle, welcoming him back. From the glovebox, he pulled a small revolver wrapped in cloth and a hollowed-out copy of Der Spiegel. Inside the magazine, two folded maps, a fake passport, and three crisp banknotes. A survival kit disguised as reading material.

He worked methodically. The engine, still beautiful beneath its scars, turned over with a cough, then roared, the sound bouncing off the garage walls like a vow. Jack let it idle, listening. Smooth. No betrayal in the pistons.

He unscrewed the
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