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CHAPTER ONE

THE FIRST PIECE
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Paris, France

Rain tapped softly against the windows of Alex Carter's apartment as midnight crept across the city.

Most of Paris slept.

Alex did not.

Stacks of folders covered his dining table. 

Newspaper clippings, financial reports, leaked corporate memos, and photographs were scattered across every available surface. 

The apartment looked less like a home, and more like an investigation board that had exploded.

Alex rubbed his tired eyes and leaned back in his chair.

For six months he had been chasing rumors.

At first, the story seemed ridiculous.

A handful of anonymous sources claimed that powerful figures from government, banking, technology, and defense industries were coordinating global events behind closed doors. 

Economic collapses, political scandals, surveillance programs, market crashes—everything seemed connected to an invisible network operating beyond public scrutiny.

No evidence. No names.

Just whispers.

Most journalists would have abandoned the story weeks ago.

Alex couldn't.

Every lead he followed disappeared.

Witnesses changed their stories.

Documents vanished.

Sources suddenly stopped answering calls.

Someone was cleaning up behind him.

And that alone convinced him there was something worth finding.

The glow of his laptop illuminated the dark apartment.

He checked the secure inbox again.

Nothing.

His source was already three days late.

That worried him.

The source had never missed a deadline before.

Alex glanced at the clock.

11:57 PM.

Three minutes to midnight.

The city outside hummed quietly beneath the rain.

Then— a notification appeared on his screen.

ENCRYPTED MESSAGE RECEIVED

Alex immediately sat upright.

His pulse quickened.

The sender field was blank.

No identifier, no return route.

The source had gone completely dark.

Alex clicked the message.

A single line appeared.

They know you have it. Run.

His stomach tightened.

Before he could react, another window opened automatically.

A file transfer began.

The progress bar crawled across the screen.

10%.

27%.

54%.

83%.

100%.

Transfer Complete.

A second message appeared.

THE BLUEPRINT

Protect it at all costs.

Trust no one.

Alex stared at the words.

The file size made no sense.

Over twelve terabytes compressed into an impossible encrypted package.

Financial records.

Surveillance archives.

Government communications.

Corporate databases.

Thousands of interconnected directories.

The amount of information was staggering.

At the top of the file structure was a single folder.

PROJECT ORIGIN

Alex's mouth went dry.

"What the hell did you send me?"

The screen suddenly flickered.

Then went black.

Every light in the apartment blinked once.

Twice.

Then stabilized.

Silence filled the room.

A bad feeling settled in his chest.

His source hadn't simply delivered evidence.

He had handed Alex something people would kill to possess.

His phone vibrated violently across the desk.

Unknown Number.

Alex answered immediately.

"Hello?"

Static crackled through the speaker.

Then a distorted voice emerged.

Low, urgent; terrified.

"They found us."

Alex recognized the voice—his source.

"What happened?"

"You have to leave."

"What's in the file?"

A cough echoed through the connection.

Then: "The Vanguard."

Alex froze.

The name meant nothing.

Yet the fear behind it felt real.

"They're already moving," the source continued. 

"If they know you have The Blueprint—"

A crash sounded in the background.

Shouting followed.

The source suddenly whispered.

"They're here."

The line erupted into gunfire.

Then silence—the connection died.

Alex slowly lowered the phone.

His heartbeat hammered in his ears.

The source was gone.

Maybe dead. Maybe captured.

Either way, Alex was now alone.

Then he heard it—glass shattering.

From the far side of the apartment.

Every instinct screamed at him.

Move. Now.

Another crash echoed through the building.

Heavy boots, multiple individuals.

Professional, organized.

Not police, not thieves.

Hunters.

Alex grabbed a small encrypted flash drive from beside the laptop.

The file had automatically copied itself during the transfer.

He shoved it into his jacket pocket.

The front door exploded inward.

Wood splintered across the floor.

Voices filled the hallway.

"Target confirmed."

"Second floor."

"Secure the package."

Alex sprinted toward the window.

A figure in black tactical gear appeared in the doorway.

Helmet. Body armor.

No insignia, no identification.

The operative raised a suppressed rifle.

Alex didn't wait.

He smashed through the window and climbed onto the fire escape.

Cold rain struck his face.

Below, the alley stretched into darkness.

The operative appeared behind him.

No warning. No threats.

Only action.

The rifle lifted.

Alex jumped.

For a split second he was weightless.

Then gravity took over.

He crashed into a pile of cardboard and garbage bags.

Pain shot through his legs.

He rolled.

Forced himself upright—and ran.

Behind him, more operatives flooded the fire escape.

Professional. Silent. Relentless.

Alex darted through the maze of Parisian back streets.

Rain blurred his vision, his lungs burned.

The flash drive felt heavier with every step.

At the end of the alley, he emerged into a crowded square filled with late-night tourists and street vendors.

The operatives slowed.

Not wanting attention.

Good.

That gave him a chance.

Alex pushed through the crowd.

A taxi sat near the curb.

The driver smoked a cigarette beneath a striped awning.

Alex yanked open the rear door.

"Drive."

The driver glanced at him.

Then at the men emerging from the alley.

He immediately tossed away the cigarette.

"Problem?"

"Drive."

The taxi pulled away.

Alex sank into the seat and watched through the rear window.

The black-clad operatives stood motionless beneath the streetlights.

Watching, not chasing.

As if they already knew where he would go next.

That frightened him more than the pursuit.

Hours later, after changing taxis twice and crossing half the city, Alex finally stopped at a small café near the Seine.

The place was nearly empty.

A tired waitress delivered an espresso without asking questions.

Alex wrapped both hands around the warm cup.

For the first time that night, he could think.

The flash drive rested on the table.

Tiny. Innocent.

Potentially catastrophic.

He reached into his wallet and removed an old business card.

The edges were worn from years of being carried around.

A single name stared back at him.

Eleanor Blackwell

Independent Investigator

Alex remembered meeting her at a journalism conference in Vienna.

Most people there had talked about media ethics.

Eleanor had talked about surviving covert operations.

The woman was unlike anyone he had ever met.

Sharp. Controlled. Dangerous.

Exactly the person he needed now.

He pulled out his phone.

Dialed the number.

The call connected after two rings.

"Blackwell."

Her voice was calm.

Professional, unsurprised.

"It's Alex Carter."

A pause.

Then:

"If you're calling at this hour, someone's either dead or trying to kill you."

Alex glanced at the flash drive.

"Possibly both."

Another pause—longer this time.

"How bad?"

Alex looked through the café window toward the sleeping city beyond.

"I think I just stumbled onto something bigger than governments."

Silence.

Then a quiet sigh.

"Where are you?"

"Paris."

"Leave."

Alex frowned.

"What?"

"Leave Paris immediately."

The urgency in her voice caught his attention.

"You know something?"

"I know enough."

Alex's pulse quickened.

"Eleanor—"

"London. Midnight tomorrow."

"The café?"

"The café."

The line went dead.

Alex slowly lowered the phone.

Outside, rain continued to fall across the streets of Paris.

Somewhere in the city, people were searching for him.

Somewhere in the world, a conspiracy called the Vanguard had just been exposed.

And sitting on the table before him, was the first piece of a puzzle capable of changing everything.
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CHAPTER 2

PROJECT ORIGIN








[image: ]


The rain followed them across London.

Neither Alex Carter, nor Eleanor Blackwell spoke during the drive.

The city blurred beyond the windshield—gray buildings, wet streets, and thousands of people completely unaware that somewhere beneath the machinery of governments and corporations, something larger was moving.

Something organized. Something patient.

Alex sat in the passenger seat clutching the flash drive.

"How many people know about this hacker?" he finally asked.

Eleanor kept her eyes on the road.

"Too many."

"That doesn't sound reassuring."

"It shouldn't."

Alex sighed.

"Comforting as always."

"That's why people hire me."

The corner of Alex's mouth twitched.

Despite everything, Eleanor had not changed.

The same dry humor; the same cold professionalism.

The same ability to make an approaching disaster sound, like routine paperwork.

Twenty minutes later, they left the city.

The roads narrowed.

Streetlights disappeared.

Abandoned warehouses began replacing apartment blocks.

Finally, Eleanor pulled into an industrial district that looked forgotten by time.

Rows of rusted shipping containers stood beneath the rain.

Broken cranes towered above the docks like skeletons.

Alex frowned.

"You brought me here to meet a hacker?"

Eleanor killed the engine.

"I brought you here to meet the only hacker who's survived crossing the Vanguard."

Alex turned.

"The Vanguard?"

Eleanor's expression hardened.

"That's what some people call them."

"The Bilderberg Group?"

"They call themselves many things."

"What are they really?"

Eleanor stared out through the rain-speckled windshield.

"A network."

"A cult."

"A corporation."

"A government."

"Depends which door you're standing behind."

Alex swallowed.

"And
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