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POLAR VORTEX

PROLOGUE: GHOST FREQUENCY

November 1972
Classified Location - Arctic Circle
Three Weeks Before Major Jack Rourke Receives His Orders
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The distress signal should not exist.

Captain Thomas Wade knows that with absolute certainty.

He also knows his submarine is dying.

The USS Scorpion lies trapped beneath six hundred feet of Arctic ice, crippled in a pressure trench with no path to the surface and not enough functioning systems left to matter.

The hull groans under shifting weight.

Steel flexes.

Somewhere aft, metal gives way with a sound that reminds Wade of breaking bone.

Twenty-three men came down.

Seven are still alive. 

The control compartment glows red beneath failing emergency lights. Heat disappeared hours ago. Frost creeps across the bulkheads and gathers around instrument housings. Every breath hangs briefly in the air before fading into the cold.

Lieutenant Davies stands at the environmental panel, a headset hanging loose around his neck.

"Scrubbers are failing," he says. "Twenty-four hours. Maybe less."

Wade studies him.

No one asks for better odds.

That tells him everything he needs to know.

He reaches for the emergency beacon and keys the transmitter.

The signal is brief. Encrypted. Directional.

If the antenna survives, the burst will travel through black water, ice, and distance before reaching hands it was never intended to reach.

A green light appears.

Transmission confirmed.

Rodriguez arrives from aft, bracing himself against the hatch frame.

"Torpedo compartment's still flooding," he says. "We slowed it down. Didn't stop it."

Wade nods.

No one mentions sabotage.

They don't need to.

He has already seen the damage.

Blast pattern.

Inward deformation.

Steel folded in ways that made no sense.

Not a collision.

Not a mechanical failure.

Not a Soviet attack.

A bomb.

Placed aboard an American submarine by someone who knew exactly where to put it. 

"The package?" Wade asks.

"Secure."

His gaze shifts to the captain's safe.

A steel lockbox sits inside.

Waterproof.

Fireproof.

Containing papers that carry more weight than any weapon aboard the vessel.

The submarine shudders.

A deep structural groan rolls through the hull as the ice above shifts position.

Dust drifts through the red light.

Davies turns from the sonar station.

"Captain... if someone heard that signal—"

"They did."

Wade doesn't elaborate.

He doesn't have to.

American listening stations.

Soviet patrol networks.

And whoever arranged for the Scorpion to disappear beneath the ice.

He keys the beacon again.

A second transmission.

Shorter.

Final.

A moment later, a contact chirps across the sonar board.

Davies stiffens.

Then leans forward.

"Surface contact. Bearing zero-two-zero."

"Range?"

"Twelve nautical miles and closing."

"Classification?"

Davies listens.

The colour drains from his face.

"Large hull."

A pause.

"Slow approach."

Another pause.

"Soviet."

Wade stares at the display.

Of course.

The Soviets are always closer than they should be.

If they reach the Scorpion first, the submarine won't simply be lost.

It will be erased.

He looks around the compartment.

Seven men alive.

One sealed truth.

And a signal already travelling through the dark.

The war surrounding this submarine has already moved beyond the hull.

Beyond the ocean.

Beyond him.

The Scorpion hangs motionless in the black water.

The ice above remains still.

Waiting.

Like everything else.

––––––––
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ACT I: THE SUMMONS


CHAPTER 1: GHOSTS IN THE SNOW

December 1972
Montana Wilderness — 47 miles from nearest town
POV: Jack Rourke
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Snow had been falling for three days.

Not drifting. Burying.

The cabin was already disappearing beneath it, roof sagging under the weight, windows half-sealed by ice. Beyond the glass, the world had narrowed to movement and white.

Rourke sat alone and watched it.

The whiskey in his hand was cheap enough to burn and strong enough to matter.

Not enough to erase anything.

Nothing ever was. 

The fire behind him had collapsed into a bed of embers.

He left it that way.

Heat had a way of inviting memories back into the room. The cold kept them at a distance.

Distance was manageable.

He shifted in the chair.

The old shoulder injury complained immediately. Weather always found it first.

Outside, wind drove snow across the windows in hard horizontal sheets. Visibility came and went by the second.

The storm wasn't exceptional.

Montana produced worse every winter.

That wasn't why he was watching.

He was watching because he had spent most of his adult life learning the difference between weather and movement.

And a few moments earlier, he thought he had seen movement.

Rourke lifted the glass and finished what remained.

The cabin had been purchased through channels that no longer officially existed.

Cash.

No records worth following.

No neighbours.

No reason for anyone to come looking.

That had been the idea.

It hadn't worked.

Retirement was a word politicians used.

Soldiers simply stopped receiving orders.

Task Force Sentinel had vanished the same way it had operated—quietly.

No ceremony.

No recognition.

No record.

Officially, it had never existed. 

A flicker crossed the window.

Rourke froze.

The storm continued exactly as before.

Snow.

Wind.

White.

Then it happened again.

A shape moving against the weather.

Low.

Brief.

Gone.

He waited.

Counted to ten.

Nothing.

Just snow.

Just imagination fuelled by isolation and bad whiskey.

Rourke leaned back.

Then stopped.

The shape returned.

Closer this time.

Human.

His eyes narrowed.

Nobody walked through a storm like that unless they knew exactly where they were going.

The figure disappeared into blowing snow.

A second shape emerged.

Then a third.

Then a fourth. 

Rourke set the glass down.

Carefully.

The room tilted for a fraction of a second.

He ignored it.

The pistol waited where it always waited.

Clean.

Loaded.

Within reach.

He picked it up and moved back to the window.

The lead figure stopped near the edge of visibility.

Raised a hand.

Not a greeting.

A signal.

The others adjusted position immediately.

Professional spacing.

Professional discipline.

Military. 

Rourke exhaled.

"Of course."

He already knew what came next.

The war always found a way to come looking.

He stepped away from the window and moved to the door.

For a moment he stood there listening.

The fire cracked behind him.

Outside, the wind hammered the walls.

Then he opened the door.

The cold hit like a physical blow.

A man stood several feet away, snow collecting on his coat and hat.

Unbothered by it.

That alone made him unusual.

Rourke studied him.

No recognition.

That mattered.

People he recognised were predictable.

Strangers rarely were.

"Jack Rourke," the man said.

Not a question.

"Depends who's asking."

The stranger regarded him for several seconds.

Not searching.

Evaluating.

"My name is Isaac Wearson."

Nothing.

No memory.

No file.

No connection.

Wearson glanced briefly into the cabin.

"You've been difficult to locate."

"That was the objective."

The faintest hint of acknowledgement crossed Wearson's face.

Then vanished.

"Your status has changed."

Rourke kept the pistol low and out of sight.

"Has it?"

"You're active again."

"No."

Wearson didn't argue.

That was the first thing Rourke genuinely disliked about him.

The man behaved as though the conversation had already been settled elsewhere.

"We lost a submarine."

The words landed harder than they should have. 

Rourke gave nothing away.

Wearson continued.

"Arctic operation. Classified transit."

Silence.

"Soviet activity has increased."

Still nothing.

Then Wearson delivered the part that mattered.

"We believe there are survivors."

There it was.

The hook.

Small.

Precise.

Designed by someone who understood exactly which words to use. 

Wearson saw the reaction.

Not outward.

Internal.

A calculation beginning.

"Send somebody else."

"We did."

A pause.

"They didn't come back."

The wind screamed between them.

Neither man moved.

Finally Wearson shrugged.

"You're deniable."

Rourke almost laughed.

There it was.

The truth beneath the briefing.

Not rescue.

Not patriotism.

Not duty.

Containment.

If the operation failed, nobody would admit it existed.

Just like Sentinel.

Just like everything else.

Rourke looked past Wearson at the men standing in the storm behind him.

The decision had already been made.

Not by him.

By the simple fact that they had come all this way.

Refusal wouldn't end the conversation.

It would only extend it.

He exhaled slowly.

"Yeah."

Wearson waited.

Rourke nodded toward the cabin.

"I figured."

Then he stepped back inside.

The warmth behind him felt temporary.

The storm outside did not.

Neither offered much comfort.

Behind him, Wearson remained where he was for another moment.

Watching.

Measuring.

Certain of the outcome.

That certainty irritated Rourke more than anything else.

But not enough to close the door.

Not yet.
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CHAPTER 2: THE UNINVITED

December 1972
Montana Cabin — 47 miles from nearest town
POV: Jack Rourke
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The cabin changed the moment they stepped inside.

Not physically.

Functionally.

Snow came in with them, melting into dark patches across the floorboards. Cold followed close behind, pushing back the weak heat from the fireplace and shrinking the room by degrees. 

Rourke locked the door.

By the time he turned around, the four men accompanying Wearson had already taken positions.

One near the window.

One covering the rear corridor.

One beside the door.

The last where he could see both entrances at once.

No discussion.

No signals.

No hesitation.

Military.

But not military he recognized. 

Different habits.

Different training.

The same confidence.

Wearson remained in the middle of the room.

He didn't remove his coat.

Didn't warm his hands.

Didn't look around like a visitor.

He studied the cabin the way an operations officer studies a map.

Fireplace.

Table.

Windows.

Exit routes.

Weapons.

Then Rourke. 

"Condition acceptable," Wearson said.

Rourke poured another finger of whiskey.

"No invitation was extended."

Wearson ignored it.

"No electronic activity. No financial footprint. No secondary identity trail."

His gaze moved briefly around the room.

"You disappeared effectively."

Rourke took a drink.

"You found me."

"We weren't looking for a civilian."

There it was again.

We.

Never defined.

Never explained.

Rourke let it pass.

For now.

"You said submarine."

Wearson nodded once.

"The USS Scorpion."

The name hung in the room for a moment. 

"Lost during a classified Arctic transit three weeks ago."

"Accident?"

Wearson's expression didn't change.

"No."

That answer carried more weight than anything else he'd said.

Rourke set the glass down.

"What happened?"

Wearson placed a folder on the table between them.

No markings.

No classification stamps.

Nothing.

The kind of file that officially didn't exist. 

"An emergency beacon transmitted once," he said. "Then disappeared."

"Location?"

"Arctic basin. Deep ice cover."

"Soviets know?"

"We believe so."

Rourke nodded slowly.

That changed everything.

A lost submarine was one problem.

A lost submarine the Soviets were looking for was another. 

"Then the Navy should be handling it."

Wearson looked at him.

"The Navy did handle it."

Past tense.

Rourke caught it immediately.

"And?"

"We lost contact with the recovery team."

Silence settled across the room.

Not surprise.

Calculation.

Two missing assets instead of one. 

"Environmental conditions?"

"Extreme cold. Unstable ice. Active storms."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning nobody should still be alive."

Rourke leaned back slightly.

"But?"

Wearson opened the folder.

Satellite imagery.

Ice-field projections.

Distorted sonar returns.

A blurred image of something buried beneath hundreds of feet of ice. 

Then one photograph.

A thermal image.

Weak.

Fuzzy.

Difficult to interpret.

But impossible to ignore.

"There have been intermittent heat signatures."

Rourke looked at the image.

Only once.

Then looked away.

"Three weeks."

"Yes."

"No external support."

"Correct."

"No rescue capability."

"No."

Rourke stared at Wearson.

"Then whatever you're seeing is probably equipment failure."

Wearson held his gaze.

"Perhaps."

The answer irritated him immediately.

Not because it was wrong.

Because it wasn't honest.

Wearson already had an opinion.

He simply wasn't sharing it. 

"Why me?"

"Because you've succeeded in environments where conventional assets failed."

"That's a recruitment poster, not an answer."

For the first time, Wearson showed the faintest trace of amusement.

Barely visible.

Gone immediately.

"You're available."

"No."

"Actually, you are."

Rourke almost laughed.

The certainty in the man's voice was beginning to feel deliberate.

Like he was reading from a decision made somewhere else.

Somewhere above both of them.

Wearson tapped the thermal image.

"There may be survivors."

There it was.

The real reason.

Not the submarine.

Not the technology.

The people.

Rourke said nothing.

Wearson continued.

"If they're alive, the window is closing."

"And if they're dead?"

"Then we recover what remains."

The room grew noticeably quieter.

Because that answer had revealed more than Wearson intended.

Recover personnel.

Recover hardware.

Recover information.

Not necessarily in that order.

Not necessarily with equal importance. 

Rourke looked at the folder again.

Then at the men positioned around the cabin.

Then back at Wearson.

"What was Scorpion doing under the ice?"

Wearson didn't answer.

The silence lasted three seconds.

Four.

Five.

Enough.

"Classified."

"Of course it is."

Rourke stood and walked toward the fireplace.

The logs shifted.

A shower of sparks climbed the chimney.

Outside, the storm hammered against the cabin walls.

Inside, nobody moved.

Nobody spoke.

Wearson waited.

Patient.

Certain.

Rourke hated certainty.

Especially when it belonged to somebody else.

Finally he turned back.

"If I go, Sentinel goes."

The words landed differently.

Wearson knew the name.

That bothered Rourke more than it should have.

"Task Force Sentinel is inactive."

"Not anymore."

Wearson considered him for a moment.

Then nodded.

"Agreed."

Too fast.

Too easy.

Which meant the decision had already been made. 

Rourke laughed once.

No humour in it.

"This was settled before you reached Montana."

Neither Wearson nor his men responded.

That silence was all the confirmation he needed.

He grabbed his duffel from beside the bunk.

The bag had been packed for years.

Not consciously.

Just maintained.

A soldier's version of denial.

Wearson watched him lift it.

"Transport is waiting."

"I'm sure it is."

Rourke took one last look around the cabin.

The fire.

The chair.

The bottle on the table.

The illusion that he had stepped away from the war.

Then he opened the door.

The storm hit immediately.

Cold.

Wind.

White.

The world he'd chosen.

The world he was leaving.

Without another word, he stepped outside.

This time he didn't look back. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE BRIEFING

December 1972
Fort Meade, Maryland — Secure Briefing Room
POV: Rourke
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The aircraft climbed into the storm and never levelled out.

Rourke felt it in the structure more than the motion—the sustained angle, the strain in the frame, the way the machine forced itself forward through weather it should have avoided.

No markings inside. No identifiers worth asking about.

No answers available regardless.

He sat strapped into a webbed seat along the fuselage, engines grinding the air into a continuous low roar. No windows. No orientation. Only vibration, metal fatigue, and fuel-heavy cold.

Across from him, Wearson hadn’t moved since take-off.

Same posture. Same containment.

Not ease—control.

Like stillness was intentional.

That told Rourke enough.

This wasn’t Navy in any conventional sense.

One of the operators stood near the bulkhead. Arms folded. Watching nothing. Monitoring everything.

Rourke adjusted his strap. Shoulder flared briefly. He ignored it.

“How long?” he asked.

Wearson checked his watch.

Not for time.

For sequence.

“Four hours to staging.”

“Location?”

“You will be briefed.”

Rourke exhaled once.

“Of course I will.”

Silence returned immediately.

Not empty. Managed.

Rourke leaned his head back against the fuselage and closed his eyes—not rest, processing.

Submarine.

Arctic.

Soviet movement.

Survivors.

Simple structure. Clean outline.

Too clean.

Three weeks missing. No escalation curve. No staged intelligence bleed.

Then sudden anomaly. Thermal return. Recovery urgency.

Compressed timing.

Controlled urgency.

That was never accident. That was design.

He opened his eyes.

Wearson was already watching him.

Not curious.

Measuring.

“Unresolved variable?” Wearson asked.

Rourke didn’t move much.

“Trying to find what you’re not saying.”

A pause.

“That would be inefficient to list.”

“Try anyway.”

Wearson didn’t answer immediately.

Then—

“Relevant data will be provided at execution threshold.”

Rourke held his gaze a moment longer.

Then looked away.

Translation: you’ll be told what you’re allowed to act on, nothing more.

The aircraft hit turbulence. The frame groaned through it.

No one reacted.

The operator shifted stance. Reset posture. Continued observing.

Time lost definition.

Then—

Engines reduced output.

Not descent.

Transition.

Wearson unstrapped and stood.

“Move.”

Not instruction.

Phase change.

Rourke followed.

They moved forward through cargo space—netted equipment, sealed crates without markings, secured systems without context.

The noise diminished as they advanced.

Not silence.

Control.

A forward hatch cycled open.

Light spilled through—flat, fluorescent, surgical.

Inside: a compact briefing compartment.

Bolted table. Secured maps. Equipment fixed to walls.

Three men already present.

One in Navy dress uniform.

Rigid posture. No wasted motion. Authority contained, not expressed.

Two in civilian attire.

Rourke didn’t need labels to place them.

The uniformed man stepped forward.

“Major Rourke.”

Admiral Thomas Cutler.

Rourke gave a short nod.

No salute.

“Admiral.”

Cutler did not acknowledge omission.

Acceptable.

“Sit.”

Rourke sat opposite the table.

Wearson remained standing off to the side.

Not participant.

Positioned oversight.

Cutler placed a hand on the map.

“USS Scorpion,” he said. “Last confirmed position.”

Rourke looked down.

Arctic basin. Dense ice coverage. Unstable drift fields. Soviet proximity corridor.

“Classification remains restricted,” Cutler continued.

Rourke didn’t look up.

“It always does.”

Cutler ignored it.

“Three weeks ago, the vessel transmitted a partial distress signal. Then silence.”

“Cause?”

“Unconfirmed.”

“Assessment?”

A pause.

“Structural failure. Ice impact.”

Rourke looked up.

“You don’t believe that.”

Not a question.

Cutler held his gaze.

“No.”

That was the first uncontested statement in the room.

Rourke leaned forward slightly.

“So, what are we dealing with.”

Cutler didn’t answer immediately.

That delay was structured.

Wearson spoke instead.

“Loss of control event.”

No expansion. No clarification.

Cutler continued without interruption.

“Secondary recovery asset was deployed. Contact terminated after insertion.”

Rourke’s eyes narrowed.

“That asset?”

“Non-recoverable.”

A pause.

Rourke nodded once.

Accounting, not acceptance.

“And Soviets?”

“Active in theatre.”

“Close.”

“Yes.”

Rourke sat back slightly.

“So, it isn’t a rescue.”

No denial came.

None was needed.

Rourke exhaled once.

Measured.

“What was Scorpion doing there.”

Silence.

Cutler did not respond.

Rourke’s gaze shifted slightly.

“Still locked.”

“Yes.”

A faint, humourless breath from Rourke.

“So, I’m not being briefed. I’m being positioned.”

No response.

That confirmed it.

He leaned forward again.

“If I go in, I go blind.”

“You go in effective,” Cutler said.

“That’s not the same thing.”

“It is the only available option.”

Silence tightened.

Rourke looked at the map again.

Then back up.

“What happens if we recover it.”

“Extraction of personnel. Secured retrieval of materials.”

“And failure.”

A pause.

“Denial protocol.”

Rourke nodded slightly.

“A polite way to say erase the evidence.”

No correction.

No denial.

That was answer enough.

He leaned back.

Something had already been decided before he entered the aircraft.

This room simply gave it structure.

Then—

“Sentinel will lead,” Rourke said.

Wearson tilted his head slightly.

Cutler did not react immediately.

“Task Force Sentinel is inactive.”

“Then it isn’t anymore.”

A pause.

Wearson spoke.

“Confirmed.”

No ceremony.

No approval.

Just activation.

Rourke looked between them.

“So, this was decided before I boarded.”

No answer.

That silence was complete.

Rourke exhaled through his nose.

“Of course it was.”

He stood.

Chair scraped lightly.

No objection.

No requirement.

He adjusted his strap.

Looked once at the map.

At the Arctic.

At the missing asset beneath ice that did not return what it took.

Then turned.

“Let’s go find out what you lost,” he said.

And walked out.

Wearson followed.

Cutler remained.

The briefing did not end.

It simply stopped requiring witnesses.
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CHAPTER 4: REACTIVATION

December 1972
Svalbard Air Station
Norwegian Territory
POV: Rourke
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The cold here didn’t strike—it accumulated.

Not like Montana. Not dry. Not clean.

This was weight. Moisture. Pressure that worked its way into seams, joints, thought.

Rourke stepped off the transport without slowing. Boots hit hard-packed ice. Wind cut across the runway in uneven bursts, carrying the low industrial hum of a station kept alive against the environment.

No flags. No markings that mattered.

Deniable infrastructure.

He adjusted his collar and kept moving.

Wearson fell into step beside him. The rest of the team followed at distance.

Ahead: prefabricated structures. Reinforced steel and canvas. Light leaking through narrow seams in the walls.

Temporary systems held together by necessity.

Rourke didn’t ask where they were going.

He already knew.

Inside, heat hit fast. Recycled air. Fuel residue. Metal and breath in confined cycles.

Too many people for a place not built for them.

Operators moved through corridors with controlled urgency. Naval uniforms mixed with civilian cold-weather gear.

Two systems. One objective.

Rourke tracked everything.

Security at choke points. Armed. Alert.

Over-alert.

That detail stayed.

Wearson moved ahead and pushed through double doors.

“Your team is inside,” he said.

No framing. No emphasis.

Just location.

Rourke followed.

The room was a converted staging bay.

Equipment racks lined the walls—dive systems, oxygen rigs, Arctic survival gear. None staged casually.

This had been prepared before he arrived.

Three figures stood near a central table.

They turned as he entered.

No reaction beyond recognition.

Good.

The first was Hawk.

Same build. Harder edge now.

“You were dead,” Hawk said.

Rourke dropped his bag.

“Not yet.”

Hawk nodded once. Nothing more.

The second was Pierce.

Leaning on the table. Arms folded. Coiled stillness underneath control.

“Rourke.”

“Pierce.”

A pause.

“You look worse.”

“You haven’t improved.”

A faint almost-smile. Gone.

Then—

The shift.

Rourke felt it before he turned.

Maria Vega.

Standing just inside the threshold.

Still.

Changed contained.

Sharp posture. Controlled alignment. Hair tied back. Eyes already scanning the room like it had already failed her expectations.

They settled on him.

Held.

“You look tired,” she said.

No greeting. No softness.

Rourke met her gaze.

“You haven’t changed.”

“That wasn’t the goal.”

A pause.

History without explanation.

Maria stepped forward and placed a folder on the table.

Didn’t break eye contact.

“They moved you fast,” she said.

“They didn’t ask.”

“They never do.”

Rourke looked at the folder.

“You’ve seen it.”

“Enough.”

“Problem?”

A beat.

“Yes.”

That shifted the room.

Hawk straightened slightly.

Pierce’s attention sharpened.

Even Wearson, near the doorway, registered it without entering it.

Rourke opened the folder.

Maps. Signal traces. Thermal returns.

Same structure he’d seen before.

Not identical.

Adjusted.

“What am I looking at?” he asked.

Maria stepped closer.

Close enough for the cold still clinging to her gear to register.

“That’s the distress signal,” she said.

“Supposed to be,” Rourke replied.

“It isn’t.”

Silence tightened.

Hawk spoke once.

“Signal degradation?”

Maria didn’t look at him.

“Degradation
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