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Chapter One: Ghosts in the Sand
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Syrian Desert – 0200 Hours – Operation Silent Night

The mission began in the early hours, while the guards were supposed to be sleeping.

The desert heat was suffocating—even under pale moonlight. The day’s furnace had soaked into the stone and now bled back out of it, so that the night air pressed against Lieutenant Jimmy Toland’s face like a damp towel. Sand whipped across the battered remains of the insurgent compound, hissing against cinderblock and rusted sheet metal, and the shadows of the courtyard crawled like spiders hunting web-trapped prey.

Jimmy pressed his back against crumbling concrete and scanned the courtyard through his NVGs. He turned his head slowly, deliberately, watching for movement in the green-tinted world. A goat pen with no goats. A water tank stitched with old bullet holes. A pickup truck on blocks, its windshield starred and gray. Laundry hung on a line between two posts, shirts stirring in the wind like men who had been hanged and forgotten.

Nothing moved that shouldn’t.

That was what bothered him.

Twelve hours earlier, in a plywood briefing room at a forward operating base whose name officially did not exist, an intelligence officer had laid out the target with the confidence of a man reading a menu. Four aid workers—two Canadians, a Norwegian, and a local doctor—held in the eastern outbuilding. Six to eight guards. Light weapons. Sentries rotating on the hour. The guards would be sleeping off a wedding feast in the next village; the timing was perfect. Get in, get the hostages, get out before the call to prayer.

Operation Silent Night.

Jimmy had asked where the intel came from. The officer had smiled and said it was solid.

Solid intel didn’t come with that smile.

“Omega Six, Alpha.” Staff Sergeant Ray Castellano’s voice was a low rasp in his earpiece. “Target Compound Alpha secured. No sign of hostages. Repeat, eastern outbuilding is empty. Bedding’s still warm, though.”

“Copy,” Jimmy whispered.

A second voice, younger, tighter. Sergeant Tommy Fiske. “Six, Bravo. Bravo is cold. Looks like intel was a ghost trail. Nobody home but the flies.”

Warm bedding. No hostages. No guards. A compound that should have held a dozen people and held none.

Jimmy clicked his comms. “Hold perimeter. Echo Team, breach southwest corridor. Eyes sharp—we’re not alone.”

“Echo copies,” came Sergeant Luis Barragán’s calm reply. “Moving.”

Jimmy shifted his weight and watched Echo’s four infrared strobes slide along the southwest wall—Barragán on point, then Corporal Danny Simmons, then Doc Wendt with his aid bag, then Haskell bringing up the rear. Simmons was the youngest man on the team, twenty-three years old, a kid from Lubbock with a laugh like a busted muffler and a habit of humming country songs under his breath when he was nervous. Jimmy had told him three times to cut it out on comms. Simmons had stopped humming out loud and started tapping the rhythm on his rifle stock instead.

He was tapping now. Jimmy could see the faint motion of his fingers.

The southwest corridor was a narrow alley between two buildings, roofed over with corrugated tin. A natural funnel. Jimmy had flagged it in planning. He’d also flagged the second-story window above it, the one with the blanket hung across it instead of glass.

The blanket moved.

Not with the wind. The wind was coming from the north.

“Echo, hold—”

Suddenly, a rocket-propelled grenade screamed across the compound.

It came from the rooftop of the north building, a streak of white fire that Jimmy’s NVGs turned into a blazing comet. It slammed into the tin roof over the alley.

Explosion. Dust. Chaos.

The world flared white, then dark, then white again as his goggles struggled to adjust. Corrugated metal peeled upward like the lid of a can. The concussion punched through Jimmy’s chest and rattled his teeth. Then the gunfire started, from everywhere at once—the north roof, the blanketed window, a trench line beyond the eastern wall that had not been on any satellite photo. Muzzle flashes stuttered in the dark like a string of firecrackers.

Not six to eight guards. Thirty. Maybe more.

Not asleep. Waiting.

“Contact north! Contact east!” Castellano bellowed. “We got a trench line, L.T.!”

Jimmy was already moving.

He sprinted through gunfire, low and fast, angling for the dead space beneath the water tank. Rounds cracked past him close enough that he felt the air split. A tracer skipped off the concrete at his feet and spun away in a red arc. Three silhouettes rose from behind the pickup truck, AKs leveled.

Pop pop pop—his suppressed rifle coughed three times, precise as a sewing machine, and the three hostiles dropped.

He vaulted a sandbag wall and slammed into cover, breathing hard, his heart drumming against his body armor.

“Bravo, displace to the water tank, cover the east wall! Alpha, suppress that roof! I want that RPG gunner dead before he reloads!”

“Moving!”

“On it!”

The north rooftop erupted under Alpha’s fire. Chips of concrete sprayed off the parapet. A figure rose with a second rocket on his shoulder, and Castellano’s designated marksman, a lanky Montanan named Price, put a round through him before he could aim it. The rocket tube clattered down the side of the building and landed in the courtyard, unfired.

“Echo, report!”

Static. A grinding hiss. Then Barragán’s voice, strained, almost unrecognizable.

“We’re taking fire, L.T.! Simmons is hit—bad! We’re pinned in the alley. Doc’s on him. Roof came down on us—I can’t move him without cover!”

Jimmy’s jaw clenched so hard his molars ached.

That wasn’t the plan. They weren’t supposed to walk into a killbox. This op reeked of a setup. Bad intel. The warm bedding. The empty building. Somebody had known exactly when Omega Force was coming, and from which direction, and had built a funnel to catch them in.

And worse—something felt... off.

He couldn’t name it. The hair on his arms was standing up beneath his sleeves. The air tasted like a struck match. His NVGs had developed a faint shimmer at the edges, as though he were looking through heat haze.

He shoved the feeling away. Simmons was bleeding in an alley. Everything else could wait.

“Castellano, I’m going for Echo. Give me smoke on the north side and everything you’ve got on that window.”

“L.T., that’s a hundred feet of open ground—”

“Then make it a short hundred feet. Smoke out!”

Two canisters arced over the courtyard and burst into thick gray clouds. Alpha’s guns hammered the blanketed window until the blanket shredded and fell away. Jimmy came over the sandbags and ran.

Fifty feet. A burst stitched the dirt beside him. He returned fire on the move, two rounds into the trench line, and kept going.

Seventy feet. He could see Echo now through the thinning smoke—Barragán crouched behind a fallen sheet of tin, firing one-handed, Doc Wendt hunched over a shape on the ground, both of Doc’s hands pressed down hard, Haskell dragging debris into a crude barricade.

The shape on the ground was Simmons. His boots were moving. That was something.

Eighty feet.

Then came the tremor.

The ground shook beneath his boots—not from a grenade impact, not from a mortar round. It was a long, deep shudder, like the whole desert had drawn a breath. Jimmy stumbled. Dust lifted off every flat surface in the compound and hung in the air, motionless, as though gravity had forgotten it.

The gunfire faltered. On both sides, men stopped shooting to look around.

The tremor wasn’t coming from below.

It was coming from above.

Light burst from the sky—blinding, spherical, unnatural. It wasn’t a flare. Flares drifted and sputtered. This light hung directly over the compound, perfectly round, perfectly silent, brighter than any sun Jimmy had ever seen. His NVGs whited out completely and he ripped them up off his eyes.

His HUD glitched, scrolling garbage characters across the display. His earpiece screamed with feedback and then died.

Comms fried.

“Castellano! Barragán!” He was shouting now, and his own voice sounded small and far away.

Jimmy aimed his weapon toward the light, because that was what you did when you didn’t know what something was. He shouted orders—take cover, get Simmons out, fall back to the rally point—and he could not tell if anyone heard him.

Then everything went silent.

No sound. No gunfire. No screams.

The wind stopped. The swirling sand hung suspended around him like a cloud of gold glitter. Across the courtyard, an insurgent fighter stood frozen with his rifle half-raised, his mouth open, his face lit white. Jimmy could see Doc Wendt still bent over Simmons, could see Simmons’s hand clutching Doc’s sleeve.

Twenty feet away. Twenty feet.

Just stillness.

A beam speared down through him like a spotlight. It did not burn. There was no pain—just overwhelming pressure, as though the whole weight of the sky were bearing down on every cell of his body at once and then, impossibly, pulling him up by the same cells. His rifle tore from his hands and rose ahead of him, tumbling slowly. His boots left the ground.

Gravity reversed.

He reached out toward the alley, toward the kid on the ground. His fingers closed on nothing.

The earth evaporated beneath him. The compound shrank, became a pattern of rooftops, became a pale smudge on a dark desert, became nothing at all.

And Jimmy Toland disappeared.
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Chapter Two: Chamber of the Unseen
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Alien Vessel – Unknown Orbit – Zero Hour

The cold hit first.

It wasn’t the cold of a desert night. It was deeper than that—a hard, clinical cold that seemed to start in his bones and work its way outward. Jimmy blinked, gasping as if surfacing from deep water, and the gasp came out as a cloud of mist that hung in front of his face and did not drift away.

His body floated—weightless, limbs slack. For one terrible second he thought he was drowning. Something thick and clear pressed against his face, his chest, his open hands. He thrashed, and the substance gave around him like cold jelly, slowing every movement to a dream crawl.

Breathe. You’re breathing. Whatever this is, you can breathe in it.

The voice in his head was his own, but it sounded like his old Ranger instructor at Fort Benning—a sour little man named Gatlin who used to stand at the edge of the combat water survival pool and tell recruits that panic killed more men than water ever had.

Jimmy forced his hands to stop clawing. He made himself take four slow breaths. In, hold, out, hold. The gel did not fill his lungs. The air inside it tasted metallic and stale, like the inside of a scuba tank.

He was suspended inside a translucent gel pod, a bubble roughly the size and shape of a coffin stood on end. Beyond its curved wall, the room was dim and blue. Silvery tendrils ran across every surface in branching patterns, thick as his wrist near the floor and thinning to threads near the ceiling, and they pulsed—slowly, rhythmically—like veins carrying blood through a living body.

He wasn’t in a room. He was inside something that felt alive.

Inventory. Do your inventory.

He took stock. Head—aching, a crust of something dried along his hairline. When he touched it, his fingertips came away with flakes of dark red. Ribs—sore but not broken. Legs, arms, fingers, toes—all present, all working.

His gear was gone.

His helmet, his NVGs, his plate carrier, his rifle, his sidearm, his knife, his radio, his first-aid kit, the photo of his sister’s kids he kept in the carrier’s admin pouch—gone. Even his boots were gone. He floated in the gel in his desert fatigues and his socks, and that was all.

No weapon. No comms.

Just his fatigues and instinct.

He reached up and ran his thumb along the inside of his uniform collar, feeling for a slight stiffness beneath the fabric. It was there. A flat strip no bigger than a stick of gum, sewn into the seam by a DARPA tech who had told the team, with great seriousness, that the neural patch was “a passive environmental and biometric recorder with limited local storage,” and who had then gotten very irritated when Simmons asked if it could record Monday Night Football.

The patch had no transmitter. It couldn’t call for help. It drew a trickle of power from his body heat and logged what he saw and heard when he subvocalized a command—a low-power black box for a soldier who might not come home. It was experimental. Only Omega Force had been issued them, and only for six months of field trials.

Whoever had stripped him hadn’t found it. Or hadn’t cared.

Jimmy pressed the collar against his throat and murmured, barely moving his lips, “Patch. Log on.”

A faint warmth answered against his skin. Recording.

“Toland, James R., First Lieutenant, Omega Force. Abducted from Operation Silent Night, approximately zero-two-twenty local. Location unknown. Captors unknown. Corporal Simmons was wounded before—” He stopped. His throat tightened. “Status of Simmons unknown. Status of team unknown.”

The pod hissed open.

It didn’t open like a door. The whole front half of the bubble simply lost its cohesion and slid away in a sheet of glittering slime, and the gel holding him poured out with it.

He fell—hard—onto smooth alloy flooring.

The gravity was wrong. It wasn’t heavy or light so much as uneven, stronger on his left side than his right, so that when he scrambled up, he lurched sideways like a drunk on a ship’s deck. His stomach rolled. Sticky gel dripped from his sleeves and spattered the floor.

He took cover behind a pillar instinctively and pressed his back to it.

The pillar was warm. It pulsed under his shoulder blades.

He made himself move his eyes, not his head. The chamber was circular, maybe forty feet across, with a domed ceiling lost in blue shadow. A dozen gel pods stood around the perimeter. All were empty except two. In one, something gray and many-limbed hung curled in a ball, motionless. In the other, there was only a vaguely human shape, its outline blurred by frost on the inner wall of the pod.

There was no visible door. There were no windows. There were no corners.

He worked his way around the chamber, keeping one hand on the wall. Twice the floor seemed to tilt under him, and twice he had to stop and lock his knees while the world settled. On the far side, he found a seam in the wall—a hairline crack, perfectly vertical, running from floor to ceiling.

He pushed it. Nothing. He dug his fingernails into the seam and pulled. Nothing. He pounded it with the side of his fist, and the sound went nowhere, absorbed into the walls like a stone dropped into mud.

A soft chime rang out, three rising notes.

The tendrils on the walls brightened all at once, flaring from dull silver to a cold electric white.

Jimmy stepped back from the seam, raised his fists, and planted his feet as best he could on the uneven floor.

Stop. Think. You can’t fight a building.

He made himself lower his hands. Not all the way. Enough. He controlled his breathing, rolled his shoulders loose, and became what he’d trained to become in every resistance-to-interrogation course the Army had ever thrown at him: a man watching.

The seam split open like a pair of lips.

Then he saw them.

Figures glided toward him—tall, sleek, reptilian, their skin slick like polished coal. They were well over seven feet tall, narrow-shouldered and long-limbed, and they walked with a strange rolling smoothness, their joints bending at angles that made Jimmy’s eyes hurt. Four in total. Their movements were almost fluid, as if their bones didn’t obey physics. Thin ridges of dark scales ran from their brows back over their skulls. They wore no armor that he could see, only fitted wraps of some gunmetal fabric that shifted color as they moved.

They looked at him through large black eyes that didn’t blink.

Three of them stopped just inside the opening. The fourth kept coming. It was slightly taller than the others, and a band of dull red metal circled its throat like a torc. It halted ten feet away and studied Jimmy the way a man might study a new piece of farm equipment.

Jimmy had faced down warlords and cartel enforcers and one truly terrifying drill sergeant. He had never been looked at like this.

He looked back.

The creature raised one long hand. Its fingers glowed violet at the tips and began tracing symbols in midair—spiky, overlapping glyphs that hung glowing in the cold air and then rearranged themselves, compressed, and broke apart into a flickering haze of light. Jimmy heard a crackle and a stuttering burst of noise from somewhere near the creature’s throat, like a radio scanning through stations. English words. Arabic words. Russian. Snatches of a news broadcast. A woman’s voice laughing.

A rudimentary translator, he realized. It was searching through every Earth signal it had ever collected for the words it needed.

The noise settled. The glyphs went still.

The creature spoke, and the translator turned its hissing language into flat, toneless English.

“You are the human warrior. You function.”

Jimmy said nothing.

“You were selected,” the creature continued. “Your—” the translator hiccupped, cycled, “—knowledge of warfare. We require it. This is why you live.”

Its black eyes held him, unblinking, and somewhere beneath his feet the whole living ship hummed.
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Chapter Three: The Price of Refusal
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Interview Chamber – +1 Hour

They didn’t chain him. That was the first thing Jimmy noticed when the four aliens led him out of the pod chamber. No shackles, no cuffs, no collar. Two of the tall creatures walked ahead of him and two behind, and that was all the restraint they seemed to think he required.

That told him something. Either they didn’t think he could hurt them, or they didn’t care if he tried.

He memorized everything. The corridor beyond the chamber curved gently to the left and sloped upward at maybe five degrees. The tendrils ran along the walls here too, and in places they bundled together into thick cables that disappeared into the floor. Every forty paces, a membrane hung across the passage like a curtain of soap film. It parted as the aliens approached and sealed behind them. He passed six of them. Twice he glimpsed side passages—one dark, one lit a sullen orange—and once he heard, faintly, from somewhere far below, the rhythmic clang of metal on metal. Industry. Work.

The membrane at the end of the corridor opened onto a bare, round room with a raised platform in its center. The tall one with the red torc stepped onto the platform. The other three arranged themselves around the walls.

“Sit,” the leader said.

There was nothing to sit on. Jimmy stayed standing. After a moment, the creature seemed to decide this didn’t matter.

“I am Commander Z’Marr,” it said. The translator’s voice was flat, but something in the way the creature held its long skull—tilted slightly back, chin raised—gave the words weight. “This vessel is the Ascendant. You are its guest.”

“Funny,” Jimmy said. “Where I come from, guests get invited.”

The black eyes did not blink. “We require your warfare. Training. Earth death merchants excel.”

Death merchants. The translator had pulled that from somewhere—a protest chant, a movie, a talk-radio host. Jimmy wiped a flake of dried blood from his forehead and looked up at the creature with the same expression he’d used on a hundred mouthy suspects and arrogant officers.

“Listen up, Alf,” he said. “You abducted me mid-mission. I’ve got a man down back there. What gives you the right?”

The translator chewed on that for a second. Z’Marr’s head tilted, a small precise motion, like a bird considering a worm.

“Right,” it repeated. “A human concept. You will understand that right follows strength.” It lifted one hand and the violet light played across its fingertips again. “Your absence is patched. Unnoticed. You will return—intact.”

“Patched how?”

“Your world’s eyes,” Z’Marr said. “Satellites. Your recording machines. Your communications. Where you went, they show nothing. No light, no vessel, no taking. Your nations will not know of us.”

So they’d scrubbed the sensors. Masked the abduction. That was all patched meant—not that Jimmy had been erased, not that his team had forgotten him. Castellano had been fifty feet away. Barragán, Doc, Simmons, all of them had seen that light come down. They knew. They were looking for him right now, tearing the compound apart, calling it in.

Unless the light had done something to them, too.

He shut the thought down. No data. No speculation.

“And afterward,” Jimmy said, “you just drop me back in the sandbox. Smile and wave.”

“Intact,” Z’Marr repeated.

Jimmy had been lied to by professionals. He knew what it looked like when someone was promising something they had no intention of delivering. The alien’s face was unreadable, but the speed of the answer told him enough. The promise was a tool, like the pod and the cold. It cost Z’Marr nothing to say.

His fists clenched. “You want Omega Force’s secrets? Tactics? Tough. I don’t train alien scum.”

Silence.

It went on for a long time. The three aliens around the walls didn’t move. The tendrils overhead pulsed slowly, dimming and brightening. Jimmy felt a bead of sweat crawl down from his temple, which was absurd, because the room was freezing.

Then came a grinding sound, like gears the size of houses turning somewhere behind the walls.

A section of the chamber wall split open beside them, the edges peeling back with a wet, organic slither, revealing a vast dark space beyond. Lights flickered to life inside it, one after another, receding into the distance, until Jimmy could see that it was enormous—an amphitheater or arena the size of three football fields, its floor sunk well below the level of the opening.

Simulated battlefields flickered to life across it.

Jungle warfare: dense green canopy, rain sheeting down, figures moving through the undergrowth. Urban close-quarters battle: a city block of shattered apartment buildings, smoke boiling from the windows. Zero-G combat zones: a tumbling debris field where armored shapes kicked off spinning wreckage and fired at each other with spitting lances of light.

Every one of the scenarios had the same participants. Hordes of alien shock troops—some reptilian like Z’Marr, some squat and armored, some that moved on four limbs like enormous dogs—poured across the terrain in tight, flawless formations. And against them, in every battlefield, small groups of human soldiers fought back and died.

Jimmy watched a squad of figures in American multicam hold a stairwell in the urban simulation. The aliens came up the stairs in perfect waves. The humans killed the first wave, and the second, and the third. The fourth wave overwhelmed them.

In the jungle, a platoon in British camouflage set an ambush along a riverbank. It worked—for about forty seconds. Then the four-legged things came through the trees from three directions at once, and the platoon ceased to exist.

In the debris field, a cluster of figures in bulky white suits tried to hold an orbital station against a boarding party. The station tore open. The white suits tumbled away into the black.

Over and over. Different terrain, different uniforms, different weather. The humans always lost.

“These are our models of your kind,” Z’Marr said. “We have studied your broadcasts for many of your years. Your wars. Your training films. Your entertainments. We have built your armies here from what we observed.”

“Looks like you win every time,” Jimmy said. “Congratulations. Why do you need me?”

For the first time, something like irritation passed through the alien commander. It was subtle—a slight flattening of the dark scale ridges along its skull.

“Because the models are wrong,” it said.

It gestured, and one of the scenarios froze. The urban battle. Z’Marr drew a glowing line across the frozen scene with one violet finger, and the image rewound, then replayed in slow motion.

“Your recordings show your soldiers following plans,” the alien said. “Formations. Doctrine. Orders. We model these. But in recordings from your actual wars—your conflicts, your raids—the outcomes do not match the models. A small force defeats a larger one. A unit that should break does not break. A soldier with no orders does something no order described, and the battle turns.” The flat translator voice gave no emphasis, but Z’Marr’s long fingers curled slowly into a fist. “We cannot predict this. We cannot model it. Our simulations fail. You will show us how it is done.”

Jimmy looked at the frozen soldiers in the stairwell—at the one figure near the back who had
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