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The Zermatt station platform smelled of cold iron and fresh snow, and Cole Winchester stood at the edge of it for a moment longer than he needed to, watching the Midnight Line breathe steam into the mountain air like something alive. Six years since he'd walked out of the agency's Geneva office and told them he was done, and here he was again, boarding pass in one hand and a folder of grainy surveillance photos in the other, stepping back into the exact kind of night he'd promised himself he'd never see again.

The train itself was a marvel, all brushed steel and warm brass fittings, built to carry the kind of passengers who paid a small fortune to watch the Alps slide by from a heated cabin with a glass of champagne in hand. Cole was not that kind of passenger, though his forged documents said otherwise. He was Konstantin Weiss tonight, a Zurich-based venture capitalist with a taste for altitude and privacy, and the disguise fit him about as comfortably as it ever did, which was to say not very.

He found his cabin in the third car and set his bag down without unpacking a thing. Old habit. Never settle anywhere you might need to leave in under ten seconds. He checked the window latch, the door lock, the sightline down the corridor, and only then let himself sit.

A knock came less than a minute later, three short raps, a pause, then one more. His contact's signal. He opened the door to find a woman he hadn't met in person before, though he knew her face from a dozen briefing photographs. Isla Monroe looked younger than her file suggested, sharp-eyed behind a pair of glasses that were probably just for show, a laptop bag slung across her body like it held something more valuable than a laptop.

"You're taller in person," she said, stepping past him into the cabin without waiting for an invitation. "The photo made you look like a tax auditor."

"I get that a lot," Cole said, closing the door behind her. "You have something for me."

Isla set her bag on the small table and pulled out a tablet, the screen already loaded with a live packet-analysis feed, lines of encrypted traffic scrolling past faster than any human eye could read. "Whoever's carrying the payload boarded the network the second the train left the platform. I've been tracing the handshake for the last twenty minutes. It's routing through a relay hidden inside the train's own entertainment system, which is either very clever or very stupid, because it means the courier can't risk stepping off the train without breaking the connection."

"Which means they're stuck here with us."

"Which means we're stuck here with them," Isla corrected, and there was something almost like nerves under the confidence in her voice, quickly smoothed over. "This isn't some flash drive in a coat pocket, Cole. Whoever built this thing packaged it to survive detection, deletion, even a hard reset. If it reaches the buyer, we're not talking about one blackout. We're talking about entire regional grids going dark on command, with no way to bring them back except paying whoever's holding the trigger."

Cole had read the briefing twice on the flight to Zurich and it hadn't gotten any easier to believe the second time. A cyberweapon built to be sold to the highest bidder, smuggled aboard a train full of skiers and bankers and honeymooners, protected by nothing more than good manners and the assumption that nobody would be foolish enough to try anything at three hundred kilometers an hour, seven thousand feet above a valley with no roads out.

A second knock interrupted them, heavier, more certain. Cole opened the door to a broad-shouldered man in a rumpled field jacket that looked deeply out of place among the cashmere and pressed wool filling the corridor.

"Caleb Dorian," the man said, extending a hand roughened by exactly the kind of work his file described. "You're Winchester. I did two tours clearing IEDs out of Alpine rail tunnels back when NATO still cared about that sort of thing. When they told me this job involved trains and explosives again, I figured it was fate laughing at me."

"Explosives," Cole repeated slowly. "Nobody mentioned explosives."

"Nobody mentions the fun parts until you're already committed," Caleb said, dropping into the cabin's only spare chair like he owned it. "I'm not saying there's a bomb on this train. I'm saying if there were, this is exactly the kind of train someone would put one on. Old stone tunnels, no cell signal for kilometers at a stretch, and a track that only goes one direction until St. Moritz. If I wanted to trap two hundred people somewhere nobody could reach them, I'd build this exact railway."

Isla's eyes flicked toward Cole, and for a moment none of them said anything, the three of them listening to the rhythmic clatter of wheels over rail joints, steady as a heartbeat, carrying them deeper into the mountains with every passing second.

A soft chime sounded through the cabin's speaker, followed by an announcement in three languages, smooth and unbothered, informing passengers that dinner service would begin shortly in the observation car. Somewhere down the corridor, a woman laughed at something her husband said. Champagne corks popped in the distance. Ordinary sounds, wrapped around whatever was quietly ticking somewhere in the walls of this train.

Cole picked up the surveillance folder again, flipping past the courier photographs to a name he'd underlined twice during the flight. Vincent Rourke. No confirmed location, no confirmed face in years, only a pattern of vanished cyberweapons and burned intelligence assets stretching back across three continents. If Rourke's fingerprints were on this operation, then whatever was happening aboard the Midnight Line tonight was only the opening move of something much larger.

"Chief steward's doing rounds," Caleb said, glancing at the corridor through the gap in the curtain. "Blonde woman, moves like she used to be military. Might be worth having a friendly conversation with her before dinner."

Cole nodded slowly, already rising, already feeling the old instincts settle back into place like a coat he'd never quite managed to give away. Whatever waited for them in the hours ahead, it was already in motion, and the train showed no sign of slowing down.
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A Ghost from the Old Files
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The observation car glittered under warm amber light, glass ceiling arched overhead so that passengers could watch the peaks slide past while they ate, snow-capped rock catching the last violet traces of dusk. Cole moved through it slowly, Konstantin Weiss's easy smile fixed in place, scanning faces without letting his eyes linger too long on any one of them.

He found the chief steward near the service galley, exactly where Caleb had said she would be. Up close she was younger than her posture suggested, blonde hair pulled back into a knot too severe for hospitality work, hands that moved with the economy of someone trained to notice exits before she noticed anything else. Her name badge read Greta Lindqvist.

"Mr. Weiss," she said, reading his forged name off some mental manifest without hesitation. "Is your cabin comfortable?"

"Very," Cole said. "I was hoping you could help me with something else. A colleague was supposed to meet me aboard tonight, older man, silver hair, travels under the name Aldric Voss. I don't suppose you've seen him."

Something shifted behind Greta's professional calm, small enough that most people would have missed it. "I haven't seen a passenger by that name on tonight's manifest, sir. Though I confess the manifest and the passenger list don't always match perfectly on this route. We get a number of last-minute bookings through private brokers."

"Last-minute bookings," Cole repeated. "Would you have a record of those?"

"I might," Greta said carefully, "though sharing passenger information isn't exactly standard practice." She studied him a beat longer than the question required. "You're not really a venture capitalist, are you, Mr. Weiss."

Cole didn't flinch. "I invest in things that matter to me."

A faint, knowing smile crossed her face, gone as quickly as it appeared. "There's a service corridor behind the galley. Give me ten minutes."

He found Isla back in the cabin, tablet balanced on her knees, three overlapping windows of code scrolling in front of her like water running uphill. She didn't look up when he entered.

"I isolated the relay," she said. "It's bouncing through the train's onboard wifi router, which means whoever's carrying this thing either has access to the crew network or built a bridge into it remotely before boarding. Either way, that's not amateur work. That's someone who planned this months in advance."

"Rourke doesn't do improvisation," Cole said, setting the folder down beside her. "Everything he's ever touched has had eighteen moving parts and a fallback for every one of them. If he's behind this, the courier isn't the operation. The courier is bait."

Isla finally looked up. "Bait for what?"

"For whoever comes looking."

The words sat heavier in the cabin than either of them expected. Outside the window, the last daylight had drained entirely from the sky, leaving only the moon laid flat and silver across drifts of undisturbed snow, mountains rising black on either side of the tracks like the walls of something built to hold them in.














d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ALPI"NETHEBREACH

Hng

A CYBERWEAPON THRILLER

COLE MERCER CM





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





