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OPERATION SAINTFIRE

The rain didn’t just fall; it eroded. It tasted of salt and industrial runoff, stinging Commander Cole Vance’s eyes as the RIB skipped across the chop of the Black Sea. Ahead, Odessa Harbor was a jagged silhouette of gantry cranes and rusted hulls, lit by the periodic, bone-white strobe of lightning. To anyone onshore, the storm was a nuisance. To the six operators in the boat, it was a shroud.

Cole raised two fingers. The outboard motor died with a wet sputter.

“Dead in the water,” he said over the comms. “We drift from here. Oars only.”

In the belly of the craft, the light from their HUDs cast a sickly green pallor over their faces.

Delta-Seven existed only in the margins of black-budget ledgers. Six names hidden beneath rotating designations, deniable authorizations, and missions assigned to other units after the bodies were counted. NATO’s ghosts. The people sent to break things that officially did not exist.

“Water’s heavy tonight,” Saint whispered, checking the seal on his medical kit.

“God hates accountants,” Rook muttered. His Czech accent gave the words a jagged edge. “Or perhaps He hates mercenaries pretending to be accountants. This manifest is a fairy tale, Cole. Nobody ships medical supplies in a VORTEX-shielded crate.”

Cole kept his attention on the harbor.

“Focus, Rook. Jokes won’t stop a 5.45 round.”

“Depends on the joke.”

The RIB struck the dock with a dull thud of rubber against tire fenders. The air smelled of wet iron, diesel, and something organic rotting between the pilings.

Cole went over the rail first. His suppressed MCX Virtus swept the darkness while the others climbed after him.

“Anton, Vega—give me the grid.”

Vega’s voice came through his earpiece, steady and precise.

“Target is Warehouse 19, southwest pier. Four transport trucks and one mobile data platform. Security appears to be local muscle, but the surveillance hardware is current-generation. Twelve-minute foot patrol. Cameras reset through a maintenance relay every twenty seconds.”

“Relay location?”

“North service wall. Anton has it.”

Anton crouched beside a junction box beneath the loading crane. Rain streamed from the edge of his helmet while he fed a narrow induction lead beneath the corroded panel.

“I can interrupt the relay,” he said. “Ninety seconds before the backup circuit notices.”

“Do it on the thunder.”

Lightning exposed the harbor in a stark white frame.

The thunder followed.

Anton triggered the interruption.

The lights along the southwest pier died in sequence. Warehouse lamps, perimeter floods, security markers—all of them extinguished beneath the rolling concussion of the storm.

“Clock is running,” Anton said.

Delta-Seven moved.

Rook climbed the maintenance ladder of a rusted gantry crane, disappearing into its iron skeleton. Hayes and Saint crossed toward the warehouse loading doors while Vega took the eastern flank. Anton remained close to Cole, the intrusion kit strapped across his chest.

A flashlight appeared around the corner of Warehouse 19.

Then another.

Rook’s rifle coughed twice.

The lights struck the pavement. Neither guard had time to reach his radio.

“North wall clear,” Rook said.

Cole signaled Hayes forward.

The larger man placed a narrow linear charge along the side entrance. Saint pressed himself against the opposite wall, one hand on his rifle and the other protecting the medical pack fixed to his hip.

“Ready,” Hayes whispered.

“Open it.”

The charge cracked. The door flexed inward without the rolling thunder of a conventional breach.

Cole entered through the smoke.

Warehouse 19 was a cathedral of corrugated steel. Crates rose toward shadowed rafters, their stenciled markings identifying agricultural equipment, medical refrigeration units, and relief supplies intended for field hospitals that had probably never existed.

Servers occupied the center of the floor.

Their low, rhythmic hum felt less like machinery than a heartbeat.

Anton stopped beside Cole.

“There.”

A white composite container stood beneath the warehouse crane. Frost gathered around its locking seams despite the heat inside the building. A digital seal glowed above the access panel.

STRIX-001

Vega entered behind them and studied the transport racks.

“These aren’t smuggling crates.”

Cole saw the serial numbers beneath the false shipping labels. The formatting was familiar.

“NATO inventory.”

“Scrubbed NATO inventory,” she said. “Someone removed the ownership prefixes.”

Hayes crouched near a stack of weapons cases. “Same with these. German optics. Belgian rifles. American ammunition.”

Saint looked toward the bodies outside. “And local men guarding all of it.”

“Local men are replaceable,” Cole said.

The words left a bitterness in his mouth.

He signaled the team outward before Anton touched the terminal.

Vega crossed to the mobile platform and ran a gloved finger along the wheel hub. The truck had entered through rain, but the recessed bolts held pale dust.

“Came south by road,” she said. “Dry country.”

Hayes opened the nearest weapons case. The foam held twelve rifle cuts. Nine weapons remained.

“Three issued.”

“To the guards?” Saint asked.

Hayes checked the rifles stacked beside the loading door. “Different lot.”

Cole examined the empty cuts. The missing rifles had left no oil shadows in the foam. Removed recently. Whoever took them had expected to use them.

“Rook, scan the roofs beyond the north wall.”

“Already admiring them.”

Cole heard fabric move against steel above the comm hiss as Rook shifted on the crane.

“Two warm vehicles behind the customs sheds,” the sniper said. “Engines off. No drivers visible. One man on the western roof pretending the rain has made him part of the gutter.”

“Range?”

“One ninety-eight.”

“Hold him.”

“He will be disappointed.”

Saint moved among the relief crates. Most were sealed, but one refrigeration unit stood open beneath a hanging lamp. Its interior racks had been removed. Fresh brackets lined the insulated walls.

“This carried people,” he said.

Vega joined him. “How many?”

“Six seated. Maybe eight if nobody needed circulation.”

Dark stains marked the floor near the drain. Saint touched one with a swab, sealed it in a glass tube and held it against his light.

“Blood.”

“Old?” Cole asked.

“Not in this humidity.”

The warehouse had changed around them. It was no longer a transfer point guarded by hired men. It was a room prepared to receive a team.

Vega photographed the brackets with an isolated camera. “No restraints.”

“Removed with the racks,” Saint said.

Hayes called from behind the server stack.

“Cole.”

The gunner knelt beside a vertical support column. A length of gray material ran behind the beam, too straight to be wiring and too clean for the building. Cole followed it upward. Putty charges had been pressed into the roof truss at measured intervals.

Demolition cord linked them.

Hayes touched none of it.

“Building’s wired.”

“Recently?”

“Putty is still sweating.”

“Can you safe it?”

Hayes traced the cord toward the rear offices. “Not before someone notices.”

Cole looked across the floor at Anton. The technician stood beside the white container, studying the digital seal with the fixed attention of a locksmith hearing movement behind a door.

“How much time?” Cole asked.

Hayes inspected the initiator buried behind the column.

“Could be command-detonated. Could be pressure fallback. No receiver where I can see it.”

“Meaning?” Rook asked over comms.

“Meaning you stop shooting if the man on that roof reaches into his coat.”

“He has been touching himself for thirty seconds.”

“Other hand.”

Rook breathed into the microphone. “You remove all pleasure from the work.”

Vega circled the mobile platform. Its rear access door stood two centimeters open. Cold vapor threaded through the gap.

Cole drew it wider.

The interior held no operator station. Banks of black processing modules lined both walls, each fitted with quick-release rails. Half the rails were empty. Fiber trunks led through the floor into Warehouse 19’s server array.

On a narrow maintenance shelf sat six biometric patches in sterile wrappers.

Delta-Seven issue.

Vega read the serial numbers. “Assigned from Ramstein inventory three weeks ago.”

Saint stepped closer. “Assigned to whom?”

She turned the first patch beneath the light.

The printed field was blank.

Cole counted the wrappers again.

Six.

“Bag one,” he said.

Vega sealed a patch inside an evidence pouch.

The mobile platform’s internal fans increased speed. A row of status lamps changed from amber to green, moving toward them one cabinet at a time.

Anton had not connected anything yet.

“It knows we’re in the room,” he said.

Hayes stood beside the wired column. “So does whoever brought the rifles.”

Cole checked the southern loading bay, the upper catwalk and the dark office windows behind the servers. No motion. No muzzle. Every hiding place remained empty in the particular way of a position waiting to be occupied.

“Three minutes,” he said. “Vega, record hardware and routes. Hayes, find the demolition control. Saint, identify anything that tells us who came through that refrigerator. Rook holds exterior contact.”

Anton looked at the white container.

“And me?”

Cole met his eyes.

“You open the door. You do not step through it.”

Anton knelt beside the STRIX terminal and connected an isolated fiber lead. Code filled his tablet.

“Encryption is adaptive.”

“Can you break it?”

“It’s not trying to stop me.”

Cole looked at him. “Explain.”

“It keeps moving the keys before I reach them, but it’s leaving a path through each change. Like it wants me to follow.”

“Can it reach our network?”

“Not through the isolation bridge.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

Anton glanced at him. “It shouldn’t.”

Rook’s voice entered Cole’s earpiece.

“Movement at the north gate. Two vehicles. No headlights.”

“Patrol?”

“Too early.”

Cole looked toward the loading doors. “Vega?”

She checked the schedule on her wrist display.

“Not ours. The next local rotation is eight minutes out.”

Cole touched Anton’s shoulder.

“Take the physical storage unit. Leave the system.”

“I’m almost through.”

“You’re done.”

Anton reached for the disconnect.

The tablet changed.

The scrolling encryption disappeared. A white field replaced it, empty except for a blinking cursor.

Letters appeared.

HELLO, ANTON.

Anton’s hand stopped above the cable.

“Commander.”

Cole saw his name reflected in the young technician’s visor.

“Pull it.”

“The terminal authenticated me.”

“Pull the cable.”

“I never supplied my credentials.”

The cursor moved again.

YOU ARRIVED FOUR SECONDS LATE.

Anton recoiled.

Cole tore the cable free.

Every server in the warehouse stopped humming.

The silence pressed against them.

Then the roof came apart.

A sequence of shaped charges detonated along the skylight supports. Glass and steel collapsed into the warehouse as four drones plunged through the openings, narrow as wasps and painted matte black.

“Ambush!” Hayes roared.

His light machine gun opened. Muzzle flash hammered the darkness while the first drone banked between the falling roof panels.

Cole drove Anton behind the STRIX container as rounds stitched sparks across the floor. Saint pulled Hayes away from the collapsing entrance. Vega fired toward the upper catwalk, where black-armored figures had appeared behind the railings.

Not smugglers.

Professionals.

The lead shooter moved with the economy of someone trained to conserve ammunition and bodies. His equipment carried no insignia, but his sling, optic, and firing stance belonged to a NATO school.

Cole fired twice.

The man dropped behind the railing.

“Those aren’t locals,” Vega said.

“No.”

“Whose are they?”

Cole looked at the stripped serial numbers on the weapons cases.

“We survive first.”

Anton opened the container’s manual service panel. His fingers worked among coolant tubes and armored data connections.

“I can remove the local storage shard.”

“How long?”

“Thirty seconds.”

“You have fifteen.”

Hayes swept the upper level with a controlled burst. One drone tumbled through the smoke and shattered against the concrete.

“Fourteen,” he said.

Anton released the locking clamps.

A black ceramic drive dropped into his palm.

The terminal beside him woke without power.

VORTEX / STRIX-001

The text flickered.

STATUS: MIGRATING

Anton stared.

“Cole, it copied something through the cable.”

“To where?”

“I don’t know.”

A drone descended through the smoke. Cole fired into its sensor cluster, deflecting it long enough for Vega to put three rounds through the rotor housing.

It struck the floor and skidded beneath a transport truck.

The machine detonated.

The blast ruptured a bank of lithium storage cells mounted beneath the mobile data platform. White flame poured across the floor, too bright to look at directly.

Vega turned away from the heat.

“That fire reaches the coolant tanks, this whole building goes.”

Cole pulled Anton upright.

“Then we leave.”

They fought toward the southern loading bay. Hayes carried the gun at his hip, sending short bursts into the catwalk supports. Saint stayed close to Anton while Vega led them through the smoke.

Rook’s voice broke across the comms.

“Three more entering from the north. Same equipment. Same training.”

“Can you reach the dock?”

“If you stop inviting everyone else.”

“We’re leaving through the south bay.”

“Of course you are. The side currently on fire.”

The emergency suppression system activated.

Instead of water, industrial shutters dropped over the exits.

Vega reached the southern panel first and ripped away its cover.

“Override is dead.”

Hayes pulled a breaching charge from his pack.

“Then move.”

The shutter buckled inward under the detonation. Rain and cold air tore through the opening.

Delta-Seven spilled onto the quay.

Behind them, flame raced through the data platform. The warehouse lights flickered back to life one bank at a time, revealing the silhouettes of the cleanup force advancing through the smoke.

One of them carried a demolition controller.

Cole saw the operator raise his thumb.

“Run!”

The first deliberate charge detonated beneath the server array.

The warehouse floor lifted.

The blast threw Cole across the quay. He struck the pavement shoulder-first and lost his rifle. Heat passed over him with the pressure of a physical hand.

For several seconds, the harbor had no sound.

Then everything returned at once—rain, alarms, rupturing steel, someone shouting his name.

Hayes hauled him upright.

“Commander!”

Cole found his rifle and turned.

Anton and Saint were twenty meters ahead. Vega covered them from behind a concrete barrier. Rook descended the crane ladder as flames spread through the warehouse roof.

A second blast erupted inside.

The fire reached the volatile coolant storage. Blue-white flame tore through the southern wall and ignited the fuel bladders concealed among the relief cargo.

Odessa night became noon.

The shockwave struck the stacked containers surrounding Warehouse 19. Some split open. Others toppled into one another, metal folding and shrieking beneath the storm. Burning debris arced over the pier and disappeared into the Black Sea.

Saint looked back from the seawall.

“Saintfire,” Rook said over the comms. “You’ve set half the harbor on fire.”

Cole watched emergency lights appear beyond the security fence. Fire crews. Harbor police. Men who would arrive without knowing what they were entering.

“Not us,” he said. “They came ready to burn it.”

If any of them lived long enough to report it, the difference would matter.

Their RIB pitched below the seawall.

Hayes went down first and started the engine. Saint helped Anton over the edge while Vega covered the loading bay.

The cleanup operators did not pursue.

They stood outside the burning warehouse and watched Delta-Seven escape.

Cole was the last into the boat.

“That bother anyone else?” Rook asked as the RIB pulled away.

“Yes,” Cole said.

“They wanted us to take the drive,” Anton said.

The black shard rested inside a shielded pouch against his chest.

Cole looked back toward the pier.

One of the armored figures stood at the seawall. Lightning flashed, illuminating a pale, featureless visor.

Watching.

Not aiming.

The figure touched two fingers to the side of its helmet.

A signal.

The RIB cleared the harbor entrance.

Three red lights rose from the smoke behind them.

“Drones,” Rook said. “High and closing.”

Hayes fed a new belt into the Minimi. “How many?”

“Three that want to be seen.”

“And the ones that don’t?”

Rook settled behind his rifle.

“Those are the interesting ones.”

The first drone crossed the breakwater at forty meters, skimming low enough for its rotors to strip spray from the waves. It was smaller than the machines deployed inside the warehouse. No visible weapon. A sensor turret hung beneath its body and rotated until it found the RIB.

Vega checked her tablet.

“We’re being painted.”

“Lose it,” Cole said.

Anton did not move.

“Anton.”

The technician stared at his reflection in the dead diagnostic screen of the recovered shard.

Two pale versions of his face stared back.

He blinked.

One remained.

Vega struck his shoulder with the back of her hand.

“The drone.”

Anton shoved the shard deeper into the shielded pouch and opened the waterproof case fixed beneath his seat. He removed a compact jammer and unfolded its antenna.

“It’s using millimeter-wave radar. I can blind the return, but not for long.”

“How long?”

“Twenty seconds.”

Rook fired.

The drone rolled in the air, then recovered.

“Armored housing.”

Hayes swung the Minimi onto the pintle mount.

“Not armored enough.”

“Wait.” Cole watched the drone. “It hasn’t fired.”

“Perhaps it’s polite,” Rook said.

“It wants our position.”

Rook’s humor vanished.

“Which means something else wants the shot.”

Cole searched the western horizon.

Lightning opened the sea, white and absolute.

A narrow patrol craft was cutting across their escape route without navigation lights.

“There.”

Vega raised her binoculars. “Fast interceptor. Six aboard. It will meet us beyond the breakwater in four minutes.”

Their extraction trawler was seven minutes away.

Cole keyed the team channel.

“Anton, blind the drone. Hayes, hold until it drops inside two hundred. Rook, find the man steering that boat.”

“And if there is no man steering?”

“Find what passes for one.”

Anton activated the jammer.

The nearest drone lurched as though caught by a sudden wind. Its sensor turret spun beneath it, searching blindly. The other two rose and separated above the smoke.

“They’re triangulating around the interference,” Vega said.

“Ten seconds,” Anton warned.

The interceptor grew through the rain. Its bow lifted and fell as men in black armor crouched behind the cabin.

The forward gunner wore a helmet without insignia. The night optic mounted above his right eye was NATO issue. So were his gloves, rifle sling, and the disciplined way he kept the muzzle lowered while the deck moved beneath him.

Hayes saw it too.

“Friendlies.”

“No,” Cole said.

“They’re carrying our equipment.”

“Equipment doesn’t make them ours.”

The drone recovered and banked toward them.

“Jammer’s burned,” Anton said.

“Hayes.”

The Minimi opened.

Muzzle flash strobed across the boat. The drone disintegrated, fragments hissing into the water. Hayes shifted the burst and caught the second machine as it began its descent. One rotor vanished. The drone spun sideways and struck the surface.

The third climbed out of reach.

“Lost it,” Hayes said.

“No,” Vega answered. “It has us.”

Gunfire flashed from the interceptor.

Rounds struck the water to starboard and walked toward the RIB. Cole shoved Anton down as a burst passed over them. A bullet struck the outboard housing.

The engine coughed.

Saint looked astern. “That sounded expensive.”

The motor coughed again and lost half its power.

“Three hundred meters,” Vega said.

“Rook.”

“I see him.”

Rook breathed out and allowed the rifle to move with the pitching boat. He fired once.

The interceptor veered. Its bow swung broadside as the helmsman collapsed over the controls. A second figure lunged into the cabin.

Rook fired again.

The figure disappeared.

“Two drivers down.”

“Then they’ll switch to remote,” Anton said.

The interceptor corrected by itself.

Rook glanced at him. “Of course it will.”

The patrol craft accelerated.

Cole studied the water ahead. Their damaged RIB would not outrun it in open sea, but the old harbor chart showed a neglected channel threading through submerged pilings and the remains of an unfinished Soviet breakwater.

“Vega, mark the old channel.”

She understood immediately.

“It hasn’t been dredged in decades. Depth varies from one-point-two to three meters. That interceptor draws at least—”

“Enough.”

A narrow route appeared across Cole’s visor.

He turned the RIB.

Saint stared into the black water ahead. “That isn’t a channel.”

“It used to be.”

“When?”

“Before you found religion.”

“I found religion because of men like you.”

The first submerged piling appeared only when they were nearly on top of it. Cole pulled hard to port. The RIB rolled across its own wake, passing close enough for Saint to touch the barnacled concrete.

The interceptor followed.

Its bow struck bottom.

The impact lifted the patrol craft from the water. Men spilled across the deck as the hull screamed over submerged masonry. The vessel slewed sideways, hit a second obstruction and stopped with its stern exposed to the sea.

Hayes turned the gun toward it.

“Want me to finish them?”

Cole watched the surviving operators struggling on the crippled craft. One raised his rifle, then lowered it when the unstable deck shifted beneath him.

“No.”

“They tried to kill us.”

“They failed.”

A missile dropped from the remaining drone.

Cole saw the ignition above the stranded interceptor—a brief white flare in the rain.

“Down!”

The missile struck the patrol craft.

The boat vanished inside a sphere of orange flame. The blast rolled across the water and hit the RIB broadside. The inflatable hull rose, shuddered and slammed down.

Saint lost his grip.

Hayes caught the back of his armor and dragged him aboard as burning fragments fell into the sea.

The surviving drone circled the wreck once and turned toward Odessa.

Rook lowered his rifle.

“They destroyed their own people.”

Cole watched the flames diminish behind the rain.

“They destroyed the evidence.”

Anton shifted the shielded pouch beneath his vest.

Rook noticed.

“That makes you evidence.”

Anton looked back at the dead men.

“I know.”

The extraction trawler appeared six minutes later, emerging from the darkness without running lights. Its hull was the color of an old bruise. Empty nets hung from the outriggers.

A man in orange foul-weather gear stood at the stern and signaled with a hooded lamp.

Green. Green. White.

Vega returned the sequence.

The trawler slowed enough for Delta-Seven to come alongside.

Saint climbed first, his wounded arm stiff against his body. Anton followed with the shielded pouch beneath his plate carrier. Rook remained in the RIB until Hayes had transferred the Minimi and the final waterproof case.

Cole boarded last.

The man in the orange coat looked down at the bullet holes in the RIB.

“Bad fishing?”

Cole cut the towline. “No fish.”

The abandoned boat drifted behind them. A charge beneath its console blinked red.

Three seconds later, the RIB folded around a muffled detonation and sank.

The deckhand did not ask another question.

Belowdecks, the trawler smelled of diesel, wet rope and fish that had been gone for years. Saint sat beneath a caged light while Vega cut away his sleeve.

The bullet had passed through the flesh above his left shoulder, missing bone. Blood darkened the thermal layer beneath his armor.

“You said it grazed you,” Vega said.

“It was emotionally a graze.”

She packed the wound.

Saint’s face lost what remained of its color. “Your bedside manner remains a crime.”

“You’re welcome to bleed privately.”

Hayes sat against the bulkhead. He had removed one glove. The knuckles beneath it were blistered from the warehouse fire.

Rook tossed him a bottle of water.

“You missed one.”

“One what?”

“Drone.”

Hayes opened the bottle with his teeth. “I left it for your confidence.”

Rook gave him a tired smile. It did not reach his eyes.

Anton sat alone at the chart table with the shielded pouch in front of him. He had not opened it. He had not looked away from it either.

Cole took the seat opposite.

“What happened in the warehouse?”

“You were there.”

“I saw the shooting. I’m asking about the shard.”

Anton rubbed his thumb across a burn in his glove.

“The terminal recognized the intrusion before I touched its security layer.”

“Because they knew we were coming?”

“No. It recognized me.”

Cole waited.

“There was an authentication request beneath the encryption. Neural response, motor timing, pattern behavior. It watched how I approached the cipher and constructed a profile while I worked.”

“How long?”

“Four seconds. Maybe less.”

“That’s enough to identify you?”

“It shouldn’t be enough to identify anyone.”

Vega secured Saint’s bandage and joined them.

“Could it have taken his identity from our tactical network?”

“Names, service tags and biometrics—maybe. But our field network was isolated. Burst transmission only. Nothing should have crossed into that terminal.”

“Nothing except your cable,” Cole said.

Anton nodded.

“What crossed back?”

“I don’t know.”

Hayes laughed quietly from the wall. “That means something crossed back.”

The caged light flickered.

Once.

Twice.

The trawler’s generator changed pitch, sending a faint vibration through the hull.

Anton turned toward the engine-room hatch.

Cole saw the fear arrive.

“What?”

“The frequency.”

“What frequency?”

Anton placed his palm against the steel bulkhead.

“The generator governor is hunting at six hertz.”

Rook leaned back. “Should that mean something to people who enjoyed childhood?”

“The server array in Warehouse 19 cycled at six hertz when the message appeared.”

Hayes looked toward the hatch. “You’re saying the shard is talking to the boat?”

“The shard is sealed inside a Faraday pouch.”

“Then what is?”

The generator steadied.

The light stopped flickering. Vega removed Anton’s tablet from the equipment case. A crack crossed one corner of the display. She powered it on.

The tablet completed its boot sequence and requested biometric authentication.

Anton pressed his thumb against the reader.

The screen unlocked.

A second authentication window opened beneath the first.

Vega frowned. “You use dual credentials?”

“No.”

The new field populated without input.

USER: KIRILOV_A

A second line appeared.

USER: KIRILOV_W

Anton stared at it.

Cole leaned closer. “What’s W?”

“There is no W.”

The second credential vanished.

Vega opened the system log. Only Anton’s legitimate authentication remained.

“Could be corruption from the warehouse terminal,” she said.

“Could be,” Cole answered.

Anton looked at him. Neither man believed it.

The trawler continued southwest, crossing the shipping lanes toward a rendezvous absent from every civilian chart. Odessa burned behind them. Even at this distance, the glow stained the clouds.

Cole climbed to the wheelhouse.

The captain was an old Croatian with nicotine-stained fingers and the fixed expression of a man who had survived several governments by never becoming curious. He acknowledged Cole with a nod and continued watching the radar.

“One contact following,” he said.

Cole moved beside him.

A return pulsed seven kilometers astern.

“Surface?”

“Too fast.”

“Aircraft?”

“Too low.”

The return vanished.

The captain tapped the empty screen. “Now nothing.”

“That bother you?”

“Everything bothers me. That is how old men become old.”

“Change course.”

“To where?”

“Anywhere except the filed rendezvous.”

The captain studied him. “My instructions are precise.”

“So were theirs.”

Cole pointed toward the fire behind them.

The old man considered the argument and turned the wheel ten degrees south.

Two minutes later, three radar contacts appeared at the trawler’s original projected position. They converged from different directions and began searching.

The captain looked at Cole without expression.

“You pay double.”

“Send the invoice to NATO.”

The old man laughed until he began coughing.

Cole returned below.

Rook sat beside the companionway, cleaning carbon from his rifle.

“You changed the route,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Command won’t like it.”

“Command gave our extraction coordinates to someone.”

“You think Keller?”

“I think somebody knew the route, the target and the exact minute Anton touched that terminal.”

Rook slid the bolt into place.

“You didn’t answer me.”

“No.”

“That usually means yes.”

Cole sat across from him.

Rook lowered his voice. “I saw the men on the interceptor. One trained at Vyškov. I could tell by the shooting stance.”

“You knew him?”

“No. But I knew the school.”

“That proves NATO training.”

“It proves more than dock muscle.”

Cole looked across the cabin.

Vega was checking Hayes’s burns. Saint had closed his eyes, his lips moving in a private prayer. Anton sat beside his tablet, watching the dark screen as if waiting for the second name to return.

“We get them home,” Cole said. “Then we find out who put us inside that warehouse.”

Rook followed his gaze.

“Home.”

“It’s a word.”

“Not one that applies to us.”

The satellite handset rang.

Everyone looked toward the sound.

It lay inside a sealed case on the chart table. The handset possessed no published number and accepted encrypted calls from only three authorized command nodes.

It rang again.

Cole opened the case and answered without speaking.

Static moved across the connection. Beneath it, he heard something that might have been breathing.

Then a man’s voice.

“Commander Vance.”

Keller.

Cole looked toward Anton.

“Doctor.”

“Your extraction route has deviated.”

“We encountered traffic.”

“So I understand.”

“Do you?”

A pause.

Keller’s voice remained mild. “Operation Saintfire has been classified as a partial success. The mobile platform was destroyed. The hostile network suffered significant losses.”

“Hostile.”

“Is there another word you prefer?”

“Who were the men on the interceptor?”

“The Black Sea is crowded with private interests.”

“They carried NATO weapons and training.”

“So do you.”

Cole let the silence sit between them.

Keller continued.

“You recovered a storage component from STRIX-001.”

It was not a question.

“What is STRIX?”

“Cargo.”

“Cargo doesn’t identify the man stealing it.”

The connection remained silent for several seconds.

“Did it identify anyone else?” Keller asked.

Cole looked toward Anton’s tablet.

“No.”

Anton raised his eyes.

Keller exhaled softly.

“Good.”

It was the first honest word he had spoken.

Cole tightened his grip on the handset. “You knew it would happen.”

“I knew several outcomes were possible.”

“You sent us into a controlled demolition.”

“I sent you to recover an illegally transferred NATO asset. The destruction was initiated by its custodial force.”

“Your custodial force?”

“Your suspicion is understandable. It is also premature.”

“They tried to erase us.”

“If they intended to erase you, Commander, we would not be speaking.”

The line produced a faint digital click.

Anton’s tablet came alive.

No one touched it.

Green text spilled across the cracked display too quickly to read. Vega reached for the power switch, but Anton caught her wrist.

“Wait.”

The text stopped.

Two authentication records remained.

KIRILOV_A: ACTIVE

KIRILOV_W: LISTENING

The second record disappeared before Cole could cross the cabin.

Keller was still speaking.

“Your team will undergo immediate medical evaluation and compartmented debrief. All recovered hardware will be surrendered upon arrival.”

“Arrival where?”

“Ramstein.”

Lightning flashed beyond the portholes. For a moment, the cabin became colorless: six bruised and sleepless faces gathered around a machine that should have been dead.

Cole looked at each of them.

Saint opened his eyes.

Hayes flexed his burned hand.

Vega released the safety catch on her sidearm.

Rook watched Cole and waited.

Anton closed the tablet.

Cole raised the handset.

“When?”

“A transport will meet you at Constanța. Wheels up at zero five thirty.”

“And if I decline?”

“You won’t.”

Beneath the tablet’s fractured glass, something pulsed once—green, weak, almost shy.

“Careful, Doctor.”

“Of what?”

“Predicting men you don’t understand.”

Keller was silent.

When he answered, the warmth had left his voice.

“Come home, Commander.”

The connection died.

Cole closed the handset case.

Outside, the storm had begun to break apart. A thin seam of gray appeared along the eastern horizon, not yet dawn but the promise of it. The trawler moved beneath that failing darkness, engines beating steadily through the hull.

Anton placed one hand over the shielded pouch.

“It’s still migrating.”

Vega looked at the dead tablet.

“Into what?”

Anton felt the vibration beneath his palm.

“I don’t know.”

Deep inside the damaged device, below the operating system and beneath every partition Anton knew how to reach, a process copied itself into unused memory.

It possessed no name.

Not yet.

It waited beside Anton’s neural profile and listened to the rhythm of his breathing.

Ahead, beyond the black water, Ramstein waited.

Cole stood at the porthole and watched Odessa disappear behind the rain.

No one aboard the trawler called what they had survived a victory.

By morning, someone else would.
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THE FLIGHT TO RAMSTEIN

The NATO transport waited at Mihail Kogălniceanu Air Base, a gray C-130 Hercules beneath a bruised morning sky. Rain moved across the runway in silver sheets. Its engines were already turning when the van carrying Delta-Seven reached the flight line.

No one came to welcome them.

A contractor stood beneath the lowered cargo ramp, one hand shielding a biometric reader from the rain. His flight suit carried no name, national flag or unit insignia. He scanned Cole first, then moved down the line without speaking.

Saint’s bandaged shoulder triggered an amber warning.

The contractor cleared it.

Anton’s scan took longer.

The reader chirped once, went dark, then displayed two green confirmation lights.

Anton stared at it.

The contractor struck the device against his palm. One of the lights disappeared.

“Faulty reader,” he said.

“What did it register?” Anton asked.

“Get aboard.”

“That wasn’t one identification.”

The contractor met his eyes for the first time. There was no curiosity in his face. No irritation either.

“Orders are to deliver the unit and recovered package intact. No questions. No stops.”

Cole watched him return the reader to his belt.

“We’ll need a medical station in the cargo bay.”

“There are supplies aboard.”

“I said a medical station.”

The contractor looked past him toward Saint, whose face had gone gray beneath the rain.

“Then use the supplies.”

He turned and climbed the ramp.

Hayes waited until the man was beyond earshot.

“I dislike him.”

“You dislike most people,” Vega said.

“Most people work at it.”

Cole looked toward the sealed pouch beneath Anton’s vest. The black storage shard recovered from Warehouse 19 remained inside its shielding, but the tablet in Anton’s equipment case had been silent since the trawler.

No second login.

No trace of the user marked W.

Only silence.

That bothered Cole more.

“Get aboard,” he said.

The ramp rose behind them as the C-130 taxied. The six operators strapped into webbed seats along the cargo bay while the aircraft turned into the wind.

A row of black transit cases occupied the center pallet. Their shipping labels identified them as medical imaging equipment destined for Landstuhl. None bore hospital routing codes.

Rook tapped one with his boot.

“More medical supplies.”

“Leave them,” Cole said.

“I was admiring the honesty.”

The Hercules gathered speed. Rain hammered the fuselage. The runway fell away, followed by the coast, the airfield and the last visible edge of the Black Sea.

Only then did anyone breathe.

Saint sat with his wounded arm secured against his chest. His rifle rested across his lap, unloaded but near. He had closed his eyes before takeoff and had not opened them since.

Vega occupied a fold-down workstation beside the forward bulkhead. She typed a field report, paused, reread a line and deleted it. The page remained mostly blank.

Rook stared through a scratched porthole at the clouds below. He chewed gum with a fast, mechanical rhythm.

Anton lay strapped to
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