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  Prologue: The Lost Signal


The CCTV screens never offered much in the way of comfort, but tonight the gray snow cascading over the monitors felt less like background noise and more like a threat. Zack Mercer studied the patterns through slitted eyes, leaning into the warm, metallic glow of the safehouse’s control room. The outskirts of Berlin had turned sticky with humidity; streets outside gleamed wet and empty under the sodium lamps, reflecting nothing but the sharp click of his nerves. 
The static pulsed. On monitor three, a ripple of digital interference swept diagonally, blooming into jagged shapes that flickered, almost deliberate, like a signature. Zack’s fingers hovered over the keyboard, not daring to type. The rest of the team would have called it paranoia, but Mercer recognized these anomalies as surely as he recognized his own nightmares: they were a calling card, one he’d seen only twice before, both times on the cusp of disaster.
He forced himself to breathe. “Come on, talk to me,” he muttered, almost pleading with the machine as he cycled through different feeds: alleyway, garage, kitchen, the narrow stairwell that led to the roof. He paused on the last camera, its feed stuttering before dissolving into a black-and-white burst, then silence. Only the dim hum of electricity and his own heart kept time.
He remembered this feeling. Six months ago, in the highlands north of Kandahar, alarms had howled through dense radio static while the world crumbled around him. Now, in the safehouse’s bunker-like calm, the memory came unbidden: sweat-slicked palms, boots thudding on metal walkways, shadows darting across phosphorescent green screens. The final moments of the Shadow Commandos’ last operation returned to him in brutal flashes.
“Mercer, get that door open!” Rachel Donovan’s voice had been ragged, raw with urgency. The compound’s alarms were deafening, a serrated wail in the dark. Mercer, hunched over the keypad, fingers numb from blood and cold, had fumbled the last digit. Bullets sang past his head, two thudded into the concrete by his feet, kicking up dust into his mouth. He’d glanced back, catching Allison Pierke’s stricken face as she dragged a wounded commando to cover, her glasses askew and wild with terror.
He never forgot the way the emergency light painted everything red, a kind of apocalypse, a warning. As the extraction chopper roared overhead, the signal went out, an encrypted burst from his comm unit, meant for their handlers in Langley. But it had echoed back with the same static, the same jagged digital signature now haunting his safehouse screens in Berlin.
Now, Mercer wiped sweat from his brow and leaned closer to the monitors. “Not again,” he said softly, voice thick with dread. This wasn’t a rerun. It was escalation.
His burner phone vibrated on the metal table, screen lighting up with an unknown number. The room’s shadows seemed to grow, the very air tightening. He let it ring twice, then thumbed ‘accept.’
No greeting, just a breathless, metallic rasp, modulated, maybe filtered. “The signals evolved. You’re still on the list.”
Mercer’s pulse jumped, his hand tightening around the phone. “Who is this?” he hissed, but the call ended with an abrupt click and a digital pop in his ear. He stared at the black mirror of the screen, thoughts racing. He quickly dropped the phone into the chemical burn kit. A hiss of ozone filled the room as the phone dissolved into ashes, just another ghost in the house.
He was exposed. They all were.
In Vienna, at the edge of a rain-soaked square tucked behind the Stephansdom, McAllister sat at a café table, the brim of his fedora pulled low. He looked every inch the American tourist: city pass in one pocket, a dog-eared guidebook in the other, a bored expression pasted on his broad, scarred face. But his eyes tracked every pedestrian, his left hand resting lightly over the burner tucked beneath his raincoat.
The server brought a ristretto, and as she set down the cup, her fingers brushed his wrist, just a touch too deliberate. Under the saucer, folded like origami, was a square of paper. McAllister sipped, watching her walk away, then palmed the note. He rose, blending into the flow of people beneath ancient archways.
He ducked under a flickering neon sign, pausing in the shadow to unfold the paper. The code was crude, a string of numbers and symbols, but the postscript chilled him: *Sweep incomplete. Prior assets erased. Team remains priority.*
He crumpled the note, heart pounding. The world thought the Shadow Commandos had been wiped, officially disavowed, assets terminated, files redacted into oblivion. But the hunters were still out there. And so were they.
McAllister scowled, rain running off his hat brim. He needed to warn the others. If he could find them.
Across the Atlantic, Rachel Donovan peered over the shoulder of a bored air traffic controller inside a windowless office at O’Hare. The banks of monitors displayed the usual ballet, flights tagged in blue and green, arcs tracking gentle descents and rapid climbs.
But tonight something was off. Rachel frowned at one radar return, which shimmered with faint, impossible noise. A second later, a ghost blip appeared at the edge of the grid, then vanished. She leaned in, her brown ponytail brushing the controller’s elbow.
“Did you see that?” she asked.
The controller shrugged. “What, the 747 out of JFK?”
“No. Rewind five seconds. It was, ” She stopped, biting her lip. The anomaly was gone. Rachel pulled out her tablet, calling up the raw data. Embedded deep in the ID pulse was a sequence she remembered all too well, hexadecimal blocks, packed tight, like a signature.
Impossible.
She masked her worry with a faint smile. “Never mind, false return. You’re good,” she said, forcing herself to walk calmly back to her consulting desk. She sent Allison a secure text, though she doubted it would get through. If this was really happening again, she needed Mercer. Needed everyone.
In Chicago, Allison Pierke worked late in a nondescript office on the twenty-seventh floor, her hands flying across multiple terminals. Red-eye busses rumbled past down below, but inside, the only noise was the whisper of cooling fans and the muted tap of keys.
She was running diagnostics on the city grid, tracing a phantom anomaly that had triggered one of her automated alerts. The code was subtle, disguised as a routine firmware patch. But she’d seen the footprint before, an encrypted payload, buried deep in the management software, configured to exfiltrate data at the tiniest provocation.
She froze as she realized what it was. The same digital signature as the safehouse feeds Mercer had once shown her, late at night when neither could sleep after Kandahar. Someone was back. Worse, they were inside.
She started to pull the drives, hands trembling. She’d need to vanish again, burn her bridge with her current life. Allison checked her phone, no new messages, but the battery icon slid into the red. She hesitated, then typed a quick note to Rachel, barely bothering with codes. They were running out of time for caution.
Under the blue Chicago night, lightning flashed at the city’s edge, and Allison slipped from her building, disappearing into the storm.
Back in Berlin, Mercer moved methodically. He packed what little he couldn’t afford to lose: passport, encrypted USB, two burner phones still clean, a pistol wrapped in a towel. He rewired the safehouse’s security system to a fire-and-forget mode, if anyone breached the perimeter, it would torch every hard drive and melt half the walls.
He paused at the door, one last glance at the security feeds. Digital snow now filled every screen. He watched as the static grew denser, aligning into a pulse, a spectrogram, the waveforms sharp and insistent. It was almost beautiful, if he forgot what it meant.
His thoughts raced: Had McAllister survived Vienna? Did Rachel’s sharp instincts get her clear? Were Allison’s ghosts closing in now, in her city of glass and wires? The team had scattered, erasing themselves from every digital ledger. It hadn’t mattered. The world’s best hunters had never stopped tracking them.
He forced his mind back to the present. He could hear the faint, unnatural tick of a relay in the far wall, someone probing the house, using a signal that didn’t belong to any known agency. Mercer set a five-minute timer, then slipped into the alley, merging with the city’s anonymous flow.
He didn’t look back.
On a wind-battered rooftop across town, where moss grew in the cracks and the city lights glinted off broken glass, a new presence watched him depart. A distant lens in the gloom rotated, tracking as Mercer melted into the night. Somewhere far away, Shenzhen, or perhaps an anonymous bunker in the Xinjiang foothills, a Chinese cyber cell watched the American’s movements ripple through the world’s digital nervous system.
The American defense grids came alive, not with the precision of their architects, but with the unexpected elegance of foreign hands. Signature code pulsed in quiet harmony, hiding in transit systems, power grids, satellite relays. The Chinese operatives watched, faces impassive under the harsh glow of their screens, as the world’s most secure networks shuddered, one heartbeat away from catastrophe.
In a reinforced operations room deep beneath the Pentagon, Colonel Warlan inked his signature on a document stamped with so much redaction as to be almost meaningless. He spoke quietly into a secure line, giving the order without ceremony.
“Containment protocol is now active. All assets. All former operatives. No exceptions.”
A stifled murmur answered him, the voice of a man resigned to violence. Warlan set the phone down, watching the signal blink out. The Shadow Commandos had been erased from the record, but not from the world. Now, with a new threat rising from digital shadows, he had no choice but to finish what he started.
Outside, the dawn waited beneath the horizon. It would be a long time before light touched any of them again.
The safehouse on the edge of Berlin was little more than a concrete box squatting under the shadow of abandoned railway arches. At three in the morning, the streets were empty except for the restless shuffle of rain. Zack Mercer sat on the battered metal chair, elbows on his knees, eyes fixed on the faded glow of the old security monitor. Each camera feed shimmered in green-tinted monochrome, flickering as if struggling to transmit through a blizzard. But it was the digital static lacing across Camera 3 that made the hair on his arms prickle. Patterns coiled and unfurled within the noise, ghostly filaments of code fracturing the feed into a language only Zack could read. Seven years, and he still recognized the signature. He pressed his thumb into the scar at his jaw, felt the old ache.
In the quiet beyond the rain, he could almost hear it again, the pulse of panic, the sharp, metallic rip of gunfire echoing through concrete. The taste of sweat and cordite. It surged up, vivid as a waking nightmare.
They're six floors underground, suppressed MP7s rattling in his gloved hands, the world shrunk down to darkness and target silhouettes. Shadows flicker at the corners, someone’s shouting, alarms screaming overhead. He darts behind a server rack, breath hissing, counting the seconds until backup breaches the door. Out of the corner of his eye, McAllister is jabbing a code into the emergency terminal, fingers slick with blood. Rachel’s voice shivers through the comms, “Two tangos left in the corridor, we need five seconds, ” A wall explodes, shrapnel rips past his face, and the world is reduced to the desperate punctuation of gunfire, alarms, and the hard, wild knowledge that if they don’t get out now, they’ll never get out at all.
A low buzz jerked Zack back to the present, tethering him to the glare of the safehouse. The static writhed across the screen, spelling out a subtle warning. They’d used this very trick, once, to signal a clean site, or a compromised one. But no one else should know this pattern. Unless…
He unclipped the ancient Nokia from his pocket, keyed in a line of code. On the opposite wall, the router blinked, responding to his inquiry. The feed didn’t come from any of his usual networks. Someone was searching, tracing, lighting up old beacons that should’ve died with the team. He chewed the inside of his cheek. Rachel would know what this meant. But Rachel was half a world away, and even a whisper to her might paint a target on her back.
He killed the feed, pocketed the phone, and pulled the blackout curtain tight. The city outside slept on, oblivious. He reached for his pack, feeling the worn weight of the burner phone taped to the bottom, and wondered which old ghost would find him first.
*
In Vienna, the streets gleamed with rain-slicked lamplight, and the cafés had long since emptied. McAllister moved through the midnight hush wrapped in the borrowed swagger of a German tourist, black hair tucked under a battered navy cap, beard grown out as camouflage. He had a taste for this work, the anonymity, the danger, the rush of knowing you belong nowhere.
A tram’s bell chimed faintly as he ducked into a nondescript Internet café, its windows fogged, blue light seeping onto the pavement. He ordered a coffee in clipped, hesitant German, ignoring the way the barista looked at him: another insomniac foreigner, overpriced espresso and a terminal in the back. At a table facing the door, he opened his laptop, fingers moving quickly but cautiously.
He’d set the trap two days ago, a breadcrumb buried in an obscure darknet forum known only to the right kind of dead people. If anyone from the operation was still alive, they'd know to look for his mark, the slight alteration in a hexadecimal timestamp, hinting at his old call sign: Grey Shark.
At first, nothing. Then, as he was about to log off, a message appeared in the chat window. Just three lines, rendered in a cipher he hadn’t seen since the accident in Marseilles.
Greys don’t fade. The archive isn’t silent. If you read this, they're still hunting.
He stared at the blinking cursor, his mind racing. Nobody had used this channel in years, not since Munich. The “archive” was a word only the team would use, a synonym for the records of their erased operation, the secret that had cost them everything. He felt a chill tickle his spine.
He typed back: Are you in country? Who else is awake?
No answer. The cursor blinked, then the chat dissolved as if it had never existed.
McAllister closed the computer gently, watching his reflection distort in the black screen. Whoever had sent the message wasn’t just warning him, they were close enough to use old codes, to know that what happened in Berlin hadn’t ended there. He pushed the laptop into his messenger bag, left the half-drained coffee behind, and slipped out into the cold.
His phone buzzed, a silent notification. Unknown number. A string of digits. He didn’t recognize the cipher, but the urgency was unmistakable.
He hesitated in the doorway, scanning the street for tails. The rain had stopped, but the city felt wet and watchful, every shadow hiding a pair of eyes. He started walking, deeper into Vienna’s maze, heart tap-dancing against his ribs. If they were still hunting, it meant the archive wasn’t just a memory. Someone wanted all of them gone.
McAllister ducked into an alley, tapped out a single word on his phone: rise.
Somewhere, he hoped, Zack would know what it meant.
*
Thousands of miles away, in the blear of a stateside dawn, Rachel Donovan leaned over a bank of monitors in the air traffic control center, her eyes gritty from four hours of caffeine and code. She’d been consulting for the government since the Commandos went dark, blending into the hush of civilian life. She wore her hair longer now, softer around the edges, but the old habits never faded: double-checking door locks, never sitting with her back to a window, keeping her phone wrapped in Faraday mesh.
Midway through her analysis of transponder logs, the screen hiccuped, a flicker of lag, a ghostly afterimage in the data stream. Rachel narrowed her eyes. The anomaly lasted less than a heartbeat, a sliver of signal that shouldn’t exist. She rewound, slowing the feed to a crawl, and there it was again: a digital polymorphic pulse, concealed in the buffer overflow of a cargo flight from Frankfurt, squatting like a parasite.
She pressed her palm to her forehead. “No,” she whispered, “not possible, not here.”
Three years ago, that pattern of code belonged to military ops transmissions. It had no business inside civilian air traffic channels. She hesitated, then flagged the data, encrypting a copy under a dead-drop alias.
Her phone vibrated on the desk, pulling her out of her thoughts. Unknown number, no message, just a pinged location in Madrid. Rachel’s heart kicked. The last time she’d seen Madrid, she was running from men who’d wanted her secrets scrubbed from existence.
She typed out a quick message, Allison, call me when you see this, urgent. She hesitated, then added Zack’s private signal to the CC. Not standard protocol, but nothing about tonight felt standard.
She shut down her console and walked the windowless corridor toward the exit, fighting the urge to look over her shoulder. If the signal had breached air traffic, then the enemies they’d thought erased were back, and hunting in the open.
*
In another hemisphere, the city of Chicago blinked with midnight light, the grid humming with the uneasy energy of after-hours industry. Allison Pierke hunched over her workstation in the utilitarian offices of Midwest Telecom, an empire built on the promise of seamless connections. Her job these days was to track disruptions, cybersecurity breaches, and the odd act of industrial espionage that threatened the city grid. She liked the quiet, the control.
A routine diagnostic had flagged something odd: a chunk of code buried deep in the grid’s control software, hidden under layers of false commits and time-stamped as a patch from two years ago. Allison’s eyebrows knit in concentration. It was subtle, elegant, an echo of the code they’d written together as part of the Shadow Commandos, back when their lives had been measured in classified seconds.
She isolated the anomaly and ran a signature match. The result sent goosebumps prickling across her arms.
SIGMA-7: ACTIVE
The same code embedded in their last operation, now breathing quietly inside the city’s power grid. She replayed it, watched it flicker across a spectrogram. The pulse was unmistakable, the same digital heartbeat Zack had shown her in a smoke-filled safehouse years ago. Someone had revived SIGMA, and they were testing it in American infrastructure.
Allison closed the terminal with trembling hands, wiped the sweat from her brow. She’d spent years burying that part of herself, trading adrenaline for paperwork, danger for routine. Now, the ghost of the team was whispering through the wires, and she was back in the game whether she liked it or not.
Her phone buzzed, a message from Rachel: urgent anomaly, possible trace. Allison clicked to reply, heart pounding. If SIGMA was alive, the team was still on the list.
*
Berlin. Zack’s burner phone vibrated, a single message flashing on the cheap LCD: “The signals evolved. You’re still on the list.”
He stared at the words, as if understanding could erase them. Sweat cooled at the back of his neck. He’d burned every bridge, wiped every trace, changed his name more times than he could count. But this, this was a hand reaching out from beneath the grave of their old lives, promising nothing but trouble.
He went to the window, looked out at the hush of the empty street, the way the world seemed to hold its breath between one disaster and the next. He needed an exit, fast. He needed help he could trust.
He stripped the SIM from the burner, fed it into a candle flame, and watched it curl into blackened plastic. Then he fished out another phone, unregistered, loaded with a single number coded as BENNETT.
He dialed, listening to the line crackle and skip. On the third ring, a low voice answered.
“Yeah?”
“It’s Mercer. Madrid. Tonight.”
A pause. “All right.” The line went dead.
Zack slid the phone into his jacket, checked the load on his sidearm. The team was waking up again, blinking into a world that wanted them erased. He couldn’t be caught trailing his past through Berlin for another minute. It wasn’t just about survival anymore. If the signals had evolved, there was no telling what kind of chaos was coming.
*
Across the Atlantic, in a fortified sub-basement below the Pentagon, Colonel Warlan reviewed a redacted file stamped with three black bars. He scrawled his signature with a heavy hand: AUTHORIZATION GRANTED.
A single word in the order: Containment.
He looked at the subordinate standing rigid by the door. “Bring them all in,” Warlan said, voice tight. “No exceptions this time. I want every loose end burned.”
The aide nodded, vanished into the maze of armed corridors.
Warlan stared at the blinking cursor on his terminal, a digital heartbeat in the vast, churning silence of classified America. The last time he’d signed a file like this, an entire team had disappeared into myth. It wouldn’t happen again.
*
Unseen, in an anonymous tech park outside Shenzhen, banks of monitors pulsed with American code. A circle of Chinese cyber operators watched in cool silence as the trans-Pacific grid lit up with test signals, each one a pulse, a probe, a question. The answers came back in spectrograms, encrypted and ghostly, confirming what their handlers already suspected.
The American defense grid was alive. And someone else was waking it up.
A low laugh rippled through the room. Whatever was coming, the chaos would be glorious.
*
Far above the world, silent and steady, a satellite captured the spectrogram of the reawakened signal. Its pulse measured in nanoseconds, each beat a harbinger slicing through the void. The encrypted heart of SIGMA called out, and in the darkness, sleeping adversaries began, once more, to stir.
The safehouse on the fringes of Berlin breathed with the hush of midnight, barely a whisper of wind through the gnarled hedgerows, a red eye of a cigarette burning out in the gutter across the road. Inside, Zack Mercer sat with his face ghosted in the glow of the monitor wall, the only illumination in the cramped, cement-walled room. His gaze was fixed, locked not on the feed itself, but on something hidden inside it: the pattern, the strange, almost organic ripple of digital static that danced across the black-and-white security cams. To most, it would be written off as interference, cheap Russian cameras or a fritzing router. But to Zack, it was as familiar as a scar. 
He leaned closer, bracing his forearms on the battered desk. The flicker shifted, a brief, jagged pulse through the grain. He pressed the “rewind” knob, finger trembling. Static resolved to the barest hint of signal: a ghostly echo, a code buried in the noise.
A distant memory surged forward, unbidden. Zack blinked, the edges of the screen blurring as another image overlaid the present: a nighttime jungle, slick with rain, tracer rounds slicing the dark. The comms were alive then, too, but with chaos, a voice in his ear, screaming, **Move! Now! The extraction bird is inbound!** The last mission. The last time the Shadow Commandos would ever be together.
He could almost hear the shouts, the sharp warning in Rachel’s voice, the angry, low curses from McAllister as gunfire slammed into their barricade. They’d run, no, *fought*, to the evac zone, bleeding and scattered. The alarms echoing through the compound sounded just like the siren blaring now on the feed, though in Berlin it was only a passing squad car.
Zack shook himself, swallowing bile at the memory. He’d lost people that day. Good ones. Some, maybe, hadn’t been lost so much as disappeared. *Erased*, as the language went. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, drawing the static forward, back, slowing it frame by frame. The pattern wasn’t random. It was a message, the same one he’d seen years ago burned into military comms before a blackout. It left a chill in his gut.
A phone buzzed, impossibly loud in the silence. He checked the number, unknown, of course. He hesitated, then thumbed open the signal-deadened burner phone he kept wrapped in aluminum foil under the radiator.
The message glowed in a blocky font: “The signals evolved. You’re still on the list.”
His heart thudded. He stood so suddenly the chair screeched. Zack snatched his pack from the floor, fingers running through the ritual so ingrained it was almost muscle memory: documents, cash, silenced Glock, a tangle of encrypted thumb drives, each marked with a strip of colored tape. He went methodical, faster than fear, quicker than doubt. With a flick, he yanked the drive out of the monitor wall and stuff it in his jacket.
Two streets away, engine noise bounced off cold stone. He moved on instinct, ducking out the back exit, the safehouse already dead to him. Identities had to be burned, lifelines severed, everything except the truth he chased, the one that flickered in and out of digital static like something alive.
He walked fast, shoulders hunched, until the train station loomed. A ticket kiosk. A nameless ticket to Madrid, purchased with cash. The departure board scrolled, and Zack faded into the shadows.
**
Hours earlier and worlds away, McAllister drifted through the backstreets of Vienna’s Innere Stadt. The cobblestones gleamed with recent rain, streetlights doing little to soften the hard lines of his bearded jaw, the battered duffel slung low on his shoulder. He looked every inch the tourist, an outdated windbreaker, faded jeans, a soccer cap, except the way his eyes never stopped moving.
He’d chosen the café for its anonymity. They brewed coffee that tasted of burnt rubber and clove. McAllister ordered an espresso, no sugar, and took his seat at a table in the far corner, back to the wall. He sipped and waited. The regulars paid him no mind. Only the sullen barista watched, clocking his every move.
A scruffy man with a messenger bag, one of McAllister’s old contacts from the Austrian telecom ministry, slid into the opposite chair, passing over a battered newspaper with a faint nod. Tucked inside, the smallest possible envelope, no address, no markings. McAllister’s hands didn’t tremble as he opened it. Inside: a narrow strip of printed code, the kind used for NATO-level emergency comms. And scrawled in the margin in sharp, block letters: "They’re not all dead. Still cleaning up. Track your six."
McAllister’s pulse thudded. He felt, for the first time in months, the hot prickle of being hunted. No matter how many passports he burned, how many faces he wore, there was always someone who remembered. Someone who kept accounts.
He slid the newspaper across the table, thanked his contact with a curt smile, and stood. The rain outside had picked up, sheeting in silver against the stained glass. As he stepped into the alley, he felt the familiar weight at his spine: a pistol, and the memory of the last time he'd used it.
He hooked a call into his encrypted satphone, voice low. “This is Grey. I got your message. Is it the same crew?”
A voice, distant, distorted by the signal. “Not exactly. Orders came down from Warlan. He’s got a unit out now, full black. No IDs. Redacted all the way. Wipe the board.”
“Understood.” McAllister cut the line, pressed his head against the cold slick brick, and let his fury burn. They were coming. For all of them.
**
Rachel Donovan, two thousand miles and a lifetime away, leaned over the console in the control room at Dulles. Her ponytail was pulled tight, face pinched in concentration as the overnight supervisor droned about software updates and late-night arrivals from Heathrow. She tuned him out, fingers flying over her laptop as streams of air traffic control data flickered by. The job, officially, was to consult, double-check firewall upgrades, keep the FAA happy.
But Rachel didn’t trust anyone’s software, not even her own. She kept a custom monitoring tool running below the OS, protocols she’d designed after the annihilation of her team. She hadn’t slept more than four hours in a row since.
Anomaly. The word pulsed yellow on the side screen. Her pulse kicked up a notch. She drilled down into the feed, a squall of packet data, re-routing through a node in Warsaw, then Tel Aviv, then back through a shell company in Nevada. Civilian air traffic. But the code was familiar, hauntingly so.
She scrambled the data, slowing the feed, looking for the hallmarks: staggered bitstreams, self-mutating shellcode, the digital signature she’d once learned to fear, back in the days when the Shadow Commandos were the sharp edge of American covert warfare.
A memory threatened her focus: Zack’s voice, full of static, **Rachel, you’re our eyes, find us a way out!**, his desperation ringing down the line as bullets shattered concrete. She shook it off. Focus.
Rachel’s lips compressed into a hard line. This anomaly was probing, mapping out weaknesses, but not doing it for profit or theft. Whoever was controlling it didn’t care about money. They wanted access, control, if necessary.
She yanked out her encrypted thumb drive, copied the anomaly, and started a deep dive analysis. “I need to step out for twenty,” she told the supervisor, packing up her bag before he had time to object.
Alone in the break room, she called a number she hadn’t used in nearly two years. “Zack, it’s me. Call back. It’s bad. They’re back in the system.” She hung up, heart racing.
**
Chicago, pre-dawn, the streets slick with freezing rain. Allison Pierke hunched over a spiderweb of fiber in the telecom utility station, the only woman in a crew of silent men with dirt under their nails and rubber gloves up to their elbows. Her breath came in ragged puffs, clouding the glass of her tablet as she ran diagnostics on the city’s grid management system.
It was supposed to be a routine check, a “health pulse,” as the bureaucrats called it. But nothing about today felt routine. Allison’s screen flashed a sudden corridor of code in the diagnostic kernel, an algorithm she hadn’t seen since her days as an NSA back-end specialist, years before her forced retirement.
At first, she thought she’d imagined it, the quirk of a tired mind. But as she drilled into the hexadecimal, her stomach turned. The code ran like a virus, embedded in a logic controller. Self-propagating, self-concealing. Signature “Shadow Protocol.” She’d helped write parts of it, deep state stuff, back when she still believed in causes.
She pocketed the drive, fighting panic. Someone had embedded this in the city’s heart months, maybe years, ago. The only reason it was surfacing now? The system was *reactivating*.
Her boss called out, “Allison, you coming? We got a blown transformer on Michigan.”
“I’ll catch up,” she shouted, already stepping back, slipping out into the noise and the wind.
Standing in the alley, she dialed a number she’d told herself she’d never use again. Static. Three rings. “Rachel? It’s Allison. We need to talk. Now.”
**
In a brightly lit briefing room miles beneath the Pentagon, Colonel Warlan tapped a gloved finger against a stack of red folders. His granite face betrayed nothing but cold efficiency as his aide, sweating in a suit two sizes too big, waited for the command.
“Containment, sir?”
Warlan nodded, words clipped. “We’re not retasking. We’re erasing. Every last asset, every last trace. No comms, no quarter. Send it down the chain, make sure they understand.”
The aide’s hand shook as he took the folders. “And if Mercer’s already gone to ground?”
Warlan just smiled, the kind of smile you didn’t want to see in a dark alley. “He won’t get far. He’s got too much unfinished business.”
**
Far from the corridors of official power, a Chinese cyber cell sat in a darkened basement in Chongqing, eyes glittering behind thick glasses. The leader, a woman known only as Shi, nodded to her team. On their screens, grid after grid of American defense networks quietly blinked with green status lights. Buried deep within that sea of code was the same digital spectrogram that had haunted Mercer’s safehouse, Rachel’s terminal, and Allison’s diagnostics.
The signal pulsed, slow, then fast, transmitting a fingerprint, a warning, a challenge.
Shi’s voice was barely a whisper: “Begin phase one.”
Across oceans, under cover of darkness, the signal awaited its reply.
**
Madrid, evening: Zack waited on a bench beneath a flickering streetlamp, his face shrouded by the hood of his windbreaker, muscles coiled with tension. He checked his watch, scanning the flow of pedestrians circling Plaza Mayor. Bennett was always punctual, but tonight, he was late. Zack’s phone remained dark, no new messages. He forced himself to breathe, to think.
He’d spent the train ride erasing every remnant of his old identity, dumped the phone, stripped his banking app, destroyed photos, shredded the emergency passport he swore he’d never use. Now he was no one, nowhere, and that meant he was finally close to the truth.
Footsteps slowed behind him. “You look like hell, Mercer.”
Bennett’s voice was rough as gravel, eyes flicking with the nervous energy of a man too long in the field. Zack didn’t rise. “You got my message?”
Bennett sat, keeping a steady three feet of bench between them. “They’re moving fast. The unit, Warlan signed off on it personally. All redacted. They want what’s left of us gone.”
Zack closed his eyes, the city’s heartbeat loud in his ears. “It’s not just them. The signal’s active. It’s in the air, in the grid, the Chinese are watching. Maybe more. We need to get the others.”
Bennett hesitated. “Are you sure it’s the same code? After all these years?”
Zack’s voice cracked. “I saw it, Ben. I saw it tonight.”
Bennett drew a slow breath, eyes on the cathedral’s spire. “Then we’ve got no time. I’ll reach out to McAllister and Rachel. But if we do this…” He trailed off, the old fear settling in.
Zack’s lips lifted in a grim, humorless smile. “We finish it. Or we die trying.”
Above them, the city’s lights quivered, just perceptibly, unnoticed by millions, but unmistakable to those who knew. Somewhere, in a hidden server farm, the encrypted spectrogram pulsed again, steady and implacable. The storm was coming.
A soft rain had started to fall, silvering the glow of streetlights along the empty road skirting the Grunewald. Zack Mercer leaned forward, elbows braced on a battered table, staring at the four monitors stacked in a makeshift rack. Each screen displayed a different corner of the derelict farmhouse they used as a safehouse, exterior angles lit by night-vision, interiors mapped in ghostly green. But it was one feed in particular, Camera Two, that held his attention. The video wavered, pixelating with a pattern of jagged, recursive lines, digital static, unmistakable to anyone who’d spent years in the theater of modern espionage.
He’d seen this pattern before, years ago, and it was always the same: the signature drift of a hijacked signal. Mercer tasted bile in his throat, forced himself to breathe. Each flicker was a warning, the kind only someone with the right training could read. With practiced calm, he keyed an encrypted snapshot, isolating the glitch for later analysis. If they were already probing the safehouse, then time was running out. He flexed his hands, knuckles aching with old scars, and let himself drift for a moment, back to where it had all gone wrong.
A scream of alarms, harsh and metallic, echoing through concrete corridors. Staccato gunfire, the flash of muzzle bursts in the dark. The last operation had been a disaster from the first breach. He could still feel the heat of the breach charges, the slap of a rifle recoiling in his grip as he moved through the labyrinth. His team, Rachel, McAllister, Allison, had been scattered by the chaos, their comms fracturing beneath a wave of jamming. He remembered Rachel’s desperate voice in his earpiece, filtered by static: “Zack, they’re not after the target. They’re after us.” The truth had hit like a fist to the gut. The real mission hadn’t been extraction. It had been erasure.
A sharp buzz from the encrypted phone jarred him back: a new message, untraceable and burning with urgency. Four words: The signals evolved. You’re still on the list.
He stared at the screen, pulse hammering. No signature, no preamble. Just confirmation of the thing he’d dreaded ever since Berlin: they knew he was alive. He had minutes, maybe hours. Mercer forced himself to move, packing the surveillance kit as efficiently as he’d once packed a parachute. Out the window, distant traffic whispered past, oblivious to the fact that a war was being fought in the shadows.
He wiped the room for prints, scattering signal jammers like breadcrumbs on his way out. As he moved into the night, rain slicking the back of his neck, he thumbed his phone. There was one person left he could trust, Bennett. If anyone could help, it was him. The message was brief, stripped of anything personal. Madrid, midnight, Plaza Mayor. Burners only.
He ditched the SIM in a storm drain, vanished into the dripping darkness.

      ***Two cities away, in a Vienna café scattered with blue-checked tablecloths and wilted sunflowers, McAllister blended with the late-night clientele. He wore an old peacoat and a newsboy cap pulled low, but he still looked tired, haunted, the way only men who’ve lost everything look. His coffee sat cooling beside a battered laptop.
He’d intercepted the message in the corner of a darknet forum, the sort of place where ex-intelligence assets bartered for new lives. The code was subtle: a sequence buried in a weather report, impossible to spot unless you knew which digital stones to turn. He decrypted it quickly, hands steady despite the chill that settled in his bones. The phrase was unmistakable: ‘Erasure incomplete. Elders sweeping. All team, all assets. Hunt prioritization: active.’
McAllister’s thumb hovered over the phone’s keypad. He wanted to warn Rachel, Allison, even Zack. But contact was risk; every comms burst was another chance for someone to find him. Instead, he sat in the café’s shadow, the coded message echoing in his mind: The erased are being hunted. They’d outlived their usefulness. Now they were targets.
From the alley outside, the faintest reflection in the glass, a man, standing too still, his face lost to the dark. McAllister’s training screamed at him to move. He snapped his laptop shut, tossed coins on the scarred wood, and melted into the midnight city.

      ***Half a world away, in the humming nerve center of a Chicago data hub, Allison Pierke ran her hands over the sprawl of monitors and servers, her eyes gritty from hours of staring at lines of code. Her job was supposed to be simple: run diagnostics for a telecom provider, keep the city’s grid humming. But buried in the latest diagnostic dump, something called to her, a subroutine hidden so artfully it felt like déjà vu.
She isolated it, drilling through layers of obfuscation. Patterns unfolded in her mind, the way only they could for those who’d spent too long hunting digital ghosts. Three lines here, a misflagged checksum there… A signature she hadn’t seen in years. No one else would notice, but to her, it was the equivalent of finding her own name written in invisible ink across the city’s power grid.
A cold sweat prickled the back of her neck. This wasn’t some rookie script-kiddie. This was the same code base the Commandos had chased, and barely survived. The grid’s entire core management software had been laced with it, ready to detonate or vanish at a keystroke.
“Hey, Al, did you fix the paging queue?” someone called from the hallway.
“Yeah,” she lied, hands shaking. “Just a weird old timer bug.”
She forced herself to smile, but her mind raced. She closed the console, wiped her tracks, and composed a simple, untraceable message: “Berliner ghosts in the wire. Meet.” Then, before she could second-guess herself, she dropped her burner phone down the trash chute, heart hammering at the thought that she might already be too late.

      ***In the heart of D.C. where night pressed hard against the Pentagon’s unyielding glass, Colonel Warlan stood at the head of a situation room, his crisp uniform immaculate, his eyes colder than the marble floors. Screens behind him glowed with live satellite feeds, scrolling telemetry, and one steady red line: Shadow Commandos, active status: unknown.
“Containment’s moving into phase two,” he said, not a hint of doubt in his voice. “No more mistakes. No more loose ends.”
A junior analyst, his tie askew, coughed nervously. “Sir, what about operational exposure? If any of them, ”
Warlan’s stare cut him short. “Erase them, and the secrets die with them.” He moved to the window, watching as D.C.’s arteries glimmered in the dark. “Begin sweep protocol. No ties left behind.”
“Yessir.”
He didn’t watch the screens. He didn’t need to. Somewhere out there, Mercer and what remained of his ghost team were running. But for the first time in years, Warlan’s hands trembled, just barely.

      ***The rain was heavier in Berlin now, drumming on Mercer’s hood as he wove through the city’s backstreets. Old reflexes took over, changing direction at random, slipping through alleys, watching for tails in plate glass windows. When he was certain he wasn’t followed, he ducked into a shuttered bar, used a soldering iron to cook the SIM on his last phone, obliterating the last tie to Berlin.
He remembered the last moments with Rachel, blood streaking her sleeve, the fear in her eyes as they’d split up, each running for a safehouse in a different country. He’d sworn they’d regroup, find the leak, fight back. Now all he had was the certainty that the storm was building, and it wasn’t just them in the crosshairs.
Mercer reached the locker where he’d stashed his go-bag: cash, another passport, a sidearm, and a ticket to Madrid. He checked the compartment, then paused, his hand grazing a slip of paper he hadn’t left. It was blank except for a single, jagged fingerprint, dusted in black powder.
He exhaled sharply. Whoever was tracking him, they were close. Too close.
On instinct, he called an old number, a secure routine once used to signal the others. No answer, just static, but when he hung up, a text appeared: “Spectrogram in play. They’re listening.”
He left the locker open, a ghost to whomever came next.

      ***Rachel Donovan’s office in the FAA consulting suite outside Baltimore was windowless, walls lined with whiteboards and flickering monitors. She rubbed tired eyes, scrolling through raw air traffic telemetry, routine until her script flagged a drift in a routine transponder code. The anomaly was small but deliberate. Civilian traffic shouldn’t exhibit packet loss like that, not unless someone was using the airspace for piggyback signals.
She ran the packets through a spectrum analyzer, heart rate picking up as a pulse pattern emerged, old-school, analog-digital echoes. It was the same digital heartbeat she’d chased through bunkers and battlefield routers, now ghosting through commercial airspace. Someone was using the U.S. flight grid to send covert signals. She looked for the origination node. The trace dead-ended in Berlin.
She closed the window, called up her private secure server, and typed furiously: “Signal back. They found us. We need to move.”
A quiet knock at her door made her freeze. She cleared the screen with a tap, forced her face to calm, and opened the door to a janitor pushing a mop. He didn’t meet her eyes. Her pulse hammered.
She waited until he left, then cleaned her digital presence, wiped the logs, and began to plan her escape. For the first time since Berlin, adrenaline burned away her fatigue. The hunt was back on.

      ***In an anonymous room two floors below street level, hidden beneath the glow of Chinese characters on a news feed, a cyber cell monitored the American power grid with clinical detachment. Their leader watched as dormant code stirred in the U.S. city nodes, each response logged in silence. A young technician spoke softly: “They’re waking up, sir. The signal’s propagating.”
“Good,” the leader said, not looking away from the pulse on the monitor. “Prepare for phase three.”
The spectrogram pulsed, one last, cryptic flare, before fading into the black, its meaning lost to all but those who knew the shape of the coming storm. And out in the world, the lost signal whispered its warning: the game was far from over, and the secrets the Shadow Commandos carried were worth a thousand deaths.






  
  Chapter one
Dead Men Watching


Mercer changed safehouses three times before noon, packing and unpacking the battered duffel with the automatic efficiency of long habit. Each new room felt colder than the last. The first, a sallow-walled apartment above a shuttered bakery, stank of yeast and stale cigarettes. The second, a seventh-floor walkup with threadbare curtains, had a view of Madrid’s distant rooftops and one too many sightlines from the alley below. He didn’t bother sitting; he only checked the locks, peered through the peephole, and stripped the room for bugs before moving on. 
By the third room, a cramped studio north of Retiro Park, Mercer’s nerves prickled raw, his mind replaying every face passed on the twisting streets. No matter how thorough he was, the unease stuck. Every step on the hallway carpet, every distant voice in the stairwell, carried threat. He pressed his back against the door after locking it, closing his eyes to listen. Only the hum of a faulty refrigerator answered. Still, he waited, counting down the minutes and scrawling a fresh series of escape routes in the battered notebook he kept pressed to his chest.
Across the city, Bennett stalked through the shadows of Calle de las Huertas, shrugging off the tailored suit he’d borrowed from a hotel wardrobe. The city was thick with tourists and pickpockets this time of year, faces blurring into a tapestry of benign anonymity, except for the pale man with the military haircut who’d lingered too long by the kiosks. Bennett turned down a side street, slipping between two delivery vans, letting the city swallow him. He ducked into a pastry shop, buying a concha he had no intention of eating, and watched the reflection in the glass. The man appeared, just as expected, hands tucked into his coat, eyes scanning. Amateurs, Bennett thought grimly; if they wanted him found, they should’ve sent someone better.
He dropped the pastry in the first trash can he found and doubled back, looping through a crowded market until the rhythm of pursuit faded. He turned his collar up, mind busy with calculations, time, distance, angles, and only allowed his breath to settle when he reached the nondescript café marked by a single red lantern in the window. Their meeting point.
Mercer was already there, seated at a far table with his back to the corner, mug held between his hands. The place was nearly empty apart from an elderly couple murmuring over coffee and a young woman scrolling through her phone by the window. Bennett slid into the seat opposite Mercer, eyes sweeping the room and lingering on the exits.
“Someone followed you,” Mercer said quietly. Not quite a question; more of a warning.
Bennett nodded, unwrapping a sugar packet with steady hands. “Lost him two blocks back. Might have picked up another on the way over.” He dropped the sugar into the coffee Mercer had ordered for him. “We’re not as invisible as we used to be, are we?”
Mercer’s smile was tight, more a baring of teeth. “We never were. Just lucky enough to believe the lie for a few years.” He studied Bennett’s face, the faded scar along his jaw, the tension around his eyes. Both bore the marks of the job, the weight of too many secrets, scars invisible to anyone who’d never knelt in the mud with a gun in hand.
They sat in silence a moment, letting the low thrum of conversation from the bar shield their words. Outside, a tram rattled past, its headlights briefly illuminating the condensation on the windows, turning the café’s interior into a mirrored world of ghosts and silhouettes.
Bennett reached into his pocket and slid a folded sheet of paper across the table, his fingers lingering. “It’s bad, Mercer. Worse than we thought.”
Mercer hesitated before opening the note. He recognized the code, old agency shorthand, names he hadn’t spoken aloud in years: members of the Shadow Commandos, their initials inked in a column. Each one had been marked, in painstaking tiny print, *terminated*.
He read the list twice. It felt like touching old wounds, the kind that never scabbed over. Anna M. Dead. Carter. Dead. Even Malloy, the one who always said he’d live forever if only to spite the people chasing them. Dead.
Mercer clenched his jaw, fingers whitening on the creased paper. “Who confirmed this?”
“My contact in Vienna,” Bennett said. “McAllister. He called an hour ago. Sounded rattled.”
Mercer’s head snapped up. McAllister didn’t rattle. Not since Belgrade, not since the double cross that had nearly left them both floating in the Danube. “What did he say?”
“That they’re not just monitoring us anymore,” Bennett said quietly. “They’re staging something. His words, not mine. Turned on the secure line, then cut it in under a minute. He was burning the trail behind him.”
Mercer pushed the paper away as if it might burn him. “I led them in there,” he muttered. The confession slipped out before he could stop it, a private guilt given voice amid the coffee and bitter air. “If I hadn’t, ”
Bennett shook his head. “You did what we all agreed to. None of us thought it would end this way.”
Mercer’s gaze drifted to the window, the city’s life moving on unbothered by their presence. Inside, memories pressed like bruises, shouts in the night, the smell of cordite, the flat sensation of losing someone in the dark. He glanced at Bennett, searching for blame and finding only exhaustion.
They watched each other for a long moment, speaking in the silence that only old soldiers share. Mercer’s phone buzzed on the table, a flat vibration that set his nerves jangling. He snatched it up, checking the screen, unknown number, masked by layers of encryption.
He connected with a tap, voice tight. “McAllister?”
On the other end, a familiar accent, clipped and urgent. “Mercer. Listen quickly. They know you’re in Madrid, but they think you’re still running from the east side. Burn this phone after we finish.”
“Status?” Mercer asked.
McAllister’s breathing shuddered in his ear, like he’d been jogging. “They’re not just tracking. They’re gathering resources, looks like a direct hit planned. Multiple assets flown in last night. Shadow Commandos are gone, but I picked up a signal from Prague. Pierce is still alive. Might be reaching out.”
Bennett leaned closer, his expression hard. “We need everyone. All that’s left. If they’re staging something, we don’t have the numbers to scatter and hope for the best.”
McAllister’s voice dropped to a hush. “You’re on borrowed time. Trust no one. Vienna’s blown for me, don’t try to call again.”
The line went dead. Mercer stared at the phone, then at Bennett.
“Pierce, in Prague,” Bennett said. “If he’s reaching out, he’s got a way to signal us. Or warn us off.”
Mercer’s thoughts spidered out, connecting lines and faces and old codes, Pierce, the man who’d taught him half his trade, whose disappearance two years ago had sent the whole network into freefall. If Pierce was online, things had moved from bad to impossible.
“Let’s see if he pings the old comms channel,” Bennett said, pulling out a battered tablet and loading up the encrypted chatroom they’d all sworn never to use again. The feed was dead at first, only a blinking cursor in the digital gloom. Then, abruptly, a new user flickered to life:
PIERCE_PRAGUE: ALL DARK. STATUS?
Bennett exhaled, shoulders sagging with a relief that never reached his eyes. Mercer’s own heart beat like a drum in his chest, the familiar rush of adrenaline both comforting and terrifying.
He typed quickly:
MERCER_MADRID: ALIVE. BENNETT WITH ME. BAD SITUATION.
PIERCE_PRAGUE: CONVERGE. SAFEHOUSE 47.
Bennett tapped out a reply, fingers flying.
BENNETT_MADRID: RECEIVED. ETA UNKNOWN. ENCRYPTED.
PIERCE_PRAGUE: WATCH THE STREETS. THEY’RE TOUCHING EVERYTHING.
The connection stuttered, fragmenting into digital static, then faded out altogether. Mercer closed the cover on the tablet, dragging a hand down his face.
“We get everyone,” Bennett said, voice grim. “No splits. We don’t survive alone this time.”
“Or at all,” Mercer said. He stood, jaw set, eyes scanning the café, still quiet, but the air felt charged now, each moment weighted with old betrayals. “Let’s move.”
They paid cash, slipping out separately, as always. Outside, the street buzzed with the late-day bustle, shoppers, idling traffic, the shifting gold of Madrid’s evening sun. Mercer’s gaze flicked across the road, to a man loitering by a newspaper kiosk, posture too stiff, eyes too alert. He hesitated. The man caught his stare, then turned and disappeared into the flow of the crowd.
Bennett rejoined him at the end of the block, steps quick. “I don’t like the look of this. We need to move, now.”
They cut right, ducking into a side alley lined with dumpsters and broken neon. Behind them, a single set of footsteps echoed for a moment, then vanished. Mercer’s sense of being watched crept up his spine. He knelt by a battered waste bin, searching for a fresh drop, anything out of place, anything left as a warning or signal.
He found it almost by accident: a cheap flip phone, battery taped to the back, screen blank. Bennett knelt beside him, frown deepening. “Could be a trigger,” he muttered.
Mercer nodded, handling it with gloved hands. The phone rang.
He exchanged a glance with Bennett, then pressed the answer button, holding the device at arm’s length. The voice that answered was flat, mechanical, utterly devoid of humanity.
“Run.”
Mercer’s blood iced. He dropped the phone, grabbing Bennett’s arm, shoving them both backward just as the first shot cracked overhead, somewhere above, a window shattering in a burst of glass and concrete.
“Go!” Mercer shouted, voice iron in the chaos. They sprinted, hearts pounding, ducking down the next alley as the city erupted around them, Madrid’s peaceful façade collapsing, old ghosts rising, the game beginning anew.
By the time the city’s pulse ebbed to the dull gray of afternoon, Mercer had changed safehouses twice already, and she was in the process of orchestrating a third move. The first spot, a nondescript walk-up near Atocha, had felt exposed, too many sightlines, a corner bodega with a new guy behind the till whose eyes were just a little too attentive. The second, an Airbnb in Lavapiés with excellent reviews and a malfunctioning lock, had her heart pounding at every creak of the floorboards. She watched the corridor for an hour, sure the cleaning lady was a cutout.
Now, as a dry wind swept wrappers in mad circles along the curb, Mercer ducked into an alley off Calle Argumosa and shoved her hands deep in her jacket pockets. She checked her reflection in a grimy window, searching for the nerves in her eyes. No tells, she assured herself. She pulled a battered phone from her pocket, fingers trembling, and fired off a single signal, a fragment of an old code, just enough to confirm the next rendezvous.
In a city of strangers, paranoia was the only reliable companion. She skirted back streets, passing sun-baked façades and drunk tourists arguing over maps. The weight of the day pressed heavy between her shoulder blades. The third safehouse was a windowless studio behind a closed-down bakery, a friend-of-a-friend’s emergency stash owed from a job in Tangier. She let herself inside, double-bolting the door and yanking closed a frayed blackout curtain. She sat on the edge of a sagging cot and exhaled. Even inside, the sense of a thousand eyes persisted.
Across town, Bennett was carving his own erratic trail among the crowds that surged from the Recoletos metro. The tail hadn’t been obvious at first, just a gray-haired man in a blue blazer, then a woman with a bright red umbrella, then the same man again, now across the street, reading his phone upside down. Bennett let the pulse of old instincts take over. A sharp left down a bookshop’s alley, a pause between delivery trucks as he swapped jackets with a junkie for the price of a fiver. He slipped through a hotel lobby, cut through the kitchen, emerged onto a different street entirely.
He caught a glimpse, in the hotel’s mirrored wall, of his own reflection, older, wary, shoulders hunched from too many years expecting the worst. He brushed past a lobby attendant, his phony Spanish accent cheerful as he asked after taxi ranks, but his eyes never stopped moving.
Two blocks later, the tail was gone, or at least, she’d lost them. He was certain of it. He’d been certain before. His heart continued its staccato rhythm as he strode toward the agreed meeting place.
The café was nestled beneath a washed-out awning, little more than a shadow in the late afternoon. Inside, smoke curled lazily under amber lamps. The place was mostly empty, a couple in the corner not speaking, a barista scrolling through his phone behind the counter.
Mercer took a table against the wall, back to a mural of flamenco dancers, so she could see the door and the reflection in the glass. When Bennett slid into the seat across from her, she didn’t speak for a long moment. She just looked at him, cataloguing every change. The new lines around his mouth, the flecks of gray in his five o’clock shadow. The way his eyes, gunmetal blue, never quite settled.
“Nice disguise,” Mercer murmured, nodding at the junkie’s jacket.
Bennett grunted, pulling it tighter. “Figures you’d be three steps ahead.”
“You tailed?”
He shook his head, but she noticed the rigid set of his jaw. “No. Or if I was, they lost me.”
Mercer didn’t smile. “Nobody loses them forever. Not anymore.”
A waitress ambled over. Mercer ordered thick coffee for both. Only when the cups arrived, bittersweet and thick, did she lean forward, voice low.
“Show me,” she said.
Bennett kept his eyes on the street beyond the window as his hand disappeared inside his bag. He produced a battered folder, thick and battered, pages scrawled with numbers, names, dates. He slid it across the table, covering it with his palm for a second.
“Intel was right,” he said. “It's not just a cleanup. It’s eradication. Shadow Commandos, every operative on file, marked terminated. All but us. And Pierce, maybe. I don’t know how he’s still above water.”
Mercer’s throat tightened as she scanned the first page. Names she’d known better than her own. Faces she saw in dreams, or nightmares. The file was brutal in its simplicity: name, code phrase, last known, status, TERMINATED. TERMINATED. TERMINATED.
She pressed a knuckle to her lips, fighting the guilt that threatened to pull her under. “Jesus, Ben. I led them into that op. I told them it was clear.”
Bennett’s hand found hers, clumsy, and quickly withdrawn. “We all wanted out. We all thought we could, ” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Whoever’s left, we pull them together and we get answers, or we burn the world down trying.”
Mercer scanned the room, soft jazz on the speakers fraying her nerves. “Can we even trust old channels? Even our own comms could be burned by now.”
Bennett’s gaze darkened. “I’ve wiped everything since Marrakech. New protocols, one-time pads, ghost numbers. But… no guarantees.”
They sat in silence, the world outside slowing to a golden hush. The air pressed in, thick with things unsaid and injuries never healed.
Her phone buzzed, a number she didn’t recognize, Vienna country code. Bennett reflexively reached for his pistol beneath the table.
She answered, voice cold and small. “Go.”
McAllister’s brogue crackled through the cheap speaker, tension pressed flat into every word. “Mercer. You’re compromised. I’m in Vienna; haven’t slept in two days. Listen, they’re not just watching. They’re staging something. You have less time than you think.”
She swallowed, trying to keep the emotion from her voice. “We need you here.”
McAllister’s laugh was brittle, unsteady. “You need a goddamn army, Julia. I’ll call again in two hours. Don’t trust anyone. Not even each other.”
The line clicked dead. Mercer set the phone down, hand trembling. Bennett’s face was pale.
“Staging something,” Bennett echoed. “That means resources. That means we’re up against more than the usual ghosts.”
Mercer looked down at the folder again. “We always were.”
Bennett’s tone softened, the gruff comfort of an old comrade. “You couldn’t have known, Julia.”
But she had known, in some way. She’d known trust was the rarest commodity. The scars on her arm itched under her sleeve, old reminders of double-crosses and desperate alliances. She forced herself upright. “We need to move again.”
As they gathered their meager belongings, Mercer’s personal phone, a device she’d left powered off for weeks, just in case, buzzed, a shuddering vibration that made her blood chill. She glanced at the screen: a partially decrypted alert from a channel she hadn’t seen active since Prague, years ago.
Bennett’s eyes widened. “Is that, ?”
Mercer nodded, pulse racing. “Pierce.”
They both crowded around the screen. The message was nothing but fragments, encrypted echoes. A lone blinking cursor, then: <RUN>. Another blink, and a string of old operational codes, ones only their core team would know. Pierce, alive. Or at least someone with access to his keys.
“Jesus Christ,” Bennett muttered, shoving a hand through his hair. “He’s burned, too. If they caught him, ”
“They haven’t,” Mercer interrupted, resolve finding its way back into her spine. “Not yet. But he’s running, and if they catch him, we lose everything.”
Bennett’s gaze locked on hers. “We need the others. All of them. Fast.”
Mercer nodded, rising, the folder clutched like a lifeline. “We pull everyone in. We don’t wait. Every hour we hesitate, we lose ground.”
They slipped out of the café, splitting in opposite directions as per habit. Mercer kept her head down, slipping into the bruised sunlight, heart thudding in her ears. She was halfway down the narrow street when she felt, rather than saw, the shift, eyes on her back, a prickle along her neck.
She ducked under a balcony, scanned the windows. Nothing. A child’s laughter rang from an upstairs apartment. A stray cat picked at a garbage bag. She started moving again, then paused. Across the street, at the mouth of an alley, an object caught her eye, a cheap, black burner phone, balanced on the rim of a trash can.
She should have kept walking. She should have run. Instead, she crossed, heart pounding, and picked it up.
The screen flickered, then rang with a hollow, mechanical tone. She hesitated only a second, then answered.
A voice, synthesized and inhuman, hissed into her ear: “Run.”
The phone went dead.
Mercer spun, searching for the watcher, but the alley was empty. Still, she ran, pulse slamming against her ribs, praying Bennett and the others were doing the same.
Trust, she realized as she disappeared into the crowd, wasn’t just rare. It was lethal.
Madrid by day was a city wrapped in gold and shadow, the kind of place where it was easy to vanish if you were careful, though Mercer hadn't felt truly invisible in years. By the third safehouse, his stubble itched with sweat and tension. Apricot light from the western sky cut through the cracks of the old shuttered flat he’d taken just off Calle Arenal, painting lines across the battered wooden floor. He'd moved three times since dawn, spiraling tighter with every mile, trust shrinking to the pinpoint of a peephole.
The first apartment, too exposed: a delivery van idling too long at the curb, the clamor of street vendors a shade too precise. The second, worse. A winking red diode behind an air vent. He’d left with his rucksack slung over one shoulder, heart punching hollow beats as he slipped through a fire escape, down into the chaos of the late-morning mercado. Now, in this third flat above a dead tapas bar, he forced himself still, listening for the sound of boots on stairwell tiles, the hush of radios.
His burner phone vibrated once in his palm. He nearly hurled it away. Instead, he made himself answer.
“Location change complete,” he murmured, voice low.
“Copy,” Bennett replied in that diamond-edged whisper Mercer remembered from their years in-country. There was static on the line, the digital kind, masking her exact coordinates in the city, but the tension threaded through anyway. “Was tailed leaving Atocha. Shook them at Sol, double-backed through Callao.”
“How sure?” Mercer asked.
“Four out of five,” Bennett said. “Saw a guy make me at the Metro. Ex-military, stocky. Didn’t follow protocol. Sloppy.” A short, sharp laugh, humorless. “Or they wanted me to see him.”
Mercer pushed away from the window, latticed sunlight shifting as he moved. “You’re clean?”
“Clean as it gets in this city.”
They both let the silence hold: the old trust, and the knowledge of how quickly it could rot. Finally, Bennett spoke, voice brittle. “You ready?”
“Room’s clear. But we switch locations after. No arguments.”
She didn’t respond, which was answer enough. A flicker of guilt shifted underneath his ribs, not for the first time today. He shoved it down.
He left the flat with nothing but the rucksack and the steel-weighted certainty of being watched. Madrid’s streets pulsed with evening energy: tourists clustering for photos, locals weaving through the press, scooters whining past on broken asphalt. He kept to back alleys and cut through crowds where he could, the old awareness humming in his bones. Trust nothing. Step light. Eyes up.
The café was a shadowbox place tucked under a dying neon sign, its windows fogged, the interior dim enough to blur faces. Bennett sat at a corner table, her brown leather jacket zipped high, mouth grim. She looked older, lines sharper at the corners of her eyes, but her presence still filled the space, a tension, a readiness to snap.
Mercer slid into the seat across from her, his back to the door. She nodded; he nodded back. Their eyes did the rest, the check-in for tells, the sweep for threats.
They didn’t speak at first, just sat in the hush and watched the handful of patrons nurse their drinks. A TV murmured above the bar, running muted news footage, stock footage of Berlin, a border protest in Warsaw. Noise.
The waitress came, mercifully indifferent, and Mercer ordered two coffees. The ritual felt absurd, but necessary, anchors in the drift. When she left, Bennett leaned in, her voice so soft he had to strain to catch it.
“Any sign of the others?”
Mercer shook his head once. “McAllister checked in from Vienna. Pierce is dark.”
She sucked in air, cheeks hollowing. “You trust the channels?”
“Only as far as I can throw them. But Mac’s traffic was clean.”
Bennett's fingers twitched, restless. Beneath her jacket, Mercer saw the old scar on her left hand, pale and ropy, a memory from Aleppo, when things were simpler. When at least you knew who was shooting at you.
“Do you ever,” she began, “regret it?”
He didn’t answer. Instead, he pressed a thumb to his right temple, trying to knead away the headache pulsing there. He wished for a lie, a neat denial that would end this, but his throat was dry.
Bennett reached inside her jacket and slid a folded paper across the table, her knuckles whitening as she let go. Mercer stared, then picked it up. A list, eight names, all familiar, all men and women who’d run the sort of jobs you couldn’t talk about even with your own conscience. Each name followed by the same designation: TERMINATED.
A chill rippled through him. He glanced up, Bennett’s eyes were glassy with fury and something else. Not tears, exactly. But close.
“Where’d you get this?”
“Same place I got the code for the Madrid drop. Intel dead-drop in Salamanca. It was waiting for me.”
Mercer mouthed the names, each one pulling a memory to the surface, a joke in a rain-soaked tent, blood on a tile floor, a toast in a bar when they still thought they’d won something. Now: erased, as if they’d never been.
He forced himself to look Bennett in the eye. “It wasn’t supposed to go like this.”
Her gaze sharpened. “But it did. We all followed your lead, Mercer. We trusted you.” Her words weren’t an accusation, just a fact, heavy as lead.
Mercer started to speak, but something in his chest locked tight. He forced out, “I didn’t know. They…they said it was a clean extraction. All of it. No loose ends.”
Bennett snorted. “It never is.”
He let the silence settle, paralysis, guilt seeping through every joint. He knew what she was thinking: If I’d just walked away. If I’d just said no. But what made it worse was the little voice, deep inside, whispering that he’d do it all again. The mission had mattered, maybe more than any of them ever admitted out loud.
Bennett exhaled, long and slow. “We need to find Pierce.” She was looking over his shoulder, out the rain-misted window, voice clipped with urgency. “And McAllister. Everyone left. Before they come for us.”
Something in her words sent Mercer’s skin crawling. He flipped the list around. “You sure this is legit?”
Bennett leaned forward, her breath faintly smelling of coffee and nerves. “It’s not just a warning, Mercer. They’re tying up every loose thread. Shadow Commandos, Omega, anyone who ever ran black for them.”
Mercer pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Don’t say the names.”
She grimaced. “Fine. But you get it now, don’t you? This isn’t just post-op paranoia. Someone’s burning the archives, starting with us.”
An alert vibrated in Bennett’s jacket pocket, her phone, the old secure model. She checked the screen, her body coiling. “It’s Mac.”
Mercer watched her thumb swipe the answer key. She pressed the phone to her ear, voice taut. “Talk to me, Mac.”
On speaker, McAllister’s voice came through compressed and tight, static chewing at the edges. “They’re not just monitoring, Bennett. I ran facial on the Vienna station, there are teams here, not surveillance. It’s staging. Something imminent. I can smell it.”
Mercer tried to picture McAllister, slight, wiry, nervy, moving through Vienna’s marble railway archways, half
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