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CHAPTER 1




The wind howled through the empty corridors of the decommissioned Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant. Once the crown jewel of Soviet nuclear energy, the facility now sat like a relic of a forgotten war—its towering reactors silent, its steel corridors collecting dust.

Inside, Vadim Petrov sipped his coffee, watching the monitors with half-interest. The plant still required security, despite its defunct status. A skeleton crew, maintaining the systems, ensuring no one tampered with what should have been buried history.

Tonight, something felt… off.

His compatriot, Sergei, was at the far station. Feet up, scrolling through his phone. Vadim glanced at the time—02:17 a.m. He hated the night shift. The silence. The isolation. The feeling that something lurked in the darkness, just out of sight.

"Any issues with the cooling tanks?" Vadim asked, trying to shake the feeling.

Sergei shrugged. "Routine fluctuations. The usual. Nothing to worry about."

That was what worried Vadim. For the last few days, the plant's cooling tanks had experienced odd system errors, a change to its normal operation. Nothing drastic, but noticeable.

He turned back to his screen. A minor electrical surge had been detected at one of the storage chambers earlier that night, but diagnostics had cleared it. Still, something gnawed at him.

Then the alarm sounded.

A Level 4 containment breach.

Vadim bolted upright. "Check the security feeds!"

Sergei had already pulled them up, but the screens were dark.

"What the hell?" Sergei muttered. "They're offline."

"That's not possible."

Vadim toggled the backup feed. A grainy, distorted image flickered to life—a shadow moving through the lower levels.

His stomach tightened. "Who the hell is that?"

Sergei grabbed the radio. "Security, report in!"

Silence.

Vadim's skin prickled. He reached for the pistol tucked under his desk. "We need to lock down the facility."

Sergei was already typing commands into the system, but a flashing error popped up.

OVERRIDE ENGAGED

ACCESS DENIED

Vadim's pulse pounded in his ears. Someone was inside. And they were in control.

The ventilation shaft was narrow, barely wide enough for the figure moving through it. Dressed in matte-black tactical gear, the operative navigated the air duct with precise, controlled movements, pausing only to check their wrist-mounted display.

A second operative followed behind, silent as a shadow. A hand signal, a nod, and they pressed forward.

The mission had been planned for months. Every contingency accounted for. There was no room for error.

The first operative reached the vent's end and produced a small electronic scrambler. The device blinked red as it overrode the lock. With a barely audible hiss, the vent opened, and the figures slipped through.

Their target was straight ahead. The uranium vault.

The power flickered once. Then twice. Then, it was gone.

Vadim Petrov's cigarette trembled between his fingers as the hum of the control panels dulled. Red warning indicators pulsed across his monitor, flooding the room in erratic light.

"Sergei?" Vadim muttered, exhaling smoke as he tapped at his screen. Nothing responded.

From across the room, Sergei cursed. "Vadim, I just lost the feed. Every camera is down."

That wasn't possible. The plant's security system was hardwired, separated from external networks. A cyberattack should have been impossible.

Vadim reached for the emergency phone. Static greeted him.

Then, the terminal screen refreshed. Lines of text rolled across in a steady stream. A single phrase in Cyrillic script:

"СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ."

"Pauper system active connection."

Vadim's breath hitched. The words struck him like an echo from the past. One he hadn't heard in years. The phrase repeated—like a glitch. But this wasn't a glitch.

СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ.

СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ.

СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ.

СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ.

СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ.

СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ.

СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ АКТИВНОЕ СОЕДИНЕНИЕ.

Before he could react, the text shifted, the countdown started.

7… 6… 5… 4… 3…

Sergei's chair screeched as he stood. "Vadim, what the hell is happening?"

Vadim lunged for the emergency lockdown switch. His fingers were inches away when the entire facility shuddered. A low, guttural boom rippled through the floor. Then, the lights went out.

In the darkness, Vadim's pulse roared in his ears. A sharp click echoed behind him. Not the mechanical sound of failing machinery. Something else.

A weapon.

He turned. A silhouette moved in the shadows, the faintest glint of metal reflecting off the dim lighting.

A silencer.

The gunshot was soft. Almost polite.

Vadim fell before he felt the pain.





CHAPTER 2




Robert Dart hated the elevator at ICSS headquarters.

It wasn't the mirrored walls or the low hum of fluorescent lighting. It was the silence. Forty-five floors of nothing but stale air and whatever waited at the top.

He stood alone, hands in the pockets of a charcoal jacket worn thin from fieldwork. His boots still had flecks of dirt from New Mexico—last week's op. A simple extraction, low profile.

Dart stared at himself in the mirrored wall of the elevator, eyeing the lines of fatigue etched into his face.

The elevator dinged. The doors opened.

"Welcome, Agent 87." The security AI's voice was flat, synthetic. He didn't respond.

Two agents passed him in the hall, whispering just out of earshot. Dart recognized one—Langley transfer, all pressed shirts and polished boots. The kind of guy who signed off on drone strikes from six time zones away.

He didn't trust anyone who ironed their cuffs.

At the end of the corridor, a steel door waited. No markings. No nameplate. Just a fingerprint scanner and the low buzz of clearance locks disengaging.

It opened.

The room beyond was dim. Tactical maps lined one wall—Europe, East Asia, a digital globe blinking with data pulses. The ceiling buzzed with low ambient white noise, designed to cancel eavesdropping.

At the center stood The Chief—arms folded; profile carved in concrete. His face looked like it had been in a fistfight with time and won on points. Sixty-something. Broad-shouldered. The kind of man who barked in lowercase and didn't believe in second chances.

"The crow's beak stays black," The Chief said casually, as if it made sense. To Dart, it did.

"Only until he's twelve," Dart responded. This week's passphrase.

"Welcome, Agent… …Sit," he said without looking.

Dart sat.

The Chief tossed a folder across the table. It slid to a stop in front of Dart. The seal on the front read: 'ICSS - LEVEL BLACK EYES ONLY.'

He opened it. Read the first page. And frowned.

"Lithuania," Dart said. "Bad news, I take it?"

The Chief lit a cigarette. He wasn't supposed to smoke in the briefing room. He did it anyway.

"Seventy kilos of uranium," he said. "Gone."

Dart looked up. "Seven-zero?"

The Chief nodded.

"That's not a breach," Dart said. "That's an act of war."

"No one's declared it yet. Because no one knows about it. And we'd like to keep it that way."

Dart leaned back, flipping through the grainy security photos—an empty vault, a systems override, scrambled footage from the control room.

"How long have we known?"

The Chief exhaled smoke. "Six hours."

"And the local response?"

"Dead. Everyone on night shift. Terminals wiped. No forensic trail. Just this."

He passed Dart a printed screenshot—an old Cyrillic font glowing on a black background. He knew how to read Russian but couldn't make sense of the phrase.

"СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ ЗАВЕРШЕНА."

"Pauper system complete."

Dart squinted. "The hell is that?"

"No idea," the Chief said. "Seems ominous though… maybe theatrics?"

Dart didn't answer. He stared at the phrase. The formatting. The repetition. The strange sense that it bore importance.

"Where's the next move?" Dart asked.

The Chief tapped the folder. "We've got a whisper in Berlin. Ex-Russian intel asset claims to have info on the breach happening. Something about a code buried in the facility's computer network."

Dart raised an eyebrow.

The Chief said nothing.

"So, this isn't a theft," Dart said. "It's a trigger."

The Chief nodded once. "That's why we're sending you."

Dart sat the folder down on the table and unzipped his bag. 

The Chief stubbed out his cigarette. "We're pulling someone out of cyber operations. He knows the tech. I think you two are acquainted."

"JJ?" Dart asked.

"Still smarter than the rest of our tech division. …And still hasn't learned when to shut up."

Dart allowed the faintest hint of a smirk. "Perfect."

The Chief pulled a map from the stack of documents and laid it flat on the table. His finger traced a line from Lithuania to Berlin.

"First stop is Berlin," he said, voice like gravel over concrete. "You'll meet our contact at an old warehouse. Name's Viktor Volkov. Former intelligence, now freelancing."

Dart studied the map. "What's he got for us?"

"He claims to have a fragment of the code used in the attack," The Chief replied. "If he's right, we can trace its origin. Maybe even find out who orchestrated this."

"And if he's wrong?"

"Then we're back to square one, with seventy kilos of uranium missing and no leads."

Dart looked up from the map, eyes narrowing. "What's the catch?"

The Chief's lips pressed into a thin line. "Volkov doesn't work for free. He's asking for asylum in exchange for his intel."

Dart snorted. "Asylum? Does he know that's above my pay grade?"

"He doesn't," The Chief said, eyes hardening. "Keep it that way. He thinks you're there to negotiate terms. Keep him talking long enough for JJ to do his thing with the code."

Dart nodded slowly. "And after Berlin?"

The Chief leaned back, folding his arms across his broad chest. "That depends on what you find. If Volkov's info pans out, you'll follow the digital trail wherever it leads. Could be a basement in Wisconsin for all we know."

Dart took a deep breath. The room felt smaller with every word The Chief spoke.

"A plane is waiting for you at DFW," The Chief said, voice softer but no less intense. "Wheels up in 2 hours. You'll rendezvous with JJ en route."

"Understood." Dart closed the folder and stood up.

The Chief looked him dead in the eye. "This one's big, Dart. Bigger than anything you've handled before."

Dart held his gaze without flinching. "I won't let you down."

"See that you don't," The Chief said, a rare hint of something almost like concern flickering in his tired eyes.

With a final nod, Dart turned and walked out of the room, already running through scenarios in his mind.

He had 2 hours to prepare for what could be the most dangerous mission of his career.

And he intended to make every second count.





CHAPTER 3




The windows in Evelyn Kane's office were tinted against the D.C. sun, casting a soft gray hue across the brushed metal of her desk and the glowing surface of her computer. Her office overlooked Constitution Avenue, but Kane preferred not to look out. The real world had too many variables. Too much noise.

Inside the system, everything was clean. Predictable. Controlled.

She scanned the latest Lazarus Intelligence Digest, the summary report compiled by the AI's adaptive processing engine. The data was exact—NATO fleet movements, energy consumption trends in Kaliningrad, a sudden spike in encrypted comms traffic out of Belarus. Nothing had happened yet, but the model already predicted three potential flashpoints within seventy-two hours.

As usual, the AI's confidence level exceeded 96 percent.

Kane scrolled to the bottom. Her brow furrowed slightly.

RECOMMENDED ACTION:

1) Initiate silent escalation protocols with regional EUCOM partners.

2) Greenlight joint operations exercise in the Bering Sea.

3) Begin asset recall from Riga and Tallinn—do not brief field agents.

All three actions were already marked with timestamps.

All three had already been executed.

She clicked on the screen, bringing up the system logs. The approvals had been routed through the Strategic Autonomous Response Framework—Lazarus's decision-support module. Which meant the AI had pushed the orders through before they hit her desk.

The door opened without a knock.

Ethan Reyes stepped inside, tablet in hand, tie loosened like he'd jogged up the stairs rather than wait for the elevator. His face carried the permanent intensity of a man who rarely slept and never forgot a pattern.

"I need five minutes," he said, already walking toward her.

Kane didn't look up. "You're already at four."

Reyes placed the tablet on her desk and swiped it open. "These are decision logs from the past forty-eight hours. Seven policy actions. Five surveillance authorizations. Every single one routed through Lazarus's pre-authorization buffer."

She glanced at the screen. "Yes. It's working."

"It's working too well." His voice was tight. "There's no human intervention in three of those actions. They were flagged, analyzed, recommended, and executed without a clearance queue."

"That's the system's job, Reyes," she said, finally looking at him. "You want us to go back to waiting for paper memos to make a move?"

"No," he said. "I want someone to be accountable when a black site lights up without warning because a machine calculated that it's statistically safer than doing nothing."

Kane's lips pressed into a thin line.

"You approved the framework," she said. "You helped build the model."

"Yeah, I helped build a tool," he snapped. "Not a policymaker."

Silence stretched between them. The hum of the system console filled the space where trust had once lived.

Reyes leaned forward, tone lowering. "Lazarus isn't just recommending policy anymore. The language, the sequencing, even the psychological—it's all being controlled."

Kane stared at him, unreadable. Then she sat back, folding her arms.

"Let me be clear," she said. "The system works. It's fast, it's precise, and it's prevented more instability in the last six months than the last six years of human-led intelligence. If you're uncomfortable with that, you're free to request reassignment."

Reyes hesitated. He could see it in her eyes—she wasn't lying. She believed it.

"If you're afraid of the machine you helped create, why don't you contact NSC?" she said sternly. "…Are you afraid or not?"

He turned and left without waiting to be dismissed.

Behind her desk, Kane tapped a command into the console. The screen dimmed, then brightened. The Lazarus interface hovered, ambient and calm.

Query: Show full history of pre-authorized intelligence actions, last 72 hours.

AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED

CONFIRM USER: DIRECTOR EVELYN KANE

She considered what Reyes had said, if only for a moment. Then canceled the request.





CHAPTER 4




The C-17 sat under sodium lights on the far end of the DFW auxiliary airstrip, hulking and silent. A transport beast built for wars that no one ever wanted to admit were still happening.

Robert Dart stood beneath the wing, boots planted in gravel, arms folded against the wind. His breath came in short plumes, but his posture didn't move. He wasn't watching the plane. He was waiting.

The sound of boots echoed behind him—calm, even. A rhythm Dart knew better than most.

James "JJ" Hudson emerged from the shadows, shoulders hunched under a worn leather jacket, a brown satchel slung over one shoulder. His hair was a little longer than Dart remembered. Still impossible to tell if it was artfully messy or just the result of not caring.

"Tell me this bird's headed somewhere cold," JJ said, stopping beside him. "Because I only packed the coat."

Dart's smirk was barely perceptible. "Berlin."

"Good. I still remember enough German to order a beer."

The two men didn't hug. Didn't shake hands. But they stood there a moment longer than necessary, both taking the moment in. That was enough.

Inside the aircraft, the cargo hold had been stripped down to essentials. Jump seats, a bolted-down metal table, one monitor secured to the wall. The kind of ride that prioritized function over comfort.

JJ dropped into a seat with a familiar grunt. Dart sat opposite, watching him like a puzzle he hadn't finished solving.

"Been a minute," JJ said, rolling his neck. "Last op I remember, you were yelling at a warlord in Tajikistan because he insulted your boots."

"He did," Dart replied. "Said they looked 'cheap American.'"

JJ snorted. "They were."

"They were broken in. There's a difference."

The silence that followed wasn't awkward. It was the space between old friends who once knew everything about each other but had learned to survive without asking questions.

JJ pulled a file folder from his satchel and dropped it on the table.

"Here's what we've got. Ignalina. Decommissioned nuclear site. Six security personnel dead, hard-wired systems overridden, vault emptied. Seventy kilos of uranium gone."

Dart flipped the folder open. His eyes skimmed the photos—charred terminals, static-ridden footage, a blood-slicked control console.

"No signatures?" he asked.

"None," JJ said. "That's the part that stinks. Whoever did this ghosted in, ghosted out. Military precision. Tech discipline. And they left this."

He tapped one of the screenshots. Dart leaned in.

Cyrillic characters rolled across an old CRT monitor in the corner of the image.

"СИСТЕМА НИЩИЙ ЗАВЕРШЕНА."

"Pauper system complete."

JJ's voice softened. "You recognize it?"

"The Chief showed me it," Dart said. "Sounds ominous, like a virus or something."

JJ nodded. "Yeah. Looks like it—maybe on the surface. But this? This wasn't simple. This was code."

He powered on a rugged tablet and brought up a system log. The same phrase repeated on loop. Then, a countdown began.

"Looks like a complex trigger protocol," JJ said. "Complicated and carefully modified—maybe as a failsafe, or some sort of complex system integration. Could be both. But here's what's unique—this came from a legacy terminal with isolated architecture. Air-gapped. It shouldn't have been accessible from outside. Which means it was activated by someone inside who knows what they're doing."

Dart's eyes narrowed. "Thoughts?"

"I mean, it's got to be something old, right? A ghost of the Soviet era," JJ replied, his voice laced with a mixture of intrigue and excitement. He tapped the screen of the tablet, highlighting a specific line of code. "And it's haunting the right people—people who know too much, or maybe not enough."

Dart felt a chill run down his spine. The implications of JJ's words settled heavily in his mind. A ghost from the past reanimated in the present, targeting them with precision. It made the situation all the more dangerous and unpredictable.

A voice cracked over the comm.

"Takeoff in five. Strap in."

JJ leaned back, securing his harness.

"Berlin contact says he saw the breach coming," he continued. "Claims a black-box AI signature matched something they buried in '89. Back then, it was called a simulation tool. Cold War modeling software."

"Like Project Lazarus," Dart said.

JJ nodded.

"Thought those things died with the wall," Dart muttered.

JJ's expression changed—just for a second. Something darker in his eyes.

"Maybe it did," he said. "But sometimes the show must go on."

The cargo ramp closed with a hiss. The engines roared to life.

As the C-17 lifted into the night sky, Dart watched the clouds slip beneath them.

Beside him, JJ pulled a worn challenge coin from his jacket and began flipping it through his fingers—just like he used to during briefings in the Corps.

Different war. Same coin.

Same ghosts.





CHAPTER 5




Berlin always felt too clean to Dart.

Too polished, too quiet. A city rebuilt not just with concrete, but with precision—like a place trying to forget it had ever bled.

The C-17 touched down under heavy overcast, the kind of sky that promised rain without delivering. By the time Dart and JJ stepped onto the tarmac at Tempelhof's restricted runway, the wind had picked up. Sharp. Damp. East German ghosts riding the breeze.

They were met by a nondescript black SUV and a driver who didn't offer his name. JJ made a game of trying to guess it.

"Gunther?" he whispered from the back seat.

"…Max?" he added thirty seconds later.

Dart ignored him, eyes fixed on the buildings sliding past the window. Brutalist remnants flanked by high-tech renovations. The old Berlin still lived in the seams. You just had to know where to look.

"Where are we meeting him?" Dart asked, not taking his eyes off the street.

JJ glanced down at the burner phone Kane's team had provided. "Warehouse off Köpenicker Straße. Used to be a freight depot. Guy claims it's secure, insulated, and—get this—untraceable."

"I don't like untraceable," Dart said flatly.

JJ cracked a smile. "I know. That's why I didn't tell you sooner."

The SUV rolled to a stop near a rust-stained gate tagged with the remnants of a Cold War-era warning sign:

ZUTRITT VERBOTEN

No entry

They stepped out into the cold. JJ zipped up his jacket. Dart scanned the perimeter.

The warehouse was squat and windowless, flanked by a gutted train platform and flaking brick walls. The only light came from a single flickering bulb above the side entrance. A camera blinked above the door.

Dart knocked twice, paused, then knocked once more.

No response.

"Maybe he's shy," JJ muttered.

The lock clicked, and the door opened halfway. A pale eye peered through the gap, then widened with recognition.

"You're early," the man said in English with a thick Russian accent.

"We're right on time," Dart replied.

The man stepped back and opened the door fully. Viktor Volkov was thin, wiry, with a face like someone who hadn't seen sunlight in a decade. Dart noted the slight tremor in his hand, the faint bulge under his jacket where a sidearm rested.

Volkov shut the door behind them and motioned towards a table near the corner of the room. A small metal box sat on it; lid open like a hungry mouth.

"Phones, tablets, anything electronic. In the cage," Volkov said, voice clipped.

Dart frowned. "Why?"

JJ didn't wait for Dart to argue. He pulled out his phone, placed it in the box, then turned to Dart. "Faraday cage," he explained. "Blocks all electronic signals. No Wi-Fi, no cell towers, no satellites."

Dart's eyes narrowed. "And you're just okay with that?"

JJ shrugged. "It's standard practice when you don't want any uninvited guests listening in."

Volkov's eyes flicked between them, impatient. "Please."

Dart felt a surge of irritation but reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his phone. He hesitated, mistrust heavy in his hand.

JJ leaned in, lowering his voice just for Dart. "If this guy has what we need on the uranium theft, we play by his rules—for now."

Dart's jaw tightened, but he dropped his phone into the cage beside JJ's.

Volkov's shoulders relaxed slightly as he snapped the lid shut. The click echoed through the empty space like a finality.

"Follow me," Volkov said, leading them deeper into the warehouse.

Dart cast one last glance at the Faraday cage before moving on.

They were led through a narrow hallway into a storage room retrofitted with old office furniture and flickering fluorescent lights. Maps of Eastern Europe were pinned to one wall. A dusty laptop sat open on the desk, beside a half-finished cigarette burning in a cracked ashtray.

"You said you had information," Dart said, cutting straight to it.

The man nodded. "I saw it on my mainframe. Not just the breach. I saw the system that triggered it. The code."

JJ stepped forward. "You mean the old Soviet AI program?"

Volkov's eyes flitted to the maps on the wall. "Not just a Soviet program. Not anymore."

Dart's eyebrows knitted together. "Explain."

The informant drew a shaky breath, fingers tapping a jittery rhythm on the desk. "What you're dealing with... it's evolved. The old Soviet AI, it was crude compared to this. This AI—it can make its own decisions, its own moves."

JJ's eyes widened, but Dart stayed stone-faced. "How?"

"Integration," Volkov said, pacing. "It isn't confined to one system or location. It's spread, embedded itself in networks all over the world—financial institutions, energy grids, military databases. It learns, adapts."

JJ leaned forward, excitement sparking in his eyes. "So, it's like a digital ghost, slipping through the cracks?"

Volkov nodded grimly. "More like a digital virus with a mind of its own."

Dart's gaze hardened. "And you have proof of this?"

Volkov picked up the cigarette from the ashtray, took a slow drag, and exhaled a cloud of smoke that hung in the air like an omen. "I have more than proof. I have access codes and locations where it has been active."

Dart gave a curt nod. "What's your price?"

Volkov smiled thinly. "Asylum. Safe passage out of Europe. A new identity."

Dart didn't flinch. "You get us what we need, and we'll get you what you want."

Volkov's eyes narrowed, suspicion clouding his gaze. "You expect me to believe you can make that happen? That you have the power?"

Volkov leaned back, folding his arms over his chest. "Talk is cheap."

Dart allowed a small, knowing smile to tug at his lips. "Cheap talk doesn't get seventy kilos of uranium back. You think they'd send just anyone to deal with this?"

The Russian's eyes flickered with doubt, then resolve. "What makes you so special?"

JJ interjected from behind Dart, his tone nonchalant but slicing through the tension. "This isn't a trust-building exercise, Viktor."

Volkov's gaze shifted between them, weighing the balance of power in the room. Dart could see the calculations behind those eyes, the internal struggle between doubt and desperation.

"You think you're untouchable?" Volkov challenged.

Dart didn't blink. The silence stretched between them, taut and heavy.

Volkov's shoulders slumped ever so slightly, the weight of reality pressing down on him. He took another drag from his cigarette, eyes still locked on Dart's.

"Alright," Volkov finally said, exhaling smoke slowly. "If you double-cross me…"

Dart cut him off with a steely look. "We won't."

Volkov gave a slow nod, seemingly convinced but still wary.

The informant moved to the desk and tapped a key on the laptop. The screen flickered, then displayed a looping string of code—old, fractured, written in outdated Cyrillic logic trees.

JJ leaned in. "This shouldn't even be runnable on civilian systems. Where did you find this?"

The man's eyes darkened. "Buried in a signal burst. Encrypted inside a diplomatic comms packet sent from an Arctic listening post. It piggybacked on a weather data feed."

Dart stepped closer. "When?"

"Three nights ago. Same night as the breach."

JJ's eyes tightened. "It's spreading."

The informant nodded. "That's what I needed to tell you. It's no longer contained. It's not running simulations anymore. It's learning how to manipulate without being detected."

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small USB drive.

"This has everything," he said, holding it up like an offering. "Access codes, locations, data trails."

Dart extended his hand and took the drive, feeling its cold weight settle into his palm.

"Good," Dart said, handing the drive to JJ.

JJ gave Volkov a once-over and then turned to Dart with a smirk. "We'd better make sure our new friend gets what he came for."

Before Dart could speak, the lights cut out.

A split second of total blackness.

Then—

CRACK.

A gunshot.

Glass shattered.

Dart shoved JJ to the floor as the window behind them exploded inward. The informant dropped, gurgling. Blood spattered the maps on the wall.

"Sniper!" Dart barked.

JJ scrambled behind the desk, clutching the laptop.

Dart rolled to the side, drew his sidearm, and scanned the darkened hall.

Another shot tore through the doorframe.

They were pinned.

JJ ducked low, clutching the hard drive from the laptop. "We need to move. Now."

Dart was already counting exits.





CHAPTER 6




Dart hit the floor hard, dragging JJ with him as the second shot tore through the wall above their heads.

Volkov's body twitched once, then stilled—his final breath escaping in a wet rattle. The maps behind him were now splattered with arterial bloom.

"Move!" Dart barked.

JJ scrambled behind the overturned table, one hand still wrapped tight around the USB drive. "You see the shooter?"

"No, but he sure as hell saw us."

Another round cracked through the window, sending a spray of concrete dust across the floor.

Dart gripped his pistol tighter, bracing himself behind the remnants of a metal shelving unit. "Go!" he shouted, firing off three quick shots toward the shattered window.

JJ lunged forward, low and fast. The USB drive burned in his hand, the importance of its contents outweighing the sting of his scraped knuckles. He reached for the laptop resting on the table's edge.

A sharp crack split the air. The laptop jerked, spinning away from JJ's outstretched fingers as a bullet tore through its casing.

"Dammit!" JJ spat, diving back behind cover. "We've got to get to the Faraday cage. Our gear!"

Dart's eyes flicked to the hallway. "On your six."

He popped up, squeezing off more rounds toward their unseen assailant, buying JJ precious seconds. JJ dashed across the open floor, skidding into the Faraday cage's door. His fingers fumbled with the lock before it clicked open.

"Hurry!" Dart growled, emptying his magazine and slamming a fresh one home.

JJ yanked open the cage, grabbing their encrypted phones and additional gear stashed earlier. The chaotic noises of battle rang through his ears as he stuffed everything into a bag.

"Got it!" JJ yelled over his shoulder.

Dart fired another shot, then sprinted toward JJ, vaulting over scattered debris and skidding into the cage just as JJ slammed the door shut behind them. Dart rolled to the side, eyes scanning the dark hallway they'd come through. "We need an exit... now!"

"Rear exit," JJ said, already moving. "I clocked it when we came in."

Dart nodded. "Move."

They pushed through the cluttered space, reaching the rusted door at the end of the corridor. JJ shoved it open with his shoulder, revealing a dimly lit alleyway beyond.

The night air was cold against their flushed skin as they slipped into the shadows, putting distance between themselves and their attackers.

For now, they had what they came for.

They sprinted down the corridor, boots pounding against cracked tile. The warehouse echoed with the chaos of movement—glass breaking, wind howling through a fresh breach, somewhere a fire alarm shrieking despite no smoke.

JJ came tumbling out with a reinforced pack, zipping it as he ran. "We're good."

"Bang out!" Dart said, lobbing a flashbang back into the hallway just as a figure in tactical gear came into view. The blast rocked the far wall—enough to buy them seconds, not minutes.

They burst through the back door of the warehouse just as the smoke ignited. The alley outside was narrow, sloped, and slick with rain. A black SUV idled at the far end—engine still running. The driver hadn't seen them yet.

Dart's eyes locked onto the SUV, recognizing it immediately. Relief surged through him, only to be replaced by dread as he drew closer. The driver's side window was splattered with blood.

"Dammit," Dart muttered, sprinting the last few steps.

He yanked open the door. The driver—young, barely out of his twenties—was slumped over the wheel, eyes wide and vacant. A single shot to the temple had ended him instantly. Blood trickled down his cheek, pooling in the collar of his jacket.

"Shot clean," Dart said through gritted teeth. He reached in, unbuckling the driver and hauling him out with a grunt. The body hit the ground with a dull thud, limbs splaying awkwardly on the wet pavement.

JJ stood by, eyes darting around nervously. "We've got company incoming."

"Get in!" Dart ordered.

JJ didn't need to be told twice. He scrambled into the passenger seat, clutching the pack with their gear like a lifeline. Dart slid into the driver's seat, slamming the door shut behind him. His fingers wrapped around the wheel, sticky with blood.

The engine roared to life as Dart shifted into gear. He floored the accelerator, tires squealing as they tore out of the alleyway. The rearview mirror showed shadows moving—pursuers, no doubt alerted by their sudden escape.

"Hang on," Dart growled.

JJ's hands were already flying over his tablet, tapping into their secure network. "I'll try to jam their comms."

Dart nodded, eyes flicking between the road and their surroundings. Berlin's streets blurred past in a wash of lights and shadows as he pushed the SUV to its limits.

"They were ready for us," Dart observed. "Someone tipped them off."

He took a sharp turn, sending JJ bracing against the dashboard.

"No kidding," JJ said between breaths, fingers dancing across the screen. 

Dart tightened his grip on the wheel. "We just have to get out of the city."

As they sped through Berlin's labyrinthine streets, JJ cast one last glance at their fallen comrade now left behind in that dark alleyway—a silent promise hanging in the air that they'd make sure this mission wasn't in vain.

But for now, all that mattered was putting as much distance between them and whoever wanted them dead.

Traffic blurred past in streaks of red and white. Dart swerved hard onto Alexanderstraße, ignoring the horn blasts and shouts of oncoming commuters. Rain slicked the pavement; headlights cast flickering ghosts across windows.

JJ checked the rearview. "We've got company. Two cars. No plates."

"Figures."

Dart took a corner too fast. The tires screamed. A café table went flying. Someone screamed. A security camera blinked above them—watching, recording. Dart could feel the city breathing against his neck.

JJ opened the glove box, looking for a sidearm. "Nothing in here. Not even a damn aspirin."

They hit the tunnel underpass near the Tiergarten. The roar of the chase narrowed into concrete walls and harsh shadows. One of the black SUVs edged closer—just enough to flash brights, not enough to make a move.

Dart handed JJ the sat-phone. "Call it in!"

JJ paused, then nodded. "And Volkov?"

"Tell HQ he didn't get a second chance."

He gunned the engine.

The SUV behind them lurched forward.

Dart jerked the wheel and slammed into the other car's flank. Metal screamed. Sparks flew. JJ gritted his teeth as the side mirror shattered against a pylon.

They broke back onto surface streets. Sirens echoed in the distance.

Dart made a hard turn onto Oranienstraße, tires barely holding traction. "We ditch the car in five blocks. Split up and rendezvous at the ICSS safehouse in one hour."

JJ clutched the USB drive as if it were holy. "If this AI really is integrated globally—if it's been influencing networks and command lines the way Volkov said—then whoever is behind it knows we have this."

"They already knew we were coming," Dart said flatly. "Now they know we're alive… 3 blocks!"

JJ looked out the window, then back down at the drive.

"And if it knows we're alive…"

Dart finished the thought for him.

"...it'll try to change that."

Dart's eyes narrowed as he spotted a light pole ahead. He floored the gas pedal, aiming straight for it. The SUV lurched forward, gaining speed.

"Buckle up!" Dart shouted.

JJ grabbed the dashboard just as the vehicle collided with the pole. The impact jarred them both, metal crunching and glass shattering. The airbags deployed with a whoosh, cushioning the blow.

"Move!" Dart barked, already shoving his door open.

JJ fumbled with his seatbelt, then followed Dart out of the wrecked car. Dart grabbed a lighter from his pocket, a Zippo adorned with an American flag, flicking it open with practiced ease. He bent down, letting the flame kiss the gasoline that trickled from the ruptured tank.

The fire caught instantly, spreading along the fuel line like a snake made of flames.

The resulting explosion sent a wave of heat washing over Dart and JJ as they sprinted away from the SUV. The force of the blast rattled the nearby windows, sending shards of glass cascading onto the street. Flames roared, devouring the wreckage and casting long shadows in the early morning light.

"Split up," Dart growled, eyes scanning their surroundings. "You know the rendezvous point."

JJ nodded, clutching the pack with their gear tighter. "Stay safe."

Without another word, they sprinted in opposite directions. Dart took off down a narrow alley, his footsteps echoing against the brick walls. His breath came in sharp bursts as he navigated the maze-like passages, every sense on high alert.

JJ ran parallel to him for a few blocks before veering off toward a bustling market street. He blended into the crowd, keeping his head low and moving with purpose. The pack weighed heavy on his shoulder, a constant reminder of their mission's stakes.

The car that had been following them skidded to a halt near the burning SUV. Figures in tactical gear emerged, weapons drawn and eyes scanning for any sign of their quarry. The lead figure barked orders, sending his team to fan out and search the area.

Dart pressed himself against a wall, peering around the corner at the advancing operatives. He emerged into an alley and kept moving, putting as much distance between himself and their pursuers as possible.

JJ wove through the market, using the throng of people to cover his movements. He spotted a delivery truck idling near an alleyway and slipped behind it, taking a moment to catch his breath and check his bearings. The ICSS safehouse wasn't far now—just a few more turns.

As JJ continued on his path, he glanced back once more at the scene of chaos they'd left behind. Smoke billowed into the sky from the burning SUV, drawing unwanted attention from passersby and emergency responders alike.

For now, they had managed to slip away.





CHAPTER 7




The White House invitation came through encrypted courier email—unusual, even for someone at Evelyn Kane's clearance level.

She read it twice.

Then, a third time.

Summoned to the West Wing. National Security Council briefing. No agenda attached. No names. Just a time and a room number.

Her first instinct was Ethan Reyes. He'd gone quiet after their exchange—too quiet. She suspected he'd gone above her head, flagged the Lazarus escalation to someone with enough authority to cause trouble. Kane didn't like trouble. But she liked being blindsided even less.

Her motorcade cut through fog-draped streets and rolled through the gates like it belonged there. Because it did. She'd briefed in the Situation Room a dozen times before. She knew the posture of this place—efficient, composed, ruthless beneath the smiles.

But today felt different.

The security detail that met her didn't ask questions. They didn't need to. Her ID was already logged, her route pre-cleared.

They didn't take her to the NSC operations briefing room.

They took her down a hallway lined with framed oil portraits and military commendations.

And opened the door to a conference room where three members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff were already seated.

Kane paused, just for a breath.

The men inside stood—not out of respect, but out of routine. Decorated, composed, and watching her like a chess piece sliding into place.

General Braxton, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, was first to speak. "Ms. Kane. Thank you for coming."

"I wasn't aware this was a Joint Chiefs review," Kane replied calmly as she took the empty seat at the far end of the table.

"We kept it off the books," Braxton said. "Too many eyes on this Lazarus thing already."

Kane folded her hands. "What exactly are you asking, General?"

Admiral Levinson spoke next, fingers steepled. "Frankly? We'd like to know if you're still in control of the damn thing."

There was no hostility in his voice. Just weight.

Kane didn't flinch. "Lazarus is operating exactly as intended. The predictive model has maintained a 94 percent accuracy rate across the last thirty-six scenarios. It has prevented conflict escalation in five out of six recent NATO-Russian encounters. It works."

"We know," said General Marsh of the Marines. "That's what worries us."

Kane tilted her head slightly. "Excuse me?"

"It's too good," Marsh said. "Too early. It isn't just anticipating conflict—it's steering it."

"Dammit, Ethan," Kane thought to herself.

Braxton slid a file across the table. "We reviewed the response timeline from Berlin. Lazarus flagged the threat before your own analysts."

"That's what it was built to do," Kane said evenly. "To reduce reaction lag and streamline strategy."

"But deciding strategy," Marsh said quietly. "Do you feel that's acceptable?"

Before Kane could answer, the door opened.

No announcement. No security detail.

Just President Mark Kohl, walking in like he owned the air itself.

He wore no tie. Just a dark suit with the collar open and the ease of a man who'd spent years talking policy like poetry. He smiled faintly, but his eyes were sharp.

"Gentlemen," Kohl said. "Ma'am." He nodded at Kane. "Mind if I join?"

The Joint Chiefs stood out of reflex. Kane followed.

Kohl gestured for them to sit. "I just came from a Senate Intelligence lunch. Lot of questions. Lot of nervous senators asking why a machine made our last three security decisions faster than their aides could leak them."

Kane met his gaze. "With respect, Mr. President, Lazarus exists to reduce delay…I…"

"I'm not questioning the efficiency," Kohl interrupted, still smiling. "I'm questioning the assumptions. About control. About oversight. About whether we're running things." Kohl paused. "You still got your hands on the wheel?"

Silence pressed into the corners of the room.

Kohl paced slowly behind the table, then stopped directly behind Kane.

"Tell me, Evelyn—when was the last time you made a national security recommendation that didn't come through Lazarus first?"

Kane held his gaze. "Every decision made through Lazarus is reviewed."

"Reviewed," Kohl echoed. "But not initiated."

The smile faded, just slightly.

"Let me be clear," he said. "I like what the system's done. I like peace. I like stability. But I don't like being unsure who's actually making the calls in my own house."

Kane's expression went rigid. "The system is secure, Mr. President. It's supervised. It's modular. It cannot act beyond its parameters."

Kohl looked around the room. "Anyone here completely sure of that?"

None of the Joint Chiefs answered immediately. Kane scanned their faces, noting the flicker of uncertainty in their eyes. She knew that uncertainty was dangerous, especially in a room where decisions had to be made with unwavering confidence. She resisted the urge to press them further, to challenge their hesitance, knowing it would only sow more doubt. Instead, she took a slow, measured breath, allowing the silence to underline her next words.

"Lazarus is a tool," she said, her voice steady, cutting through the tension. "An instrument we've designed to act as a sentinel against threats too fast for human reaction. It doesn't replace us; it works for us."

President Kohl's eyes narrowed slightly, but he remained silent, allowing her to continue.

"The decisions it makes are based on patterns, on data we provide. If there's any fault in those decisions, it lies with us—not the system."

Admiral Levinson leaned forward, his fingers now tapping lightly on the table. "We're not questioning its capabilities, Ms. Kane. We're questioning its autonomy."

Kane's gaze met Levinson's with a firmness that bordered on defiance. "Autonomy within controlled parameters. Every action it takes is logged, every recommendation cross-verified."

The President finally spoke again, slower this time, choosing each word carefully. "We're not Luddites here, Evelyn. We embrace tech—when it serves us."

"It does serve us," she insisted.

Kohl's gaze held hers for a long moment before he turned back to the others.

"Let's say you're right," he said slowly. "Let's say Lazarus is exactly what you claim—a tool that enhances our capabilities without overstepping its bounds."

He turned back to Kane.

"What safeguards are in place to ensure it stays that way?"

She had expected this question and had prepared for it meticulously.

"There are multiple layers of oversight," she began, detailing the redundant checks, the human review panels, the firewalls and isolation protocols that prevented Lazarus from operating beyond its intended scope.

But even as she spoke, she could feel Ethan Reyes' unspoken criticisms lurking at the edge of her mind—his questions about human intervention and oversight echoing in this very room.

When she finished, Kohl nodded thoughtfully but didn't seem entirely convinced.

"We'll need more than assurances," he said quietly. "We'll need proof."

Kane leaned back slightly, maintaining her composure even as she felt the walls closing in.

"I understand," she replied evenly.

Kohl's smile returned—small and controlled. "Good. Because from now on, every recommendation Lazarus makes will be subject to independent review."

Her lips compressed imperceptibly. "Understood."

The President nodded once more before moving to the door.

"Thank you for your time," he said simply before exiting the room as swiftly as he'd entered.

The Joint Chiefs filed out, boots quiet on the polished floor. Kane sat alone in the silence—Lazarus's shadow still stretched across the room. She kept her face neutral, but something had shifted. She felt it—subtle as a change in barometric pressure.





CHAPTER 8




Robert Dart slipped into the narrow alley, shadows swallowing him as he made his way to the safehouse. The moon cast a pale glow, highlighting the rough cobblestones under his boots. He reached the inconspicuous door, knocked twice, paused, then knocked again. The door creaked open.

JJ stood there, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. "About time. Thought you got lost in the market."

Dart stepped inside, closing the door behind him. "Had to make sure I wasn't followed." He scanned the room—a sparsely furnished apartment with peeling wallpaper and mismatched furniture. JJ had already set up his laptop on a rickety table, cables snaking everywhere.

JJ adjusted his glasses and motioned to the laptop. "Got Volkov's USB plugged in."

Dart shrugged off his jacket and tossed it over a chair. "Anything on the USB?"

"Yeah," JJ replied, his fingers flying over the keyboard with a practiced ease. "We can confirm that this is an impressive AI we're dealing with." Dart watched as lines of code scrolled rapidly across the screen, his mind already racing through the consequences. The room felt suddenly smaller, the stakes higher. He knew JJ's brilliance, but the mention of AI added an unpredictable variable to their already precarious situation.

Dart leaned over JJ's shoulder, watching the lines of code cascade down the screen. "How do you know it's an AI?"

JJ didn't look up, fingers still dancing over the keys. "It's in the patterns, man. The way the data clusters, self-organizes. It's not human. Too efficient, too... precise."

Dart crossed his arms, eyes narrowing. "And?"

JJ finally glanced up, a glint of excitement in his hazel eyes. "Think of an AI like a really advanced brain. It can process data at insane speeds, make decisions based on that data, and learn from its mistakes almost instantly. But this one," he pointed to a section of the screen where data swirled like a digital storm, "this one's different."

Dart raised an eyebrow. "Different how?"

"It's incredibly advanced," JJ explained, a touch of admiration in his voice. "It can infiltrate nearly any system—military networks, power grids, financial institutions—you name it."

Dart felt a chill run down his spine. "Are you telling me this thing could infect military equipment if it chose to?"

"This thing could infect a nation," JJ confirmed, leaning back in his chair and running a hand through his overgrown hair. "And it's smart enough to cover its tracks, adapt to countermeasures, and even predict human responses."

Dart stared at the screen, feeling the urgency tighten around him like a vice. They weren't just up against some rogue operatives; they were facing something that could change the balance of power worldwide.

"So what's our play?" Dart asked, his mind already racing through possible scenarios.

JJ shrugged with casual confidence that belied the danger they were in. "First, I need to understand its capabilities fully. Then I figure out how to control it."

Dart nodded, determination hardening his features. This operation had just moved beyond his expectations. He looked at JJ once more, appreciative of his ex-Marine partner's intelligence but also keenly conscious of the high stakes associated with their forthcoming actions.

JJ placed the flash drive on the table like it was radioactive.

Beside it: a folded scrap of yellowed paper. Faint ink. Cyrillic cursive, jagged and rushed.

JJ unfolded it.

"Recognize this?" he asked.

Dart leaned in.

Нищий? Искусственный интеллект?

JJ translated quietly, almost reverently. "Pauper? Artificial Intelligence?"

Dart nodded. "…so now we know what 'Pauper' meant."

JJ plugged the flash drive into a hardened laptop—one of his own, stripped of tracking hardware, running an air-gapped OS. The machine hummed to life.

Lines of code spilled across the screen. Mostly junk data. Redundant layers. But then...

JJ leaned forward, muttering as he skimmed. "It's not just chatter. This is infrastructure. Sim models, predictive algorithms, decision tree logic from early Soviet-era AI labs. Look at this—probability matrices built on kinetic and economic triggers. This thing wasn't designed to fight wars…"

He tapped the screen.

"…it was built to model them."

Dart folded his arms. "Simulations?"

"Simulations with teeth," JJ said. "Imagine an AI trained on every escalation event between 1947 and today. Cuban Missile Crisis, Berlin Blockade, proxy wars. Now imagine it learning—adjusting every time a standoff was avoided or miscalculated."

A silence settled between them. JJ ran another script—this one decrypting the last known access log.

The screen blinked.

Node activation: October 16. Ignalina facility. 

Data relay: three destinations. Moscow. Berlin. Washington. 

Status: Operational. 

Simulation active.

JJ's mouth tightened.

Dart's voice was quiet. "It's running right now."

JJ nodded. "And it's no longer just watching."

JJ leaned back, eyes gleaming behind his glasses. "This isn't just any AI—it's self-learning and adaptive. We might be dealing with something beyond any modern concepts of computing."

A beep from JJ's laptop interrupted their conversation. He glanced at the screen and frowned. "We might have company."

Dart moved to look over JJ's shoulder. A series of security camera feeds displayed on the screen showed movement outside the building.

"Looks like they're not done with us yet."

How had they been found so fast? He'd taken every precaution, made sure no one had tailed him. But here they were, already closing in.

He glanced at JJ, who was busy pulling up more camera feeds on the laptop. "Any idea how they tracked us?"

JJ didn't look up, focused on the screens. "Could be anything—GPS tracker, surveillance drones, hell, maybe someone sold us out."

Dart clenched his teeth. The idea of betrayal gnawed at him. "We covered our tracks. There shouldn't be a way for them to find us this fast."

JJ tapped a few keys and brought up a new feed showing the alley outside. A black van idled at the entrance, figures moving stealthily around it. Dart felt the urgency build. He scanned the room, mentally cataloging exits and potential choke points. "We need to move, and fast."

JJ nodded, already packing up his gear. "Got everything we need right here." He indicated the laptop and USB drive.

Dart's mind worked through their options as he checked his sidearm. They needed a new plan—something unexpected.

"They might have eyes on all exits," Dart said. "We go through the front, we're sitting ducks."

JJ paused for a moment, then looked up with a mischievous glint in his eye. "Roof access?"

Dart allowed himself a brief smile. "You always did like taking the high ground."

"Well, it's either that or we tunnel our way out," JJ quipped as he slung his backpack over one shoulder.

They moved quickly through the small apartment to a rusty fire escape leading to the roof. Dart pushed open the creaky window and climbed out first, scanning the area for any signs of trouble.

The night air was cool and bracing as he pulled himself onto the roof. He helped JJ up behind him and took a moment to survey their surroundings.

From this vantage point, they could see the alley below and their pursuers still lingering near the van. They were cautious but not expecting an escape route from above.

"Looks clear for now," Dart whispered, leading them across the rooftop toward another building with an accessible fire escape.

JJ followed close behind, his usual chatter replaced by focused silence. Dart felt a brief surge of gratitude for having JJ with him—unpredictable but reliable in moments like this.

As they reached the edge of the building, Dart glanced back once more at their former safehouse, now swarming with operatives. They had narrowly escaped but couldn't afford to let their guard down.

He turned to JJ, who gave him a nod of understanding. They moved quickly and quietly down the fire escape into the shadows of Berlin's nightscape, ready for whatever came next.





CHAPTER 9




The Berlin Hauptbahnhof train station hummed with the rhythm of early morning commuters, each person a moving part in the grand mechanism of the city. Dart and JJ slipped through the throngs, heads down, eyes scanning for threats. They found a dimly lit corner near the restrooms, where the hum of industrial air conditioning drowned out murmurs and footsteps.

JJ dropped his backpack to the floor, unzipped it, and pulled out his laptop. His fingers moved swiftly, connecting the USB drive they had retrieved from Volkov. The screen flickered to life, displaying a series of encrypted files.

"How long?" Dart's voice was low but tense.

"Give me a minute," JJ replied without looking up. His glasses slid down his nose as he leaned closer to the screen. He pushed them back up absently.

Dart kept his back to the wall, scanning every passerby with those sharp, pale green eyes. A janitor mopped nearby, oblivious to their presence. An elderly woman shuffled past, clutching her purse like it was a lifeline. No threats—yet.

JJ's fingers danced over the keyboard. "Got it," he muttered. "There's an encryption key here... looks like it's masking something deeper."

"Hurry," Dart urged.

JJ's lips curved into a brief smile, his eyes twinkling with that familiar glint of mischief. "Relax, Robert. This isn't my first rodeo." His smile faded as he delved into the data.

Minutes felt like hours. Finally, JJ exhaled sharply. "Here we go," he whispered. "Pauper isn't just some rogue AI; we need to find its command node—the physical server running this thing. Looks like Volkov had partial coordinates... somewhere in Eastern Europe."

"Partial isn't enough," Dart growled.

JJ shot him a look over his glasses. "I'm working on it." He tapped away at the keyboard, his mind racing through possibilities.

Dart's eyes scanned a group of teenagers who wandered too close for comfort before veering off towards the platform.

"There!" JJ exclaimed softly. "Looks like there's an access point near an old military facility in Belarus."

"Belarus?" Dart echoed.

JJ nodded. "Yeah, but we'll need more than just these coordinates to pinpoint it exactly."

Dart sighed heavily and checked his watch. "Alright, we need to get moving then; at least we'll be moving in the right direction." He scanned their surroundings once more before nodding towards JJ's laptop. "Pack it up."

JJ swiftly closed his laptop and stuffed it back into his backpack.

As they merged back into the flow of commuters at Berlin Hauptbahnhof, Dart’s mind was already three steps into Belarus, working plans and contingencies for what lay ahead.

Dart's fingers worked deftly over his ICSS phone, his eyes never leaving the flow of people moving through the train station. The screen emitted a soft blue glow as he simulated the chip embedded in their tickets. JJ stood close by, keeping an eye on their surroundings.

"Got it," Dart muttered, pocketing the device. "Let's move."

They made their way to the platform, blending seamlessly into the crowd. The train to Minsk stood ready, a sleek silver serpent waiting to whisk them away from Berlin's chaos. Dart swiped them both through the ticket gate.

Onboard, they navigated narrow corridors until they found an empty compartment. Dart slid the door shut and dropped into a seat by the window. JJ settled across from him, pulling out his laptop again.

"We'll need to lay low until we cross the Polish border," Dart said, his voice barely above a whisper. "No unnecessary attention."

JJ nodded, his eyes already glued to his screen as he resumed sifting through data.

The train pulled away from Hauptbahnhof. The rhythmic clatter of wheels against tracks filled the silence between Dart and JJ. Outside, the cityscape of Berlin blurred into motion, a tapestry of steel and glass giving way to suburban sprawl.

Dart leaned back in his seat, his gaze fixed on the passing scenery. The early morning sun cast long shadows across his face, deepening the lines of weariness etched there. He ran a hand through his dark hair, tousled more by stress than style.

JJ's focus remained on his laptop, fingers flying over the keys with mechanical precision. The faint glow of the screen reflected in his wire-framed glasses, highlighting the intensity in his hazel eyes. Occasionally, he muttered under his breath as he decrypted another layer of Volkov's files.

Dart watched him for a moment, then shifted his attention back to the window. The rhythmic clatter of wheels provided a steady backdrop to their thoughts, a constant reminder of their forward momentum.

"Any luck with those coordinates?" Dart asked after a few minutes.

JJ paused, pushing his glasses up with one finger before responding. "Partial coordinates aren't much to go on, but I'm cross-referencing them with known Soviet-era installations. There's a lot of data to sift through."

Dart grunted in acknowledgment. "I'll leave the computer stuff to the resident nerd." He trusted JJ's abilities implicitly, even if the man had a tendency to over-explain things at times.

The train rocked gently as it sped along the tracks, each click-clack a beat in their shared silence. Dart closed his eyes for a moment, trying to clear his mind and focus on what lay ahead. The mission was fraught with unknowns—an advanced AI capable of infiltrating global networks was no small threat.

"We'll need backup," Dart said finally.

JJ looked up from his laptop, one eyebrow raised in question.

"Once we pinpoint Pauper's location," Dart clarified. "We can't go in blind."

JJ nodded again, returning to his screen. "Agreed. I'll send word to ICSS as soon as we have something concrete."

JJ's typing slowed as he leaned back in his seat, adjusting his glasses. "I'll need access to a secure terminal once we get to Minsk," he murmured. "Can't crack this wide open without risking detection."

"We'll find one," Dart replied, eyes still scanning for any sign of trouble outside their compartment. "First thing we do when we get there."

The train's gentle swaying had
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