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      The cabin hadn’t changed. That was the first thing that bothered him.

      Gid stopped a little inside the tree line and looked at it the way you look at a room after a fight, searching for what had been moved, what had been broken, what someone had tried to put back where it belonged.

      The roofline still sagged a half-inch on the east side. The stovepipe leaned a degree off true. One shutter hung crooked, the hinge squealing faintly when the wind nudged it.

      There were no fresh tracks and no crushed brush. Cigarette butts were absent, as were tire marks. There was no sign of any bright mistakes.

      Still, he didn’t approach right away.

      He waited and counted breaths, letting the woods talk.

      He heard wind through the lodgepole pines. A bird somewhere high expressed irritation. Far off, the sound of water over stone. Everything was normal. Of course, all of it could be faked if someone knew what they were doing.

      He shifted the pack on his shoulders and took the long way around, circling wide, boots landing where needles were thick enough to swallow sound. He checked the deadfall near the creek first.

      The snare he’d left months ago was gone, so it had either been tripped by an animal or rusted through. He crouched and touched the wire. It was brittle, so old failure, not interference.

      Good.

      He moved up slope next, checking the line where the ground dipped and rose again. The tripwire was still slack between two rocks, untouched. He didn’t reset it but added it to his mental log.

      When he finally came in close, he didn’t go to the door. He checked the window.

      The glass was intact. No hairline fractures, no distortion from pressure. The surface allowed him to glimpse himself. He looked older than ever; his beard was heavier, and his eyes narrower. He chose not to dwell on that specific point.

      The lock went easily when he picked it, as it always did. The moment he set foot inside, his body went rigid.

      The cabin smelled right.

      Old wood. Cold ash. Oil. The faint metallic ghost of gun cleaner. No perfume and no detergent, and no human warmth that didn’t belong to him.

      He closed the door behind him without a sound and stood still long enough for the silence to rearrange itself around him.

      Nothing moved.

      He swept the room methodically. Eyes first, then hands. The chair was where he’d left it, one leg shorter than the others.

      The table bore the same burn mark near the edge from a pan he’d set down too hot, too fast. The floorboards creaked in the same places. Predictable failures. Honest ones.

      He crossed to the back wall and ran his fingers along the shelf. His tin of nails was still there. The coffee grinder. The radio, powered off, antenna folded down, exactly as he’d left it.

      That gave him a flicker of something like relief.

      He set his pack down, unsoldered the rifle, and leaned it against the wall within arm’s reach. Then he went to work.

      There was no rush to unpack right away. First, he fixed the loose shutter. He found the hinge screws in the coffee tin, selected two that matched by feel rather than sight, and drove them in slow, steady turns. The wood complained, then settled. The squeal stopped.

      Next was the stovepipe. He braced it with a scrap of metal he’d cut months ago and never used. The angle corrected. Smoke would draw better now.

      Only then did he make coffee.

      He filled the kettle from the pump outside, listening as the handle groaned and water slapped into the bucket. The sky was thinning toward afternoon; clouds stretched flat and pale. He caught himself scanning the ridgeline again and forced his gaze back down.

      Inside, he set the kettle on the stove and struck a match. The flame bloomed, sulfur-sharp in his nose. He watched it catch, watched the blue settle in.

      While the water heated, he moved through the cabin again, slower this time. Less about threats, more about memory. The cot in the corner with the blanket folded tight. The old scar in the wall where a round had gone through years back, his own fault. He’d patched it but never sanded it smooth. It was a reminder.

      He poured the coffee grounds by measure, not because it mattered, but because routines kept his hands honest.

      When the kettle screamed, he didn’t jump.

      He poured, waited, and pressed. The smell filled the room, grounding and bitter. He took the first sip standing up, scorched his tongue, but he welcomed it.

      Only then did he sit.

      The chair creaked under him. He rested his forearms on his thighs and stared at the far wall, letting his mind run where it wanted.

      It went to Chess. Whenever things got quiet lately, it always did.

      He saw her the way she looked the last time: composed, eyes sharp, already halfway gone even while she was still standing in front of him. He wondered, not for the first time, if handing her off to Caleb had been the right call. Safe, yes. Clean, maybe, but Chess didn’t belong in anyone else’s orbit. He had a feeling that she never had.

      He rolled the thought away before it could cut deeper, washed the mug after downing the coffee, then set it upside down to dry.

      Then, because stillness was a lie, he went through it again, that time stepping outside with the radio.

      The air felt heavier than it should have been. Not storm-heavy, but… dense. He raised the antenna and powered the unit on.

      Static bloomed instantly.

      Too much of it.

      He frowned, then adjusted the dial. The noise thinned, then surged again. He turned through bands that should’ve been empty this far out. Emergency. Civil. Amateur. All of them carried the same hiss, layered and uneven, like someone breathing through clenched teeth.

      He paused.

      Listened.

      There it was, right at the edge. A hitch in the noise. It wasn’t complete silence, and it wasn’t a signal. It was a brief drop, patterned enough that his brain snagged on it before he could stop it.

      He turned the dial back.

      The hitch came again.

      Same spacing. Same duration.

      Gid remained completely motionless, not budging an inch from his spot.

      He lowered the radio and looked out across the trees. Nothing visible. He saw no power towers or lines. There was no reason for interference this deep, this far removed.

      He brought the radio back up, adjusted the antenna length by a fraction.

      The static changed.

      The hitch didn’t.

      His teeth ground once, hard. He switched the radio off and waited.

      The woods rushed back in, filling the space the noise had occupied. Birdcall. Wind. Water.

      Normal.

      He turned the radio on again.

      The static returned immediately, as if it had been waiting.

      Gid went still again, and adjusted nothing. Instead, he listened, counting the gaps between the hitches.

      One, two, three.

      Same.

      He powered the unit down slowly and folded the antenna.

      For a long moment, he stood there with the dead radio in his hands, eyes on the tree line, body already shifting into a readiness he hadn’t intended to need again.

      The cabin was supposed to be quiet.

      He went inside, set the radio on the table, and reached for his notebook.

      Outside, the wind picked up, not enough to matter, but enough to make the shutter he’d fixed knock once, softly, like a test.

      He didn’t look at it. He jotted down the time instead.

      The hair along the back of his neck lifted in a slow, deliberate way, like his body had reached a conclusion before his mind caught up. It wasn’t full wakefulness, but a state that hovered just short of complete alertness.

      Whatever that signal was, it wasn’t passing through; it was waiting, patient enough to sit in the air until something breathed wrong around it.

      He realized, with a faint edge of surprise, that he hadn’t thought about Chess in the last few minutes, and the absence of that ache unsettled him more than the static had. It meant something had overridden it.

      He stood there, notebook open, pen hovering uselessly above the page, and felt the cabin contract around him tighter, like a space that had kept secrets.

      Somewhere, something had reached out and brushed against the quiet he’d been standing in, and it hadn’t found him by accident.

      He put down his notebook and picked up the radio, still listening for whatever had woken up.

      Walking away from it then would mean pretending he hadn’t heard it at all.
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      He moved the chair first instead of reaching for the radio right away.

      It scraped softly across the floor as he dragged it closer to the table, the sound too loud in the cabin’s tight quiet.

      He adjusted its angle by inches until he could see the door, the window, and the back wall without turning his head. Old habit. Muscle memory. He sat, tested the sight lines, nudged the chair again.

      Only then did he pick up the radio.

      It was heavier than it looked, scuffed metal casing cool against his palm. He rolled it once, checking seams, battery housing, and antenna joint. No tampering. No hairline splits. He popped the back and inspected the batteries - fresh enough. He’d replaced them the last time he’d been here, back when the idea of last times had meant nothing.

      He set the radio down and reached for his phone.

      No bars.

      That wasn’t new. He had expected none. Still, he powered it fully down, then brought it back up, watching the screen as if impatience alone might coax something into existence. The display blinked, searched, then failed. He switched airplane mode on and off once. Twice.

      Nothing.

      He turned the phone face down on the table, not because it mattered, but because looking at it irritated him.

      The radio came back into his hands.

      He powered it on again, volume low this time, the hiss immediately present. It was insistent, layered. He turned the dial slowly, fingertips light, listening for the way the sound shifted. Most people thought static was static. Gid knew better. Static had texture. It breathed, and it leaned. This one leaned wrongly.

      He passed through the amateur band first. Voices sometimes bled through up, mostly truckers who liked to hear themselves talk, bouncing words off the ionosphere like they were throwing rocks into the dark. Tonight there were none. There was a specific noise, punctuated by that same brief drop, the hitch he’d caught earlier.

      He stopped turning.

      Waited.

      It came again.

      His eyes flicked to the window without him meaning them to. Nothing beyond it but trees and sky, both dimming toward evening.

      He turned the dial back a fraction.

      The hitch followed.

      He didn’t smile or frown, but the certainty of it settled in. No way was it random.

      Reaching into his pack, and pulled out a second radio, one smaller and less forgiving. He set it on the table beside the first and powered that one up.

      First, static. A different pitch, but the same interruption.

      The muscles in his jaw visibly tensed up.

      He adjusted the antenna lengths independently, shortening one and extending the other. The static shifted character on both units; thinner here, harsher there, but the drop remained consistent. Same spacing and duration. Like a fingerprint.

      Gid leaned back slightly, letting the chair take his weight, and closed his eyes.

      He counted.

      Not seconds. Gaps.

      The pattern wasn’t clean. It wasn’t machine-perfect. That was what bothered him most. Whoever, or whatever, designed this had accounted for drift, for noise, for the messiness of the real world. The drop slid enough to look accidental if you weren’t listening for it, just enough to hide.

      He opened his eyes and reached for the notebook again and logged the time. Frequency range. Environmental conditions. He wrote small, tight, economical sentences without speculation, just facts. One could trust the facts.

      The notebook remained open after he had finished writing the first entry; then he crossed over to the shelf.

      The emergency radio sat at the far end, wrapped in canvas. He unrolled it carefully, like it might startle if handled wrong. This radio was built for storms and floods, designed to receive voices shouting coordinates and damage reports into the void. It had a crank, a solar strip, and a backup battery he rotated religiously.

      He cranked it twice, slow and steady, then powered it on.

      The emergency band crackled to life.

      He heard the static again.

      Then, there it was.

      The same brief absence. The same wrong quiet.

      Gid felt it then, not fear, exactly, but a pressure between his shoulder blades, like a hand that hadn’t decided whether to push or pull. His scalp prickled. The sensation crept up his neck, raising the fine hairs there, and he let it happen without reacting. Reaction came later. This was data.

      He moved closer to the table, bending over the radios, eyes scanning the dials as if the answer might be printed there if he looked hard enough.

      Three devices.

      Three bands.

      One interruption.

      “Listening,” he murmured, the word barely sounding.

      The idea lodged and wouldn’t dislodge.

      Broadcasts announced themselves. They wanted to be found. Even covert ones left ripples, bleed-through, harmonics, a footprint you could chase if you knew how. This wasn’t that. This was something else. A system designed to sit dormant until something brushed against it the wrong way.

      Until someone listened too closely.

      He straightened and stepped away from the table, widening the space between himself and the radios, as if proximity alone might matter. He walked slower within the cabin, eyes tracking corners, shadows, the ceiling beam above the door.

      He stopped near the window and looked out.

      The light had gone flatter; the sky stretched thin and pale like old paper. The trees stood unmoving, patient. He’d always liked that about this place. It didn’t rush, nor did it demand.

      Tonight, it felt like an audience.

      He thought of Chess then, sudden and sharp, the way certain realizations arrived when you stopped trying to outrun them. Not longing, never that, but the heaviness of unfinished work settling into place.

      She had been one of the few people who could watch him without him noticing, who could read the gaps in what he said and the silences he left unguarded.

      He’d known, even then, that she was holding back, that whatever she’d come looking for had only been partially named.

      Handing her off to Caleb had felt like a resolution then. Safe channel. NGO cover. Someone with credentials and a clean boundary. The longer the quiet stretched, however, the more that decision felt less like strategy and more like convenience.

      How long had it been? Weeks, maybe more. Time had folded in on itself after Caleb had offered his help, days stacking without markers, nights dissolving into the same narrow band of dark.

      The last message she’d sent replayed in his mind: clipped, encrypted, stripped of anything unnecessary. All edges. No softness. He’d told himself that was good. Clean breaks kept people alive, and Chess understood that better than most.

      Still, standing there now with the radios hissing behind him, he understood something he hadn’t let himself articulate before. His thoughts of her hadn’t faded because the questions had been answered.

      They’d receded because something else had displaced them, something that carried the same wrongness, the same sense of a system moving out of sight.

      Caleb worked in humanitarian corridors, crisis response, and missing persons. A single absence hadn’t haunted Chess. She’d been circling something structural, something that didn’t end when a name was found. He remembered her saying “they” took something from her. He wondered who they were. Maybe he’d read it all wrong.

      Gid felt the weight of that misread settle into his chest, cold and precise. If he’d handed her off too early, if he’d mistaken escalation for safety, then whatever was listening out there hadn’t been the first thing he’d failed to follow to its source.

      That startled him more than the static.

      He crossed back to the table and reached for the phone again.

      Still no signal.

      He opened the diagnostics anyway, scrolling through screens most people didn’t know existed. Sensor checks. Background activity. Nothing unexpected. No unexplained drain. No phantom processes.

      He set the phone down and picked up the notebook.

      Another entry.

      He noted the repetition interval more precisely this time, sketching it out in short vertical marks, each representing the drop. The pattern emerged slowly, imperfect but undeniable. He stared at it, then turned the page and wrote it again from scratch.

      Same result.

      A memory stirred.

      Unwelcome.

      He saw a different room years back; no windows, concrete walls painted a color meant to calm. A speaker mounted high, emitting a tone just below conscious awareness. Men sitting still, eyes unfocused, hands slack in their laps. The way the sound dipped out, just for a breath, and how everyone in the room inhaled at the same time without knowing why.

      Gid shut the notebook harder than necessary.

      That was different, he told himself. That had been human. Crude. This was… refined.

      Which made it worse.

      He reached for the emergency radio again and turned the volume up.

      The static filled the cabin, aggressive now, pressing into corners. He let it run, standing there, eyes closed, body cataloging the sound the way it cataloged threats. The drop came and went. Came and went.

      Listening.

      He opened his eyes and scanned the room as if expecting to catch something moving that hadn’t been there before.

      Nothing.

      He powered the radio down, and the sudden silence rang louder than the noise had.

      Outside, a bird took off from a nearby branch, wings beating hard, startled by nothing he could see. The sound made his shoulders tense despite himself.

      He drew a deep breath and stayed there, in the space, until his chest stopped tightening.

      “You’re here,” he said, not to the woods, not to the cabin, but to the idea that had taken shape in his mind. “So what?”

      No answer.

      He didn’t expect one.

      He packed the radios away one by one, not because he was done, but because spacing mattered. There was a need to see if the absence followed him, if the pattern clung.

      He left the first unit on the table, powered off but present. The second went back into his pack. The emergency radio he returned to the shelf.

      Then he sat again and waited. Minutes passed, and the cabin settled eventually. Wood cooled. The day slid toward evening.

      He had to be sure, so he reached for the radio on the table again and powered it on.

      The static returned instantly.

      So did the drop.

      His mouth flattened into something that wasn’t quite a smile.

      He logged again. Time stamp. Conditions are unchanged.

      His unease deepened, not spiking, not flaring, but spreading, like dye in water. This wasn’t a fluke, he surmised. It wasn’t weather. No, it wasn’t atmospheric noise playing tricks.

      It was a system behaving exactly as designed.

      The thought of Chess came back then, unbidden but altered. Not the ache, not the question of whether she was safe. Something colder. The knowledge that if she were here, she’d already be mapping this, pulling it apart with quiet intensity, eyes lit with the thrill she never admitted to feeling.

      He missed that even though they’d have few interactions.

      The realization sat heavy.

      He closed the notebook and rested his hands flat on the table, feeling the grain of the wood under his palms. He grounded himself in it, the solidness, the reality of something he could touch and trust.

      Then he opened the notebook again and wrote one last line beneath the others.

      ANOMALY CONSISTENT. ORIGIN UNKNOWN. INTENT UNCLEAR.

      He paused, pen hovering.

      Added one more word at the end.

      ACTIVE.

      When he finished, he tore the page out, folded it once, and slipped it into his pocket. The notebook went back into his pack. Some things you didn’t leave lying around, even when you were alone.

      Especially when you were alone.

      He stood, checked the rifle, and moved to the door.

      Outside, the air felt the same as it had earlier. No charge. No warning. Just forest and sky and the long reach of quiet.

      Gid stepped onto the porch and looked out across the trees again, listening with more than his ears now, aware of how thin the line was between observation and invitation.

      Whatever was out there hadn’t spoken because it hadn’t needed to.

      It had already confirmed he was listening, and that meant, whether or not he liked it, it was far from over.
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      He hadn’t meant to loop her in. That had been the problem. Sometime after dark, after the cabin had settled and the radios had confirmed the same wrongness for the fourth time, he’d powered up the satellite unit and sent a narrow packet into the quiet, with no greeting, no context, nothing but raw data.

      Frequencies. Time stamps. The spacing of the dropouts sketched in shorthand only she would bother decoding. He’d justified it the same way he justified most careful risks: Chess understood systems the way other people understood faces, and whatever was breathing in his air wasn’t going to announce itself twice.

      He’d shut the unit down immediately after, convinced it would sit unanswered, another loose end filed under unfinished. He hadn’t expected her to break silence over it. He especially hadn’t expected her to do it this fast.

      Gid woke before dawn with the sense that something had already happened.

      There was no sound or movement, only the quiet rearranged in a way his body registered before his mind could justify it. He lay still on the cot, eyes open, breathing shallow, listening past the cabin’s familiar creaks and ticks for anything that didn’t belong.

      Nothing announced itself. He waited anyway.

      When the light crept in through the window, pale and flat, he sat up and swung his feet to the floor. The boards were cold. He welcomed it. Cold sharpened edges.

      He dressed without thinking about it: layers chosen by feel, not sight, and stepped outside with a freshly made mug of coffee steaming in his hand. The air was brittle with early frost, the ground crunching faintly under his boots. He scanned the lines out of habit, then again because habit wasn’t enough anymore.

      The radios were still on the table where he’d left them, but he didn’t touch them yet.

      He moved instead to the edge of the clearing and stood there, coffee forgotten, watching the way the fog hung low in the dips between the trees. It didn’t move much. It merely clung, waiting for warmth that hadn’t arrived yet.

      Listening, he thought.

      The word had settled into him overnight, lodged somewhere behind his ribs.

      He went back inside and checked the phone.

      Still no signal.

      He didn’t expect one, but he checked anyway, thumb swiping through screens, eyes cataloging battery draw, background activity. Everything clean. Too clean. It was unsettling.

      He set the phone down and reached for the satellite unit.

      This one he kept powered down unless he needed it. It wasn’t paranoia. It was respect. Tools like this worked best when they weren’t habitual.

      He powered it up.

      The boot sequence crawled by. He watched the indicator lights blink through their pattern, his jaw tightening with each second that passed without incident. When the connection finally established, it did so quietly, efficiently.

      No alarms. No incoming alerts.

      He almost powered it down again.

      Then the screen flickered.

      Once. He froze.

      The flicker wasn’t dramatic, just a brief dip in brightness, one that most people wouldn’t notice, or would blame on cheap hardware. Gid leaned closer, eyes narrowing, pulse ticking up a fraction.

      A line of text appeared.

      Encrypted. No header. No routing data he could see without digging deeper.

      He was staring at a string of characters that meant nothing to anyone else, but he recognized it instantly.

      Chess.

      He didn’t touch the screen.

      He stared at it, the way you stare at something you’ve been expecting without admitting you were waiting for it. The cabin felt smaller suddenly, the air thicker. The radios on the table hissed softly, as if offended at being ignored.

      He picked up the satellite unit and carried it to the table, setting it down with care. He didn’t sit, but stood over it, hands braced on the wood, shoulders squared, like posture alone might control what came next.

      He didn’t open the message yet.

      The world hadn’t shifted to accommodate this moment, and that felt wrong. Messages like that didn’t arrive without consequence. They were ripples. Signals of their own.

      He keyed the decrypt.

      The text resolved line by line, bare and efficient.

      Still breathing.

      Found something.

      Matches the interference you described last time.

      Legacy architecture. I’ve seen this before.

      Do you still have Pike’s contact?

      That was it.

      Gid stared at the screen a beat longer than necessary.

      Where? he typed.

      The reply came slower this time. Not hesitation exactly, more like revision.

      Old work, Chess sent back. Buried. I didn’t think it survived this intact.

      Gid frowned. Yours?

      A pause that was long enough to register.

      Not mine, she replied, but close enough to recognize the mistakes.

      Then, before he could press it:

      “I need Pike. If this is active, we don’t have time to argue provenance.”

      Gid let his eyes move over the words again, slower this time, parsing not just what was there, but what wasn’t.

      Still breathing.

      Not I’m okay, only confirmation of continued function.

      Found something.

      No qualifiers. No scale. That could mean a single line of code or an entire buried system.

      Matches the interference you described.

      Legacy architecture.

      That phrase landed with weight.

      It wasn’t something you said lightly. Legacy systems were ghosts by definition, old frameworks kept alive because ripping them out would expose too much, cost too much, implicate too many people who’d rather stay buried. They were brittle, dangerous, and usually wrapped in layers of deniability.

      I’ve seen this before, she said. He believed her.

      Do you still have Pike’s contact?

      There it was.

      The hinge.

      Gid straightened and took a step back from the table, as if distance might make the question less loaded. Pike wasn’t just a name. He was a fault line. Every interaction with him shifted something that didn’t always settle cleanly afterward.

      Chess knew that.

      Which meant whatever she’d found wasn’t academic. It wasn’t curiosity-driven. It was serious enough to justify reopening channels that were supposed to stay dormant.

      Gid turned away from the table and paced the length of the cabin once, then again. His boots thudded softly against the floorboards, the rhythm grounding. He stopped near the window and looked out, eyes unfocused, mind racing ahead without permission.

      She’d been quiet for too long.

      That wasn’t an accusation. It was an observation. Chess didn’t disappear unless she was following something that demanded her full attention. When she went dark, she’d told him, it wasn’t to be dramatic. It was because light drew fire.

      Caleb had been the compromise. NGO credentials. Plausible travel. A network that could move her through borders and data silos without raising flags. At the time, it had felt like the right call. Now, reading her message, Gid felt the shape of that decision shift under scrutiny.

      Legacy architecture.

      Pike.

      The signal in the air that wasn’t broadcasting.

      A pattern emerged whether he wanted it to or not.

      He went back to the table and sat, finally, the chair creaking under his weight. He rested his forearms on the wood and stared at the message again.

      He didn’t reply.

      Not yet.

      Instead, he pulled the notebook from his pack and flipped to a fresh page. He wrote the date. The time. The fact of the message’s arrival. He copied the text exactly, character for character, then circled legacy architecture twice.

      His pen paused.

      He added a note in the margin.

      Chess never escalates without cause.

      That was as close as he came to reassurance.

      He closed the notebook and reached for the radios.

      He powered up the first unit and let the static fill the room. The drop came, right on schedule. He turned the dial slowly, listening for drift.

      Nothing changed.

      He switched to the second radio. Same result.

      Emergency band. Same.

      He shut them all down and sat in the sudden quiet, the message from Chess glowing faintly on the satellite unit beside him.

      The cabin felt like it was holding its breath.

      He thought of the first time he’d met Chess, not the details, not the circumstances, but the impression she’d left. The way she’d watched him without appearing to.

      The way she’d asked questions that didn’t sound like questions at all. He’d clocked her as dangerous within minutes, not because she was reckless, but because she was on point.

      She hadn’t come looking for him then. She’d come looking past him.

      That memory sharpened now, recast by the words on the screen.

      Still breathing.

      Found something.

      The radios had gone quiet, but the signal hadn’t. It had simply confirmed itself, patiently, like it knew time was on its side.

      Gid picked up the satellite unit and turned it in his hands, checking the casing, the antenna, the seals. No interference. No signs of compromise. Chess’s encryption was clean. Personal. Layered in ways only she used.

      Which meant she wanted him, not just his access.

      The request about Pike wasn’t incidental. It was the point.

      He set the unit down again and stood, restless energy coiling tight in his chest. He crossed to the shelf and pulled down the emergency radio, then stopped, hand hovering.

      He didn’t need it.

      What he needed was a decision.

      He thought of Pike’s voice the last time they’d communicated, measured, amused, always three steps ahead of whatever he admitted to. He thought of the favors traded, the lines blurred, the things left unsaid because saying them would have made them real.

      Do you still have Pike’s contact?

      Yes.

      Of course he did.

      The question wasn’t whether he could reply.

      It was whether he should.

      He went back to the table and sat again, forcing himself into stillness. He reread Chess’s message one more time, letting each line settle.

      She hadn’t asked how he was, nor had she explained what she’d found.

      She hadn’t even justified the silence, only reestablished contact and pointed at the part of the map that mattered. Gid knew that move. Chess did it when the personal and the technical overlapped, when acknowledging one would compromise the other.

      That was Chess.

      Gid felt a flicker of something that might have been relief, quickly overridden by something colder and more accurate.

      If she’d found legacy architecture tied to the signal, then this wasn’t an anomaly. It was a resurrection. Someone had dusted off an old framework and taught it new tricks, and Chess had walked straight into it.

      He reached for the phone out of reflex, then stopped. This wasn’t a conversation for half-measures. Whatever reply he sent would be logged somewhere, eventually. Patterns noticed. Lines drawn.

      He needed to be deliberate.

      He opened a secure channel, layered encryption over encryption, routing through paths he trusted because he’d broken them himself once and knew where the weaknesses lay.

      The cursor blinked.

      Waiting.

      Gid’s fingers hovered over the keys.

      He thought of Caleb again, not with resentment, but with recalculation. NGO or not, that world brushed up against governments and contractors in ways that made clean separation impossible.

      If Chess’s investigation had crossed into that territory, then the signal might not just be listening. It might be recruiting.

      He typed three words.

      Stopped.

      Deleted them.

      He then started again.

      I have it.

      Say what you saw.

      He stared at the reply, then shook his head and erased it.

      Too direct. Too exposed.

      He leaned back, eyes closing briefly, and let himself feel the weight of the moment, not emotionally, but strategically. Chess had broken silence for a reason. She wouldn’t have done it unless the risk of staying quiet outweighed the risk of reaching out.

      That told him everything he needed to know.

      He typed again.

      Yes.

      You sound concerned.

      He considered adding more.

      Didn’t.

      He sent it.

      The message left the device without ceremony. No confirmation ping. No reassurance, only absence where it had been.

      Gid sat there for a long moment afterward, listening to the cabin settle around him. The radios remained off. The air felt charged anyway.

      He reached for the notebook and wrote one more line beneath the previous entries.

      CHESS CONFIRMED SIGNAL LINK.

      He paused, then added:

      LEGACY SYSTEM. UNKNOWN STATUS.

      He closed the notebook and slipped it back into his pack.

      Outside, the day had fully broken now. Light filtered through the trees, bright and indifferent. Birds moved in short, sharp bursts. The world went on, unconcerned with the fact that something old had started breathing again.

      Gid stood and checked his rifle out of habit, then his sidearm. Everything where it should be. Everything ready.

      The satellite unit chimed softly.

      He turned back to the table, pulse steady, and picked it up.

      Chess’s reply was already there and shorter this time.

      More dangerous.

      Concerned enough to break pattern.

      This thing isn’t dormant.

      It’s waiting.

      Gid closed his eyes.

      The signal in the air. The pattern in the noise. The legacy architecture Chess had seen before. Pike’s name hovering at the edge of it all like a shadow that refused to detach from its source.

      It came together for him then, not as a revelation but as
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