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Chapter 1: Ghost Echo
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Beijing glimmered under a skin of neon and surveillance haze. Inside Club Jian — a subterranean warren of glass, chrome, and biohacked indulgence — the air pulsed with bass deeper than breath. Faces were half-shadow, half-digital shimmer. Every corner was watched, yet no one truly saw.

Elena Zhao didn’t drink. She observed.

She stood near the back of the third mezzanine, half-hidden by a lattice of infrared heat coils disguised as art. Her eyes tracked Denning, the former CIA signal analyst now dancing too close to a mistake. He thought the ghost drive in his pocket made him untouchable. He thought the Chinese wouldn’t find him.

He hadn’t accounted for Elena.

She moved like silence wearing leather — flat-soled boots, matte black jacket, bone induction comm embedded just behind her left ear. Her neural interface pulsed once: target verified.

“Denning is stalling,” the voice in her head said. “Window closing in 90 seconds.”

Below, Denning flirted with a Eurasian synth-model, lips brushing hair. He’d tucked the drive into the hem of his jacket. Rookies tell.

From her vantage, Elena saw the man approaching him before Denning did — tall, broad-shouldered, motion efficient. The angle of his gaze wasn’t drunk. He wasn’t there for fun.

Another operative? Elena thought. American gait. Not local. Not VORTEX.

She moved, ghosting through the crowd. Denning stepped toward the stairs. The broad man shifted with him — closer now, pace calibrated. Too fast.

She dropped three steps, touched the wall, and palmed her inner holster. The music fractured for a beat — a signature cue, barely audible. Someone had jammed the external feed.

Shit. This was a stacked play.

Elena accelerated. Denning turned toward her — recognition dawning too late — just as the man behind him grabbed his shoulder and yanked him into a wall partition.

Denning screamed.

The crowd didn’t react. Club Jian had seen worse.

Elena arrived three strides. The broad man had a grip on Denning’s collar, left hand already fishing the drive from the jacket hem. Denning flailed — too weak, too late.

She slammed her shoulder into the man’s back.

He spun, balanced, and struck — a trained elbow. Elena ducked, swept his knee. He didn’t fall — he rolled with it.

Eyes locked.

He wasn’t Chinese. He wasn’t VORTEX. But he was trained.

“Who the hell are you?” she snapped in Mandarin.

He responded in English. “NSA. You're in my way.”

“Liar.”

Denning bolted.

Both turned at once.

Elena’s hand darted into her jacket — she drew her pistol with fluid precision. The other man hesitated — then let her pass.

“You won’t catch him alone,” he said. “Not with that limp.”

She almost smiled. “Then don’t slow me down.”

They ran.
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Chapter 2: Red Silk Protocol
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The streets outside Club Jian roared with the rhythm of late-night Beijing — courier drones skimming past high-rises, exhaust-laced humidity rising from the pavement. Elena burst into the alley, her breath steady, movements sharper now.

Denning was fast — panic made people fast — but sloppy. He shoved past a bao cart, knocked over a folding chair, and careened into a startled vendor. Neon sliced across his sweat-slick face as he turned into a tighter lane.

She vaulted the cart cleanly, Malik just behind her.

“I said back off,” she hissed without turning.

“You need the drive. I need the man. Let’s not play hero chess right now.”

Elena didn’t answer — she dove left down a side corridor lined with recycling bins and biometric trash sorters. Denning had left a trail: smeared blood on a pole, maybe from the elbow strike. His gait was off.

She followed the sound of skidding soles — then stopped.

A shadow moved at the far end of the corridor.

Denning?

No. Too tall.

Another man. Thin, gloved. Waiting.

She drew silently, crouched low, and gestured to Malik. He halted beside her, read her signal instantly.

Trap.

A low whine rose — ultrasonic interference. Jamming field.

The corridor lights flickered, once, then steadied. The figure was gone.

Denning’s scream echoed from somewhere behind the wall.

“Elena—”

She was already moving. A vent pipe. She kicked it in. Dropped into a sub-level passage that reeked of hydraulic fluid and pepper oil. Sound guided her: footsteps, then a scuffle.

Then nothing.

She emerged in time to see Denning slammed against a wall by the same thin man — this one wore a translucent mask that blurred facial tracking. No faction insignia. Not VORTEX. Not domestic.

The ghost drive glittered in Denning’s hand. His thumb hovered near a kill switch.

“Don’t—” Elena began.

He clicked it.

A shimmer of light — not explosion, but data transfer — burst from the device. It pulsed outward in a perfect spiral, silent, bright.

The man snatched the drive and dropped Denning. Turned. Ran.

Elena fired. The first shot hit center mass — or should have.

The man kept running.

“Non-organic,” Malik muttered. “Augmented.”

She nodded once. Then ran again.
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Chapter 3: Extraction
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The alley opened into a skeletal construction site — skeletal, but surveilled. Tower cranes loomed above like cruciform drones, motionless in the midnight lull. Elena followed the augmented runner onto loose gravel and half-laid carbon tiles. Malik flanked wide, instinctively circling toward high ground.

The target moved with uncanny efficiency — no wasted motion, no sound beyond foot impact. His coat didn’t sway. It clung, like woven tech skin. Elena fired again — hit nothing but air and shadows.

He’s not running.
He’s guiding us.
Too late, she realized he had routed them between two unmapped sensor walls — sudden vertical bursts of anti-tracking fog snapped upward.

Whiteout.

A shape loomed — struck.

Elena tumbled backward, rolled, came up in a crouch. A fist whistled past her cheek — silent, sharp. She grabbed the wrist, twisted, but found no joint. The man — thing — had no bones. His arms were fluid polymer.

Tactile construct. Artificial ligature design. VORTEX doesn’t have this tech.

Then who?

He struck again — this time sweeping Malik’s legs mid-sprint. Malik fell, rolled, shot upward, fired three rounds into the attacker’s spine.

No scream. No flinch.

Elena threw a spike grenade.

The flash was brief — ultraviolet and concussive. Enough to stagger him.

“GO!” Malik barked.

She didn’t argue. She ran for the shadowed scaffold at the site’s edge. Her AR visor pinged: inbound aerial. Unauthorized.

She slid behind a crate just as the drone dropped — triangular, unmarked, whisper-quiet. It locked onto the synthetic man with a
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