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  Description


One secret file. One split-second choice. Milo Monroe is about to learn that in the world of black ops, mercy is a glitch that gets you killed.











  
  Onyx Tactical Files #3: The Hack

Kyiv, Ukraine


Prequel (Phase 1)

Milo Monroe hated the analog world. The analog world was messy. It was wet. It smelled like diesel fumes, and currently, it was trying to freeze him to death inside a ventilation shaft beneath the streets of Kyiv. 
He adjusted his glasses, which were fogging up for the tenth time in as many minutes, and tapped his comms unit. “Shepherd, if I die in this tube, I want my tombstone to read ‘It was a software issue.’ Make sure you get the font right. Sans-serif. Something clean.”
“Copy that, Hex,” Jack Wolfe’s voice crackled in his ear. Jack was topside in the van, running tactical. Jack had a heater. “You’re twenty feet from the server room grate. Sensors are looped. You’re a ghost.”
“I’m a popsicle,” Milo said, dragging his elbows through the layer of grime coating the galvanized steel. “Why couldn’t they keep their dirty secrets in the Cloud like civilized criminals? Why does it always have to be a Cold War bunker?”
“Because the Cloud can be subpoenaed,” Jack said. “And the Bratva doesn’t like subpoenas. Focus, Hex. The Sweepers are en route. We have a thirty-minute window before they breach the perimeter. Scrub the drive, brick the system, and get out.”
He reached the grate. Through the slats, he could see the target: the server room of the Kyiv Data Haven. It was a cathedral of concrete and cabling, lit by the blinking red and blue LEDs of a thousand hard drives. The hum of the cooling fans was a low, Gregorian chant that vibrated in his teeth.
This was the holy of holies. This was where the chaotic variables of the real world—the cold, the guns, the people—disappeared, replaced by the binary of ones and zeros.
Milo pulled the laser cutter from his belt. He wasn’t a soldier. He wasn’t a spy. He was a locksmith for a reality that most people didn’t even know existed.
He cut the bolts, catching the grate before it could clang against the floor, and lowered himself into the room.
The temperature here was a crisp sixty-five degrees. Milo walked to the main terminal, a console in the center of the room, and pulled his deck from his bag.
His laptop was a custom build—a hardened shell around a core of processors he’d overclocked to within an inch of melting. He plugged a fiber-optic cable into the terminal’s maintenance port.
Connection established.
The screen lit up. Terminal text scrolled in a green waterfall.
“I’m in,” Milo said. “Bypassing the firewall. They’re using a rolling encryption key, probably a dual-layer AES-256. Cute.”
“Can you crack it?” Jack asked.
“Jack, please. I’m insulted.” Milo’s fingers flew across the mechanical keyboard. Clack-clack-clack. “I’m not cracking it. I’m tricking it into thinking I’m the admin. It’s not about force; it’s about permission.”
He executed a script he’d written. The system hesitated, queried his credentials, and then, finding the digital signature of the dead sysadmin Milo had emulated, opened the gates.
ACCESS GRANTED.
“I’m root,” Milo said. “Locating the target files. The client wants the entire directory on ‘Project Vodyanoy’ scrubbed, right?”
“Scrubbed and bleached,” Jack said. “The client’s identity is embedded in the transaction logs. If the Syndicate gets those logs, our guy is dead by morning.”
“Locating . . . found it.”
It was massive. Terabytes of data. Financial records, shipping manifests, personnel files. It was the digital lifeblood of a human trafficking ring that spanned three continents.
Milo’s finger hovered over the DELETE key. It was simple. Highlight. Erase. Overwrite with junk data seven times to prevent forensic recovery.
But as he prepped the wipe, a sub-folder caught his eye. It wasn’t labeled with the standard alphanumeric designation. It was labeled simply: SOFIA.
It was an anomaly. A ghost in the machine. Code was logical; names were sentimental. Sentimentality was a vulnerability.
“Hex,” Jack’s voice was sharp. “Status?”
“Hold on,” Milo said. “I found a stray. Checking for malware.”
He opened the folder.
It wasn’t malware. It wasn’t a virus or a trap. It was a letter. A video file and a text document.
Milo clicked the text file.
My darling Sofia. If you are reading this, I am gone. I did not want to leave you, but the men I worked for gave me no choice. Everything I did, the bad things, the money, it was to buy you a way out. The account numbers in this folder are for you. Go to Zurich. Live a good life. Forgive your father.
Milo stared at the screen. The text blurred slightly.
He wasn’t just erasing a criminal record. He was erasing a legacy. He was deleting the only explanation a daughter would ever get for why her father had been a monster.
“Hex, clock is ticking. Twenty minutes.”
“The target . . . he had a kid,” Milo whispered.
“Doesn’t matter. Wipe it.”
“It’s a goodbye letter, Jack. It’s the account codes for her inheritance. If I wipe this, she gets nothing. She won’t even know he tried to save her.”
“Hex, listen to me,” Jack’s voice dropped, becoming the Shepherd. “We are not judges. We are janitors. We clean the mess. If you leave that file, the Russians will find it. They’ll find the girl. They’ll kill her to get the money. Deleting it saves her life.”
Milo knew Jack was right. Logically, he knew it. The equation was balanced: delete data = save girl. But the analog world was bleeding in. The messy, illogical world.
Milo looked at the progress bar for the wipe. 0%.
He couldn’t do it.
“I’m going to move it.”
“Hex, no!”
“I’m creating a ghost partition,” Milo said, sweat prickling his hairline. “I’ll hide the letter inside a system file they won’t look at.”
He reached into his bag and slammed a small, black USB transmitter into the server’s rear port. A tiny blue light blinked.
“Jack, I’m bridging the connection to the van! I can finish the encryption remotely if we get close enough!”
“You don’t have time! The Sweepers are early. Sensors just tripped in the elevator shaft. They’re coming down.”
Boom.
The heavy steel door at the far end of the server room shuddered. Dust drifted down from the ceiling lights.
“They’re at the door,” Milo said.
“Abort,” Jack ordered. “Leave the drive. Get to the extraction point.”
“No! I’m almost done. Just . . . just hold on!”
He partitioned the drive. He dragged the SOFIA folder into the hidden sector.
Boom.
The door buckled inward. A sliver of light appeared at the jamb.
“Hex!”
“Ninety percent!” Milo typed furiously. He wasn’t thinking about the men with guns outside. He was thinking about the code. The code had to be perfect.
The door flew open with a screech of tearing metal.
Two men in tactical gear stepped in, their weapons raised. They scanned the room, spotting the small figure hunched over the terminal.
Milo didn’t look up. He hit ENTER.
TRANSFER COMPLETE.
WIPE INITIATED.
He yanked the cable.
Bullets sparked off the metal casing of the terminal, inches from his head.
Milo dropped to the floor, scrambling under the desk.
“Contact front!” Jack yelled in his ear. “Hex, you need to move! Flashbang protocol!”
Milo curled into a ball, clutching
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