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PART I

Above Northern Iraq, 10,000 meters

The cargo jet cuts through the night like a scalpel. No markings. No transponder. Just a matte-black fuselage swallowing moonlight. Inside, the hum of servers replaces the usual roar of engines, a steady electronic heartbeat pulsing through the modified hull.

Dr. Iris Kade—codename NEXAL—stands barefoot on the carbon-fiber floor, toes curled for balance as the aircraft banks. She prefers the grounding sensation. The Hub is always moving, always vibrating, always alive with data, and she needs one part of her body to remember stillness.

Her AR lenses flicker awake. A lattice of blue glyphs scrolls across her vision. Pulse. Temperature. Air pressure. Satellite feeds. The world reduced to streams of information she can slice open with a thought.

She whispers, “Show me the anomaly.”

The AI embedded in her lenses responds with a soft chime. A holographic window blooms in front of her—grainy footage from a security drone hovering over a restricted dig site in Iraq. A tent. A man entering. A flash of white distortion. Then nothing.

The feed ends with a static hiss.

She exhales slowly. “Temporal desync. Not natural. Not accidental.”

Her voice is low, almost clinical, but her pulse ticks faster. She’s seen glitches like this before—once, in Zurich, when a private vault’s cameras caught a figure who shouldn’t have been able to move that fast. Once, in Cairo, when a smuggler vanished between two frames of footage.

But this one is different.

This one feels old.

A soft knock on the metal door. The only other person aboard—her pilot and occasional field tech, Jalen—leans in.

“We’re descending. Military corridor cleared. They want you on the ground in eight minutes.”

She nods. “Prep the drone. The micro one.”

His eyebrows lift. “Expecting tight spaces?”

“Expecting lies,” she says.

And the Hub dips lower, slicing toward the desert where a mystery waits—one that already smells like dust, ozone, and danger.

But what kind of danger erases a man without opening a door?
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Babylon Excavation Zone, 02:14 AM

Heat clings to the night like a fever. The dig site sprawls across the sand—tents, floodlights, crates of artifacts, and a perimeter of armed guards who look more nervous than disciplined.

Iris steps out of the transport jeep, boots sinking into the powdery earth. Her AR lenses adjust instantly, filtering the glare, mapping the terrain, tagging every guard with stress levels and micro-tremors.

Most are scared.

One is lying.

She files that away.

A woman in dusty fatigues approaches. Dr. Laleh Samari, lead archaeologist. Her hands shake as she offers a curt nod.

“Thank you for coming so quickly. We... we didn’t know who else to call.”

“You called me because your systems flagged a temporal anomaly,” Iris says. “And because one of your team vanished.”

Laleh swallows. “Yes. Amir. He was cataloguing a tablet we found today. It’s... unusual.”

“Show me.”

They walk toward a tent cordoned off with yellow tape. Two soldiers stand guard, rifles slung low. Iris’s lenses highlight faint traces of ozone around the entrance—thin, shimmering threads of chemical residue.

She pauses. “Did anyone use high-voltage equipment here?”

“No.”

“Then someone brought a cloaking mesh,” Iris murmurs. “Active camouflage tech. Military-grade. Expensive. Illegal.”

Laleh stares. “You’re saying someone walked in invisible?”

“Not invisible. Hidden in plain sight.”

She steps inside.

The tent smells of burnt plastic and dust. A table lies overturned. A phone sits melted into a puddle of warped metal and glass. Iris crouches beside it, her fingers hovering just above the surface.

“Overheated from the inside,” she says. “Remote thermal spike. Someone didn’t want the data leaving this tent.”

Laleh’s voice trembles. “But why? It was just a tablet.”

Iris stands. “Nothing is just a tablet.”

She moves to the center of the tent, closes her eyes, and activates her subdermal implant. A faint vibration hums through her wrist as she interfaces with the tent’s security grid. The implant reads electromagnetic echoes, reconstructing the last thirty seconds before the anomaly.

A figure appears in her mind’s eye—blurred, shimmering, like heat rising off asphalt. No face. No outline. Just distortion.

Then a hand reaches toward Amir.

Then the feed collapses.

Iris opens her eyes. “Your attacker used a cloaking mesh and a signal scrambler. They didn’t break in. They phased in.”

Laleh steps back. “Phased?”

“Not literally. They used a visual disruption field. But the effect is the same.”

She scans the ground with her micro-spectrometer. Dust particles glow in her vision—each tagged with chemical signatures. One cluster stands out: a faint trace of ionized ozone, shaped like a footprint.

She kneels. “Your intruder was here. And they weren’t alone.”

Laleh’s breath catches. “There were two?”

“Maybe more.”

Iris follows the trail to the back of the tent—where the canvas hangs undisturbed.

“No exit,” Laleh whispers.

“Not a physical one,” Iris says. “They used a directional scrambler to blind the cameras and walked out under the cover of distortion.”

She turns to Laleh. “Where’s the tablet?”

Laleh hesitates. “Locked in the main tent. But... Iris, you need to see it.”

Iris nods. “Lead the way.”

But why would someone deploy cutting-edge stealth tech to steal a clay tablet older than recorded history?
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The Artifact Tent, 02:31 AM

The tablet sits on a pedestal under a glass dome. Floodlights illuminate its surface—smooth clay, etched not with cuneiform wedges but with a grid of tiny indentations arranged in a pattern that feels... deliberate.

Iris steps closer. Her lenses zoom in automatically. The pattern resolves into a matrix of dots—dense, geometric, unnervingly modern.

A QR code.

Or something like it.

Her pulse spikes.

Laleh watches her. “We thought it was a hoax. But the clay is authentic. Five thousand years old. Maybe older.”

Iris circles the pedestal. “Who touched it last?”

“Amir. He photographed it. Then everything went dark.”

Iris lifts her hand. “Permission to scan?”

Laleh nods.

A beam of blue light sweeps from Iris’s lenses across the tablet. Data floods her vision—spectral readings, mineral composition, microfractures. But something else emerges too: faint crystalline structures embedded in the clay.

Quartz.

Aligned in a lattice.

Her breath catches. “This isn’t clay. It’s a storage medium.”

Laleh frowns. “Storage? Like... a hard drive?”

“More like a natural memory crystal. But engineered. Someone encoded data into this tablet.”

Laleh’s voice drops. “Encoded what?”

Iris zooms in further. The pattern resolves into a partial digital signature—fragmented, incomplete, but unmistakably structured.

A key.

A master key.

Her stomach tightens. “This tablet contains a cryptographic sequence. Something powerful. Something dangerous.”

Laleh whispers, “Dangerous how?”

Iris straightens. “If I’m right, this is a kill switch. A way to shut down global networks. Permanently.”

Laleh’s face drains of color. “That’s impossible.”

“Not impossible,” Iris says. “Just forgotten.”

She leans closer. “Someone knew this was here. Someone wanted it. And they took Amir because he saw something he shouldn’t have.”

Laleh grips the edge of the table. “What do we do?”

Iris taps her wrist. “I extract a fragment. Then I follow the trail.”

She deploys her micro-drone—a tiny, insect-sized machine that lifts from her palm with a soft buzz. It hovers over the tablet, projecting a 3D map of the indentations.

The drone chirps.

A fragment of the code appears in her vision.

But only a fragment.

She frowns. “It’s incomplete. The sequence is missing at least half.”

Laleh whispers, “Where’s the rest?”

Iris’s lenses flash with a new alert—an encrypted message routed through her private network. Unknown sender. High-priority flag.

She opens it.

A single line of text appears:

THE SECOND TABLET IS IN TOKYO. YOU HAVE SIX HOURS.

Her breath stops.

Tokyo.

A private museum.

A heist scheduled for tonight.

She turns to Laleh. “I need to leave. Now.”

Laleh grabs her arm. “What about Amir?”

“I’ll find him. But first I need the second half of the key.”

She steps toward the exit.

Laleh calls after her. “Iris—who sent that message?”

Iris pauses at the tent flap.

“I don’t know.”

She steps into the night.

But someone out there knows her name, her mission, and her next move—and they’re already ahead of her.
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The Hub, 03:02 AM

The cargo jet roars back into the sky, engines burning hot against the desert wind. Iris stands in the center of the Hub, watching the fragment of code rotate in midair—a shimmering helix of ancient geometry and modern encryption.

Jalen glances over his shoulder from the cockpit. “Tokyo in nine hours if we push the engines. Maybe eight.”

“Not fast enough,” Iris says. “We need six.”

He whistles. “That’ll cook the turbines.”

“Then cool them manually.”

He mutters something under his breath but adjusts the throttle.

Iris studies the code. The fragment pulses like a heartbeat. She feels a






































































[image: ]







































[image: ]















































[image: ]



































[image: ]
































































[image: ]















































[image: ]







































































[image: ]





































































































[image: ]

















[image: ]








































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE IRIS KADE

. STEVE ORA

e TECHNO THRILLER cochnon P

“ .






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





