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  Prologue: The Signal Remains


The satellite relay station had looked dead for years, a bleak brick shell slumped in the Carpathian foothills, draped in fog and shadow. Knee-high grass, thick with old trash, parted as boots pressed through, slow and careful. The power lines overhead had snapped long ago but glistened now with dew as if newly woven to catch stray signals. After midnight, even the wolves gave this place a wide berth. 
Inside, the darkness was almost absolute. The door swung behind the figure without a sound, lock picked and then quietly jammed. Beneath layers of dust, a pale green console guttered to life, someone, somewhere, still fed it minimal power. Gloved fingers, nimble but not quite steady, snaked cables from a battered satchel and slotted them home. The monitor, when it flickered, spat lines of code in cascading Cyrillic, then froze, waiting.
A slender hand hovered over the keyboard, two rings glinting in the glow. The figure’s breath steamed faintly in the chill as a wireless module whined, probing for packets. Somewhere beyond the walls, a fox yelped and went silent.
The screen began to fill with strings of encrypted data, fragments, incomplete bursts, some old noise, most barely decipherable. And then: a pulse, sharp and rhythmic, nested deep. A sequence of numbers repeated three times, each loop offset by a single digit. The figure’s posture tensed. Lines of sweat marked the inside of the balaclava as the data was piped, unseen, onto a solid-state drive.
From the station’s rooftop, the figure could see the distant orange glow of a town, the skeletal masts of radio towers slouching against broken clouds. The wind gusted, rattling loose glass. The data kept coming, a signal never meant to be heard, spooling out one final time.
Thousands of miles away, in a climate-controlled chamber swaddled in humming machinery, Viktor Vade pressed his fingertips to the reinforced glass. He was gaunt, hands trembling, a fresh bruise blooming along his jaw where some guard had proven a point. He pressed his lips to the glass and whispered: “Golf, November, Echo, Eight… Romeo, Charlie, ” The guard, young and sleep-deprived, scowled at the muttering. Vade repeated the numbers, his cadence metronomic. “Again,” he said, more to himself than the guard. “Echo, Echo. Six. Seven. Whiskey.”
He closed his eyes. Behind them, fractured images: a digital map, blinking warnings, the cockpit’s red glow. Somewhere in the memory, a doomed flight spiraled into silence. He shivered, pulse racing. “They won’t let you forget,” he said aloud, his breath fogging the glass. The guard just turned away, tired of his games.
The safehouse in Alexandria was never truly quiet. Even in the dead of night, the city’s distant sirens wormed through the crumbling plaster. Zack Mercer woke with a strangled gasp, one hand tangled in his sweat-soaked T-shirt, the other clenched in a fist. His heart thundered; his chest ached. He could still feel the heat of the explosion, hear the rotor blades biting into the black. Dream fragments: shouts, tracer rounds, a man’s voice garbled by a headset, then the plunge, the impossibly cold water.
He swung his legs off the bed and pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes. “Nothing’s here, Mercer,” he muttered. His voice sounded hoarse, rusted with old fear. “Just you and the goddamn clock.” Weak sunlight bled through the battered blinds. His Glock, field-stripped, lay in pieces on the kitchen table, as if even in sleep he distrusted the world to leave him in peace.
Mercer forced himself up, yanked on jeans, splashed water across his face. Electricity arced across his memories, orders given in code, the words *“Flight 17G lost contact, reroute all assets”, *and the bottomless, grinding certainty that the job hadn’t ended out there. The job had just gotten messier, and this time he had no uniform to shield him.
Down the block, the bakery’s rolling gate shrieked open. Mercer watched the street from behind the curtains, scanning for tails. The dreams were getting more vivid. The warnings more urgent.
At Langley, the briefing room was three degrees too cold and smelled of fresh coffee and antacid tablets. Colonel Warlan sat with his arms folded tight across his chest, his left eye twitching each time the projector flickered. Caldwell, never “Director Caldwell” at meetings like this, just Caldwell, was flipping through hardcopy printouts, frowning.
“Four new anomalies, sir. All on the same vector.” Caldwell tapped the edge of a satellite map. “Not just static. Patterned bursts. Some kind of handshake. Traces east of Prague, someone’s piggybacking old recon satellites. And then, yesterday, ” he paused, “, a gap. Dead silence for fifteen minutes. Flight 17G protocol all over again.”
Warlan drummed his fingers on the notepad. “Not possible. We shut that corridor. We monitor every relay, every, ”
“With respect, Colonel, someone’s still in there.” Caldwell scavenged for words, voice lowering. “Echoes. Like the signal’s refusing to die.” On the screen, the timestamp glowed in crimson: 03:17 UTC. Caldwell’s gaze slid to the colonel. “That’s when Flight 17G went dark, ten months ago.”
Warlan’s jaw clenched. “And you’re sure it’s not just bleed-over from the training side?”
“Sir, the markers are too precise. No training op runs with real-world ICAO overlays.” Caldwell spaced the slides out with a flick. “And this, ” A waveform, jagged and purposeful, bloomed on the display. “, is stitched from bits of the original distress call. Someone’s reconstructing it. Or replaying it.”
Warlan pursed his lips. His face, usually so unreadable, warped with something like dread. “Find out who’s behind it. I want names, not just ghosts in the wires.”
Caldwell’s mouth set into a grim line. “Yes, sir.”
Somewhere in Atlanta, Rachel Donovan was fighting her own ghosts. She set her coffee down, hands trembling slightly, the scars around her wrist a pale roadmap under harsh fluorescent light. Her cubicle was part of a contractor’s hive, stacked with battered monitors and the drone of a dozen voices. She squeezed her headphones tighter and forced herself to tune out the chatter, she’d been getting better, one day at a time.
A motorsport pilot reporting turbulence over the Med. An angry air traffic coordinator barking about a lost squawk. Then, under the static, a faint double-click, followed by a precise five-tone sequence. Rachel’s chest constricted. It was a pattern she’d spent months trying to forget. The same one that played on the ATC loop, the night Flight 17G vanished. She froze, then rewound the tape, hands clammy. The pattern repeated twice, marked by panicked voices in Czech, then vanished.
She forced herself to breathe, counting in fours. This was nerves, she’d learned not to trust the jumps her mind made after three caffeine pills and a rough night. But still. She opened her log, hesitated, and flagged the anomaly. Her supervisor was already pissed about the last “phantom signal” she’d reported; she weighed whether to bother him again. But the pattern gnawed at her. It was too alike. She scrolled through the archive, searching for any match in the database. Nothing. Just echoes.
She looked around. No one noticed her. Maybe she’d imagined it. Or maybe, like the nightmares, this one wouldn’t let her go.
Allison Pierke found the flash drive wedged beneath her keyboard, no note, just a hazard sticker peeled halfway back. She frowned, glancing across the bullpen, a sea of analysts in rumpled shirts, scanning traffic logs and brushing crumbs off battered laptops. Allison plugged it in despite herself, cursing her curiosity.
The folder tree was a mess, filenames stripped, directories date-stamped with non-existent months. But the contents, dozens of zipped logs, network maps patched together from classified routers, and, at the root, a single README.txt.
She clicked. The text was simple, stark:
*You missed what matters. Network frequency 245.7. Compare to 17G logs. They’re already here.*
A chill wormed up Allison’s back. She clicked through to the anomalies. Each one flagged old digital signatures, some spoofed to look like standard NAT traffic, others shaped with strange, pulsed modulations. Whoever sent this knew exactly how SAIC’s filters worked, and how to slip something crucial through the cracks.
She hesitated, then yanked out the drive and palmed it. Eyes roamed the room, hunting for anyone watching. But nobody seemed to care. The data whispered of things just under the surface, waiting to erupt.
Over the Atlantic, a Chinese-flagged cargo ship veered thirty degrees off course, ignoring hails for twelve long minutes. Its AIS transponder flickered, then spat coordinates hundreds of miles adrift. The crew, three men on the bridge, confused and sweating, watched as their consoles rebooted, every screen flickering to a blank blue, save for a single line of code in unfamiliar glyphs. By the time the Coast Guard intercepted, the ship had swung back onto its original route, all logs wiped. Official reports cited “temporary malfunction.” But in a windowless monitoring suite in Virginia, Caldwell watched the incident with icy dread.
Back in Alexandria, Mercer was making coffee, badly, when the phone screen lit. Unknown number. No caller ID. The message appeared in a plain text notification, stripped of headers and history:
*It never ended. They’re already here.*
Mercer froze. Every instinct, every old survival tick, stirred at once. He closed his eyes. The job was calling him back, and this time, whatever “they” were, it wasn’t just ghosts or nightmares.
Far below the Pentagon, Vade sat across from his interrogator, a former field man with cold eyes and a pen ready. Vade leaned into the table, cheek bruised, voice almost gentle.
“The system was never yours,” he said softly. “Only the illusion of control.”
His interrogator stiffened. “We need answers. Who’s flagging the old corridors? Why now?”
Vade’s smile was barely a twitch. “You’re looking in the wrong direction. The network was seeded. You’ve been dancing on the tripwires for years. The crests are already coming ashore.”
The interrogator leaned in, voice low and furious. “Who did you call? Tell me what you sent.”
Vade just pressed his hands together. “I just repeated what I heard. The signal was always there. You just never listened.”
Outside, the world’s cities heaved beneath sodium lamps and LED haze, millions of lives unaware of the silent digital triggers now seeded in their midst, patient and poised. Camera feeds captured traffic congestion in Mumbai, neon rain in Hong Kong, a lone jogger in Berlin slipping past a subway grill. Unseen, everywhere, the echoes of Flight 17G flickered beneath the surface, waiting for the right command, a single pulse to bring the world to its knees.
And above it all, the relay station in Eastern Europe powered down at last, its ancient lights dying one by one, the final packet already bound for another shadow.
It had begun again.
A pale dawn crept across the broken hills of Moldova, its early chill seeping into the concrete bones of the abandoned relay station. The building hunched on the outskirts of a forgettable village, its antennae twisted like the horns of a dying beast. Inside, among drifts of fallen plaster and the stale odor of old power surges, a figure knelt at the crumbling rack of equipment. The only sound was the steady, clicking rhythm of gloved fingers at a battered laptop patched with black tape.
A wire snaked from the laptop to the relay’s ancient server. A cascade of code unfurled across the screen, trembling green on black, until the figure inhaled, a trembling, careful breath. There it was: a signature embedded deep in an encrypted packet, the pattern unmistakable amid the digital rubble. Data, thought lost after the crash of Flight 17G, trickled in shards, fragmented coordinates, haunting squawks of cockpit confusion, a single, looping phrase in a voice thick with static: “...the signal remains...”
Boots crunched on gravel outside. The figure’s hand hovered over the keyboard, ready to sever the connection. But a coded burst pushed through, download complete. There was just enough time to rip the drive free, tuck it inside a lead-lined pouch as the relay’s circuits fizzled out under a final command. The laptop’s screen flickered and died, leaving only silence, and the shadow that slipped out before dawn, carrying echoes the world had tried to bury.
Thousands of miles away, behind three layers of chain-link and a perimeter bristling with cameras, the Harlan Facility’s interior lights stayed harsh no matter the hour. Viktor Vade pressed the side of his hand against the reinforced glass of his cell, each tap slow and deliberate, spaced by the musical pause of someone recalling a half-forgotten song. His face, reflected in the glass, was thin and unshaven, eyes ringed with the bruised sleeplessness of long captivity.
On the other side of the glass, the night shift guard watched Viktor with uneasy curiosity. The older man's fingers strayed toward the intercom switch, but Vade never spoke except in code. Tonight, he seemed different, more insistent, his eyes fixed beyond the guard, beyond the steel corridors and the blink of security cameras. Tap-tap, pause, tap-tap-tap. Morse, assembled in short, precise bursts.
The guard frowned. “You want water, Vade?”
Vade smiled, not unkindly, and continued tapping. The guard scribbled the pattern on a clipboard. “Coordinates again, huh? Where’s that supposed to be, another dead end?”
Vade’s smile faded. He leaned closer to the glass, lowering his voice to a whisper the microphone barely caught. “We were never lost. Not really. They kept listening, long after the crash. The system was never yours. Only the illusion of control.” He sat back abruptly, folding his hands in his lap, eyes shuttering closed as if already far from this high-security isolation.
In a safehouse that might once have been a cheerful suburban home, Captain Zack Mercer jerked awake, sweat slicking his brow. He gasped for breath, the taste of cordite and singed insulation thick in his mouth, dream or memory, the distinction was always razor-thin. Shadows crowded the corners, and for a moment, the whine of an engine dying somewhere over the Black Sea roared in his ears.
Mercer sat up, rubbing the scars at his jawline, feeling the old wound pull tight. He scanned the room. Two heavy locks on the bedroom door. Pistol within easy reach. He flexed his fist, grounding himself in here and now. Safe, supposedly. Yet the images wouldn’t fade: the cockpit’s strobing lights, a warning tone no one could silence, a voice on comms whispering a countdown he never learned to finish.
He dragged himself to the window, peeling back the blackout curtain just enough to check the empty street. Outside, sleepy houses slumbered under the soft haze of sodium lamps. Mercer’s phone buzzed, an unlisted number, the message short and chilling: **It never ended. They’re already here.**
The words burned behind his eyes. Mercer’s world had been simple once: friend, enemy, mission, home. Now, every shadow in the street brought the taste of old terror, and the certainty that nothing truly ended, especially not Flight 17G.
At Langley, four floors below ground, Rachel Donovan blinked at the data scrolling across her analyst screen. To her left, a thermal mug trembled in her grip as she forced herself to listen, again and again, to the clipped air traffic chatter looping from an encrypted channel. She pressed her noise-cancelling headphones tighter, trying to block out the ringing echo of explosions that sometimes filled the quiet between transmissions, a sound only she remembered.
A burst of static, nearly lost beneath the routine drone, made her freeze. A familiar pattern, was it a transponder ping, or something else? The cadence gnawed at her: five tones, a pause, then two more. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard before she started typing keywords. Memories bit at her resolve: the dread at 2 a.m. calls, the sleepless nights after the crash, the knowledge that the trauma never quite faded, only receded.
“Donovan? You find something?” Her supervisor’s voice was gentle, wary. Everyone in the section knew not to push her too hard.
Rachel hesitated. “Just a repeat in the Kyiv airspace handoffs. It matches, ” She stopped herself. Matches what? A signal she’d heard in the aftermath of the disaster, before the investigation was sealed, before all talk of Flight 17G became taboo?
She shook her head. “Might be nothing. I’ll flag it.” Her voice was steady, belying the pulse hammering in her throat. “I’ll keep listening.”
The briefing room’s lights were as relentless as ever, no shadows, no secrets, just the truth laid bare in the blue glow of giant monitors. Caldwell kept his voice low out of habit, even though secure doors muffled every word.
Colonel Warlan stabbed a finger at the map projected across the wall, his jaw set. “We’re seeing traces near the original crash site. Same frequency jumps, same distortion profiles as seven years ago. And now, a cargo ship flagged by three separate agencies swerves off course, transponder goes dark for four hours, then reappears like nothing happened. They’re running scans now.”
Caldwell frowned, feeling the edges of a headache. “And the flight path?”
“Cut into Turkish airspace, looped north, then straight back to scheduled route. Crew claims nothing happened, but their logs are inconsistent. And here, ” Warlan tapped a new set of signal traces stitched across the map, “, multiple sites. Someone’s testing the network. Not just brute-forcing the old system, but patching through abandoned nodes. Last trace came from Moldova, of all places.”
Caldwell’s lips pressed into a thin line. “You think it’s linked to Vade?”
“It’s too sophisticated for amateurs. And if they’ve got access to Vade’s kind of encryption...” The colonel shook his head. “Sir, we haven’t seen this kind of pattern since 17G.”
In the corridor outside the briefing room, Allison Pierke dropped her badge twice before slipping through the security doors, the flash drive in her pocket a weight that seemed to burn through her coat. The package had arrived this morning at her doorstep, no note, wrapped in plain brown tape, anonymous as a ghost. She’d almost tossed it. But curiosity was oxygen to her.
She waited until her cubicle was empty, then plugged the drive into the sanitized machine, wincing when her antivirus screamed. Network anomalies poured across the screen, traffic spikes, routing glitches, pings from dead satellites, enough to raise the hair on her arms.
She scrolled through the logs. There, a packet sequence formatted in the same way as the infamous 17G signal burst. She remembered the endless nights poring over transcript fragments, the sick feeling when investigators declared it a “mechanical failure.” She knew better. And so did whoever sent her the drive.
Her phone buzzed. A single text from a blocked number: **Don’t trust the official timeline. They’re listening.**
She glanced over her shoulder, hand trembling as she yanked the drive free and slipped it deep into her satchel. She suddenly wished the walls weren’t glass, and that the ceiling tiles couldn’t be bugged. The system was never really theirs. She felt it now in her bones.
Back in his cell, Vade sat cross-legged on his slab, calm as a priest before matins. The interrogator, graying, wiry, face etched with a lifetime of disappointment, settled across from him behind a one-way mirror. His voice was papery, exhausted. “You’re wasting our time, Viktor. These numbers, they don’t mean anything to us anymore. The crash was seven years ago. The world has moved on.”
Vade’s laugh was a subtle, wounded sound. “You want closure. You want a villain you can punish in a room like this. But the system was never yours. Only the illusion of control.” His gaze dragged up, meeting the camera’s unblinking eye. “You’re looking for ghosts in the wires. But ghosts have agendas, too.”
The interrogator leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Are you saying Flight 17G wasn’t an accident?”
Vade only closed his eyes, breathing out a wordless, bitter prayer.
Far away, the world’s cities simmered under the haze of early morning or the neon glare of midnight, Berlin, Istanbul, Shanghai, New York. In the streaming white noise of background data, digital triggers, tiny, sleeping routines, settled into place on unmonitored servers and smart traffic grids, in airport communication relays and the control software of cargo ships. No alarms sounded. No one noticed the new instructions waiting, silent and invisible, for the right call.
And in the sky over the Black Sea, commercial flights crossed familiar corridors. Pilots listened to the same old frequencies, unaware that a quiet signal, barely perceptible amid the chatter, had begun to echo once more. The signal remains. And in the hidden spaces between the world’s heartbeats, someone was listening.
It was nearing midnight in the Carpathian foothills, and the outpost still perched hunched and crooked on the edge of a forgotten railway spur, its satellite dish half-swallowed by summer weeds. The place looked abandoned, a mausoleum of concrete holding the ghosts of Soviet secrets, but tonight a soft glow flickered from the cracked window. Inside, the air reeked of decay and cool ozone.
Someone moved through the shadow, careful, gloved. The glint of a pale wristwatch and a careful tread. The old relay console at the back wall, wires gutted and rerouted, beeped with a stubborn, contained life. The figure pulled a battered laptop from a weatherproof satchel and connected it with practiced hands. For six minutes, the only sound was the quiet tap of keystrokes and the persistent hum from a far-off transformer. Then, somewhere between raindrops on the roof and the soft static of their own breathing, a new signal bled through the noise floor.
The figure froze. A pulse, three short, two long, exactly as the dead man in Kyiv had described. With a brief, trembling exhale, they set the sniffer loose, fingers skipping through command prompts. The lines of code reflected in wide, startled eyes: encrypted packets, fragments of coordinates, call signs that fluttered with the ghosts of Flight 17G. A bead of sweat rolled down the watcher’s cheek; the transfer ticked up to 92%. Thunder flexed in the clouds beyond the trees. When the operation completed, the laptop was wiped, bagged, and, in one swift motion, the figure slipped into the hush of the treeline, the signal already on its way west.
*
Somewhere beneath the Nevada desert, in a room scraped from bedrock and sealed with six tons of steel, Viktor Vade pressed his forehead to the glass. His breath spidered onto the surface, a wet fog catching the cold fluorescents overhead. He tapped the glass with his index finger, slow and deliberate.
Dash dot dot. Dash dash dot.
The guard outside the cell averted his eyes. Vade grinned, a narrow, humorless slice of teeth.
"You’re not going to write that down?" he said, his accent a mix of Moscow and Oxford. “Someone should.”
The guard didn’t answer, but Vade didn’t care. He felt the old power flickering in the walls, a pulse, same as the one he’d designed years ago, back when all this was just theory and threat modeling. Coordinates. Repeated, insistent, rolling through his mind like a curse. Tonight, he knew, the signals would be heard. The ones who mattered were already listening.
Vade turned, arms folded, and caught his own reflection: gaunt, bruised beneath the eyes, but every inch of him still coiled and dangerous. When the door opened and the interrogator entered, Agent Meyer, suited, poker-faced, Vade sat primly on the edge of his cot and waited for the games to begin.
“You’ve been busy, Viktor. But the signals aren’t getting out. No one’s listening,” Meyer said, holding a sheaf of printouts he would never let Vade touch.
Vade smiled, that half-mad, cold smile. “You never understood. The system was never yours. Only the illusion of control.”
He let it hang in the air, like a warning, like a prayer. Meyer didn’t flinch. But the guard sneaking glances at the glass, he was already wondering what he’d missed.
*
Captain Zack Mercer woke gasping, the dream still digging claws in his chest. Sweat plastered the sheets to his skin, and for a moment, the room was the inside of a burning Black Hawk, the air stinking of cordite and the coppery tang of blood. Mercer blinked, and the Nevada safehouse slowly came back into focus: moonlight dicing the blinds, the faint blue glow of the laptop on the dresser, the all-consuming silence of rural exile.
His leg spasmed, phantom pain biting along the shrapnel scar. Mercer tossed an arm across his eyes, cursing softly. He’d learned to live without sleep, but some nights, the old wakefulness was punishment, not discipline.
Flashbacks haunted the edges of his vision, a cockpit, alarms screaming, a coded distress phrase he’d never managed to forget: “Echo-Nine, lost in the static.” He’d written it in his diary once, thinking it would bring closure. It hadn’t.
The phone in the kitchen vibrated, a low, urgent buzz. Mercer swung his feet to the hardwood, ignoring the pins and needles. When he checked the screen, the number was masked, seven digits, all zeros.
He hesitated, thumb hovering over the “accept” button. The air felt suddenly thick with portent.
A voice on the other end, genderless, heavily modulated: "It never ended. They're already here." Then nothing but dead air.
Mercer knelt, phone pressed to his ear, pulse pounding. It had been eight years since Flight 17G vanished, eight years since he’d given up hope of answers. Whoever had called, they’d known that.
He looked up at the laptop, the corners of the screen now flickering as if on cue. Mercer remembered how he used to believe in closure. Tonight, he believed in war.
*
Across a city choked by summer rain, Rachel Donovan blinked through the blue haze of her computer monitors. The home office was cluttered, half-empty coffee mugs teetering between stacks of old flight plans and her service dog snoring quietly beneath the desk. She wore headphones, but the air traffic on the other end was tinny, urgent, voices layered over one another, crackling with the energy of a hundred planes checking in with ground control.
She was charting the usual patterns for a consulting gig with one of the airlines, mind drifting, until a phrase looped through her headset. At first she thought she was imagining it, the fatigue playing tricks again. But it was there, buried in the digital haze, a familiar stutter in the call sign sequence.
"Seventeen-Gold, do you copy? Repeat, Seventeen-Gold..."
Rachel sat bolt upright. The code. She hadn’t heard those words in years, not since she’d been called in as a junior analyst after the incident. The room swayed, her breathing short and ragged. She grabbed an old spiral-bound notebook and scrawled the timestamp, her handwriting a frantic tangle.
Noise. Static. But there it was, again. Seventeen-Gold.
The world contracted to a pinprick, shutting out the hum of her monitors, the distant thunder outside. The more she listened, the more certain she became: this wasn’t some ghost in the machine. This was a pattern. Someone, or something, was reaching out.
For a long time, Rachel just sat, trembling fists pressed to her knees, remembering the last time she'd chased a pattern into the dark and how it had ended, with an airframe on fire, with untraceable signals and her own voice lost in the chatter.
She forced herself to breathe, steady, steady, as the dog stirred under her hand. If someone was using that call sign again, she owed it to the ghosts to find out why.
*
At the edge of the Pentagon’s classified data center, Allison Pierke’s badge wouldn’t scan, not on the first try. Or the second. She muttered, cursed her luck, and finally got the satisfying green blink. The vault hummed with recycled air and fluorescent buzz. She’d been awake for most of forty-eight hours, scrambling to triage radar data, then ghosting through a string of back-to-back briefings on anomalous signal traffic.
Her cubicle was a cave of sticky notes and cooling coffee. As she dropped into her chair, something clinked inside her tote bag. Not her keys, something metallic, heavier.
She reached in, fingertips brushing the unfamiliar. Her hand clenched around a small, oblong flash drive, matte black, with no markings. She hadn’t brought it, she was sure. But there it was.
A chill tightened her spine. She looked up and down the corridor, but there was no one, just the whir of machines and a cleaning cart three doors away.
Allison plugged the drive into her secure terminal, hesitating a beat before entering her credentials. The drive blinked to life and, before she could stop it, a single folder opened: Network Anomalies, June 13-18. Hundreds of files. She opened the first, compressed signal logs, packet fragments, a scattershot of IPs. The metadata tracked across three continents, transmissions routed through nodes she’d flagged two weeks ago as "inactive."
Her hand hovered over the mouse, her mouth suddenly dry. Someone outside the agency had delivered fresh data, and they’d done it right under her nose.
"What the hell..." she whispered, mind racing. This was bigger than one glitch. Bigger than any traffic spike she’d seen since 17G.
A new file appeared at the top of the directory, time-stamped to the second: "For A.P. – You can’t see them, but they see you."
A slick of sweat crept down the back of her neck. She should report it, protocol demanded as much, but a part of her, the stubborn, curious part, wanted to dig deeper. She clicked the next file, heart pounding.
*
Half a world away, the ocean churned beneath gray, restless skies. The MS Kramersfjord, a rust-flecked cargo vessel registered out of Nassau, charted along its planned route in the North Atlantic. The crew was mostly silent on the bridge, the third watch lost in the monotony of radar sweeps and the hiss of the radio.
Then, without warning, the digital compass shivered. The autopilot chirped an error. Before the first mate could speak, the ship heeled to port, carving a slow, uneasy arc off course. Alarms sounded. The captain barked orders in Norwegian, slapping the manual override. Transmission logs blinked with new, impossible coordinates, numbers he didn’t recognize, not in any system he’d used.
The radio spat static. Then, for an instant, a synthetic voice in English: “Echo... Seventeen-Gold...”
The captain stared, hands trembling on the wheel. For three minutes, the ship plowed a straight line toward open sea, ignoring every input. Then, just as abruptly, control returned.
The Kramersfjord drifted in the fog, her navigation logs rewritten. The crew recorded the incident, sent shaky voice memos up the chain, but the explanations were all hollow. The compass re-calibrated. The ship resumed her course, but the ghost lingered in the wires.
*
Deep inside the Joint Signals Taskforce HQ, Colonel Warlan sat elbow-to-elbow with Caldwell in a war room painted with LCD maps and looping satellite feeds. The room was thick with tension, analysts hunched over banks of monitors, the air-conditioning kicking hard to combat the heat of so many processors.
Warlan jabbed a finger at the primary screen. “We’ve got traces on at least three continents now, all pinging the same oblique frequency range.” His voice was quiet, but charged with barely contained alarm.
Caldwell leaned forward, his tie askew, sweat shining at his temples. “Same pattern as we saw right before the 17G event?”
Warlan nodded, lips pressed in a line. “And we have new anomalies. Naval incidents, civilian comms with echoes of old call signs. But here’s the part you’re not going to like.” He glanced toward the analyst at the corner terminal. “Show him.”
The screen jumped, scrolling through logs. “This,” said the analyst, “is the payload vector. It’s not just chatter. It’s code.”
Caldwell stared. “You’re saying…”
Warlan didn’t let him finish. “It’s a trigger. Silent. Digital. Waiting.”
For a long moment, no one spoke. The hum of the room settled into something colder, a sense that the walls themselves were closing in. Caldwell thought of the promises he’d made to families, to Congress, to his own team these past years. None of it meant anything now. The ghosts were moving.
*
The world outside pulsed with late summer calm, highways glimmering in the dusk, cities shrugging off the day’s heat. Unnoticed above the skyline, silent digital markers flickered to life, one by one. Invisible to the billions going about their lives, they waited: signals in the fiber, triggers in the code, set in motion by hands no one could track. And all of them, in their own way, were listening for Flight 17G.
Night thickened. In the darkness, the signal remained.
Fog clung to the riverbank, viscous and gray under the barely-there dawn. The relay station, half-swallowed by weeds and its corrugated roof sagging, might have gone unnoticed by anyone but the few who still monitored the world’s invisible wires. Inside, a battered terminal blinked awake, letters stuttering across a faded green screen. Power licked through a rat’s-nest tangle of cables. From the ruined window, a lone figure hunched over a field laptop, pug-nosed and faceless under a thick canvas hood, eyes ghostly from the glow.
Their hands moved with the assurance of someone practiced, keys tapped rapid-fire, punctuated by tense silences as scrolling code gave way to cryptic shapes, a digital artifact so old it gave off an acrid, electric smell. The signal thread wove through Soviet-era copper, finding its way to a half-dead satellite link. The figure’s breath fogged the glass as they exhaled, watching the packet flicker upstream, encrypted, fractured, yet undeniably alive. On screen, a string of hex data unfurled, ending in coordinates. The same numbers, over and over, as if trying to stitch the world back together with its own unraveling threads.
Miles and continents away, Viktor Vade pressed his fingertips against the reinforced glass of his holding cell. Light barely reached him, filtered through armored plexi and the off-white glare of institutional strip bulbs. “Fifty-one, twenty-two, nine,” he intoned, his accent clipped to iron. “Four, zero, thirty-nine, east.” His voice was flat, each repetition a metronome, drilling into the silence until it drove the guards nearly mad.
He leaned close, speaking softly, almost to himself, as the shadow of a uniformed officer crossed the door. “Do you hear it yet?” Vade asked, eyes unblinking. “The signal remains.” His finger traced invisible circuitry on the glass, a child’s scrawl or a savant’s code, it wasn’t clear. He looked tired, but resolute, sustained by some inner knot of certainty.
Down the corridor, someone watched from behind polarized glass, Dr. Anna Krucik, assigned by the Agency for Behavioral Assessment. Her clipboard was thick with notes, but her eyes kept flicking to Viktor’s ink-stained hands, and the old scar that split his eyebrow. She’d been told to break him, but every day she left feeling more unsettled. He seemed less prisoner, more warning.
“Why the numbers, Viktor?” she pressed, voice piped in through the speaker grille. “What are you sending?”
He smiled, slow and sharp. “The truth, Anna,” he said. “The coordinates are the truth.”
Hundreds of miles away, in a safehouse shrouded by the midnight drizzle of northern Maryland, Captain Zack Mercer jerked awake. Sweat pasted his shirt to his back. The room snapped back into clarity, the battered duffel in the corner, Glock beneath his pillow, old scar on his thigh burning with memory. For a split second, he felt the weight of the cockpit again, the wild churn of alarm sirens, a horizon buckling as his C-17 spun out of control. He’d heard the transmission just before blackout, garbled digits, a phrase stitched with panic: “Unknown system, unfamiliar, ”
Now, awake, the echo wouldn’t let him go.
Mercer swung his legs over the bed, breathing shallow, listening for anything out of place. Night sounds, the hum of a refrigerator, the wind. No footsteps, no men with guns. He blinked hard and checked his phone, new burner, fresh SIM, only three numbers in memory. Nothing but a single message lit his screen.
It pulsed: “It never ended. They’re already here.”
He stared at the text, jaw tight. No sender. No callback. Mercer felt a cold tremor uncurl in his gut. He replayed the phrase in his head, trying to ignore the old ache of betrayal, men dead, orders gone sideways. He stood, crossing to the window, watching headlights slip past on the highway, and felt the world narrowing into its familiar, dangerous shapes.
At a classified briefing room at Fort Meade, Caldwell and Colonel Warlan leaned over a bank of monitors, their faces thrown into odd shadows by the blue gloom. Fresh data spat out by the NSA’s SIGINT boffins crawled over the screens, packet loss, scattered pings, and layered digital noise stitched across seven satellite feeds.
“You see it too?” Caldwell’s voice was a rasp from too much coffee and too little sleep. He stabbed a finger at one of the red blips. “They’re mimicking air traffic control. Military frequencies, but the signatures, hell, nothing we’ve catalogued before.”
Warlan, thick-necked and watchful, didn’t answer right away. He was already reading between the lines, what wasn’t said, what was being held back. “Did we confirm the cargo ship?”
Caldwell nodded grimly. “Halfway to the Turkish straits, transponder goes haywire, course shifts for seventy-three minutes, then it’s back on route as if nothing happened. Captain says he has no memory of the course change. Nav logs scrambled.”
“And this?” Warlan asked, tapping at the projected coordinates. “Eastern Ukraine. Same as last week, same as that signal out of the Baltic.”
“We think it’s tied to 17G.” Caldwell’s lips barely moved. “But the pattern keeps shifting. Like it’s… aware.”
Warlan straightened, tension stalking his posture. “We need eyes on that relay station. And blockers on every channel in the region.”
“I’ve already pulled in Rachel Donovan as a consultant,” Caldwell said, voice lowering. “She has the ear, and the history. But she won’t like it.”
Deep in the bowels of a DC office park turned digital fortress, Rachel Donovan hunched over a bank of monitors, headphones hooked around her neck, hair drawn back tight to keep her hands from shaking. She tried to focus on the screen: routine ATC chatter, transatlantic flight paths, the usual midnight flotsam that made up her days.
But tonight something gnawed at her, an undertow in the static. She filtered one channel, then another, following instinct more than discipline. Her eyes drifted to the bottom of a waveform analysis, where a ragged burst of data surfaced, an audio signature she hadn’t heard since the crash inquiry.
She scrubbed back, isolating the pattern. It was faint, but there, the same stutter-and-skip from 17G’s final transmission, hidden in a batch of mundane pilot updates. Her chest constricted. She remembered smoke, and metal, and the screaming pitch of a jet spiraling earthward.
A tremor ran through her hand. She forced herself to type.
Pattern detected. RUNNING DEEP MATCH. FLT17G SIGNATURE, RECURRING.
She hit send, heart pounding. Caldwell would see it within minutes, and then everything old would be new again.
An hour later, at her apartment, she stripped off her badge, tossing it beside an overflowing mug of pens. She kept circling back to one question: If the pattern was back, what else had returned? Her phone buzzed with a new text, but she ignored it. She needed air, and a little distance from the ghosts inside her head.
In the walk-up next door, Allison Pierke sat cross-legged on her living room floor, laptop balanced on her knees. Paperwork towered around her, network logs, annotated spectrograms, notes scrawled in the margins from late-night briefings. She was almost through the week’s backlog when the doorbell chimed.
Nobody called at this hour. She hesitated, checked the peephole, nothing. Still, a small jiffy bag sat on the doormat. No sender, just her name and unit number in clear block letters.
She glanced down the hall, then back inside, locking the door twice before she slit open the envelope. A slim, off-brand flash drive tumbled out, unmarked. Instinct screamed at her to bin it, but curiosity won out. She scanned it for malware, nothing obvious. Then, with a cautious breath, plugged it into an air-gapped terminal.
Files blossomed on the screen, raw network traffic, screenshots of anomalous pings, and audio logs labeled with UTC timestamps. One folder, labeled “ECHO/VARIANT,” drew her in. She clicked, and data spooled across the screen, patterns disturbingly similar to those she’d seen on the 17G case, but updated, sharper, more sophisticated. As she watched, one log replayed a clipped message:
“It never ended. They’re already here.”
Allison’s hands went cold. She printed screenshots, annotating furiously, throat dry. Whoever sent this knew what she’d missed, and they were watching.
Across the Atlantic, in the wheelhouse of the cargo ship *Aries Dawn*, First Officer Jacek Borski stared at the navigation display. Only hours earlier, the crew had been in chaos, engines shifting direction while alarms blared. Now the ship was pointed true, Baltic winds rattling the deck. The captain’s face was pale and set, his earlier confusion replaced by bluster.
Borski bit his tongue. “Something took control,” he whispered, not daring to say it to anyone but his own reflection. He could remember the dizzy slur of a new voice on the comm, calm, synthetic, irresistible as a command. And then, like a fever dream, it was gone.
His tablet chirped with the morning report, course corrected, ETA unchanged. No mention of the lost hour. In the logbook, he drew a single line over the missing interval, then shoved the tablet aside. His hands wouldn’t stop shaking.
In the sterile interview room, Vade watched his interrogator settle across from him, a lean man with sharp, American vowels. The table was bolted to the floor, and the walls bristled with hidden eyes.
“You’ve sent messages from your cell,” the man said without preamble. “Your associates are dead or in hiding. You have nothing left.”
Vade smiled, wolfish. “You still do not understand. The system was never yours. Only the illusion of control.”
“Tell us what you know about the signals,” the interrogator pressed, jaw clenched. “Now.”
Vade closed his eyes and leaned back, reciting the numbers under his breath. Each time, the cadence changed, as if he was listening for an answer from somewhere far beyond the room.
From orbit, satellites blinked in silent witness, digital pulses ricocheting off cold metal hulls as the world’s great cities spun beneath. New York’s towers glimmered in the murk. London’s Eye ferris wheel hung motionless, outlined in sodium orange. In Shanghai, thousands scrolled through their feeds, unaware of the silent signals sliding through their networks, enmeshed deep in the code, waiting.
Somewhere, a hidden system stirred. Tiny digital triggers slotted into place like the final teeth of a lock. For now, the world hummed on, planes crossed the sky, cargo ships cut through waves, and people clicked through their ordinary days. But the signal remained, quietly looping, marking the coordinates, and waiting for someone, anyone, to start listening.






  
  Chapter one
Shadows Never Sleep


Acold, medicinal light filtered down from the iron arches of Berlin Hauptbahnhof, painting the expanse of glass and steel in shades of early morning blue. Mercer slipped into the café alcove between platforms 8 and 9, the hush of arriving trains muffled by thick panes. He wore a charcoal overcoat, collar up, hands bare, no gloves, no obvious tells. McAllister was already there, hunched over a chipped porcelain cup, his face half-hidden by the shadow of his trilby. 
“You’re late,” McAllister muttered, eyes tracking the reflection of a security patrol in the window, not Mercer’s face.
Mercer slid onto the opposite stool. “Two minutes. I had to lose a tail.”
McAllister’s jaw clenched. “Your tail, or mine?”
Mercer gave the faintest shrug, running thumb over the smooth ceramic of his mug. “Does it matter anymore?” The silence that stretched said it did. A clatter of footsteps echoed from the arrivals concourse, then faded. “How bad?”
McAllister’s fingers worried the edge of a napkin. “Three dead. Bennett got clear in Madrid. Grant, he’s not answering.”
“Grant will surface when he’s ready.” But Mercer’s tone didn’t carry conviction. “Madrid? That’s the drop site?”
McAllister nodded, subtle as a suburban neighbor passing a shopping list. “Calle de Segovia. She’ll find what she needs there.” He sucked in a breath, easing the words out like pulling stitches. “We lost more than comrades this time.”
Mercer kept his gaze fixed on the station clock, its thin red hand slicing time into pieces. “We lost the thread. They’re already running a containment op. Warlan’s pulling strings, burning evidence.”
“That includes us.” McAllister’s voice was flat, resigned, but there was a flicker of challenge in his eyes. “How long before we’re the liabilities?”
A wave of nausea pulsed in Mercer’s gut. “If you thought they’d let us walk…” He shook his head, drained his cup in a single, bitter swallow. “No more heroics, Mac. Next move, we’re ghosts.”
Something in the tension between them, the ghosts of loyalty, the smoke of betrayal, stayed Mercer’s hand on the exit. “You trust your handler?”
“Do you?”
Mercer’s silence was all the answer needed.
Outside, the platform clock tolled the half-hour. McAllister stood, easing his coat straight. “Keep moving, Nick. And if you see Grant, don’t let him do anything stupid.”
“I never could stop him,” Mercer replied, voice low. But McAllister was already walking away, shoulders hunched against the chill, dissolving into the commuter tide.

      ***In Madrid, Bennett cupped her palm around a chipped packet of sugar at the terrazza’s edge, sunlight glinting off traffic as she watched the dead drop spot, a mailbox daubed with blue paint, as agreed. She’d parked her Fiat five blocks away on a narrow side street, making sure to double back twice before circling in. Her phone vibrated, a muted buzz, but she ignored it. No calls, no texts. That’s what got people killed.
Bennett waited until the rush had ebbed, a few pensioners feeding pigeons, a cyclist wheeling past, then crossed the lane, slipping the key from her pocket. She unlocked the mailbox, heart pounding until she felt the thin envelope inside, a single slip of paper, folded twice. She palmed it, locked up, and drifted back toward her car. Not until she was safe in the shadowed interior, seatbelt fastened, did she open it.
Inside were three names, three locations, hers, Grant’s, Mercer’s. Someone wanted her to know she was being tracked, that her survival depended on staying a step ahead. There was no mention of McAllister, nor any of the others who hadn’t made it out. Her jaw tightened. Loyalty meant nothing here. She flicked her gaze in the mirror, catching a flash of movement, a silver sedan, idling across the street.
Her heart thudded hard. She reached under the dash, feeling for the telltale bump, a black plastic dome, almost unnoticeable. She pried it loose with a penknife, staring at the blinking red light inside. Someone had tagged her, maybe days ago. Bennett’s pulse surged with anger. She crushed the device under her heel, scattering plastic and wire, then dialed her backup phone, fingers trembling.
“Four-One-Seven. I want a clean vehicle, and confirmation all comms are dark. If I see another tail, I burn the asset and disappear. Understood?”
Static chewed the line. “Understood, Agent Bennett. Stand by for instructions.”
She hung up, eyes on the receding sedan. The rules had changed. Trust was a luxury she could no longer afford.

      ***In a rented flat in Prague, Grant sat on the edge of a creaking bed, staring at the gray rectangle of window blinds. The phone buzzed and buzzed, McAllister, then a scrambled number, then Mercer’s code. He let it ring. His hands were still stained, imagined or real, with the blood of their last op, knuckles swollen from punched stone and flesh.
Every message was the same: Where are you? Are you safe? Reply.
He wasn’t safe. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be found. The faces came at night: Richter, flung from the cargo bay; the tech, eyes wide and glassy as the C-130 banked hard. Grant scrubbed his palms over his face, tasted salt and bitterness.
The television in the next room played some cartoon; the neighbor’s kid, always up too early. Grant’s thoughts turned, unbidden, to his sister’s voice, her voicemails, getting shorter and less patient. He hadn’t called back in weeks. He’d promised her he’d walk away, promised he’d try to be normal again.
His thumb hovered over the ‘reply’ button, but he couldn’t do it. Couldn’t let them pull him back in. You didn’t crawl out of hell just to go back for the damned.
But as the shadows lengthened and another silent hour passed, Grant knew the ghosts weren’t leaving. Not tonight. He closed the phone, buried it under a pile of clothes, and tried, futilely, to disappear.

      ***A hundred meters above an empty field outside Warsaw, Ford’s eyes tracked a dance of colored dots across his laptop screen, transponder pings, velocity markers, the pulse of aviation telemetry from Flight 17G’s disaster rerouted through his custom scripts. The world thought it was mechanical failure, a tragedy of bad luck and bad weather. Ford knew better.
Tonight, for the third time in a week, something strange played out in the raw data, subtle, repeated irregularities. Secondary signals overlaying the beacon, a ghost in the bandwidth. The pattern was almost elegant: a wave distortion at exactly 21:07 UTC, every night, in the same frequency band. At first, he’d thought his code had a bug, but the signal was too precise for chance.
He sipped cold instant coffee, fingers flying across keys as he ran another sweep. His code isolated the burst, just three tenths of a second, an encrypted handshake. It mirrored the pattern from the attack on 17G, right down to the null packets.
Ford’s skin prickled. He checked his firewall logs. No hacks, no intrusion alerts. But the sick certainty coiled tighter. Someone else was still in the system, using their old operation as cover. Was it a warning? Or a threat?
He debated calling Mercer. McAllister would want a full report, but trust felt as fragile as an eggshell tonight.
He pulled up the old team channel, typed: “Repeat anomaly. Same protocol. Not an accident.”
He hit send, pulse racing. Somewhere, someone was watching, waiting for him to slip.

      ***Rain battered the high windows of the Zurich safehouse, drumming out any sense of comfort. Mercer kept lights dim, locked the reinforced door, checked the security feed every ten minutes. His nerves frayed with every hour. The meeting with McAllister had left him with more questions than answers, and a leaden sense of inevitability sat in his chest like a stone.
He didn’t sleep. He catalogued escape routes, weapons stashes, digital deadman protocols. Ordered food under fake names, watched the cameras. The city outside went about its business, unaware of predators circling overhead.
At 2:13 a.m., the system pinged, motion at the rear fire escape. Mercer froze, heart thudding. Video feed: two shapes, moving with the smooth economy of professionals. They bypassed his lockouts in seconds. He grabbed his bag, heart hammering, ducked through the crawlspace into the service corridor.
He moved like a shadow: down the staircase, out the back, blending with a pair of late-night bar staff smoking by the alley. The radio earpiece crackled in his pocket, an unfamiliar code. They’d breached him, quick and quiet. He checked his route, found a tail at the tram stop, slipped away into the crowd. Cold sweat slicked his skin.
Mercer knew what this meant. McAllister’s warning had come too late. The leak was inside the team. He just didn’t know where.

      ***The Pentagon’s Situation Room glowed with blue light, computer monitors arrayed in tight rows, each screen bristling with classified overlays. Colonel Warlan watched Caldwell over the top of his reading glasses, a file marked ECHO BLACK open on the desk between them. The air was heavy with the scent of printer toner and old coffee.
“They’re scattered,” Warlan said. “Madrid, Berlin, Prague, Zurich. Outrunning cleanup teams, and our own assets.”
Caldwell nodded, jaw clenched. “We have no way of controlling the narrative if they turn.”
“That’s not the concern,” Warlan murmured. “The threat has to be contained. Quietly. If it leaks, if the connection to 17G surfaces, the fallout will be catastrophic.”
He closed the file, tapping it once for emphasis. “Find a way. Discredit the survivors if you must. But under no circumstances are they to be captured alive.”
Caldwell’s throat bobbed, but he nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Warlan watched him leave, weighed down by the weight of missions gone wrong. Outside, the rain came down harder, erasing tracks as quickly as they were made.

      ***The coded message, when it arrived, felt like a slap: “Darkfall imminent.” Same phrase, different channel, but unmistakable.
Bennett read it in her cheap hostel room, sterile and cold, and Grant saw it blink across his laptop, just as he’d told himself he’d throw the damn thing out. Ford saw it too; the pattern was there in his logs, tucked in with the telemetry like a snake in tall grass.
Mercer read the words, heart tight, and knew that whatever hunted them now would not let up. Not until all debts were paid.
The U-Bahn platform at Hauptbahnhof was painted with tired overhead light that turned everyone into pale ghosts. Mercer slipped through the press of coats and backpacks, collar high, the city’s chill gritting his teeth. McAllister waited, still as a statue, by a vending machine whose flickering neon stuttered across his sharp features. He didn’t look at Mercer, just kept feeding coins into the slot, as if he found the prospect of a cold soda more interesting than meeting a former commando whose hands were still raw from last night’s escape.
Mercer stopped beside him. “You shouldn’t have come.”
A can of Fanta dropped with a hollow clack. McAllister fished it out, palmed it, and finally gave Mercer a sidelong look. “You think I had a choice? They wanted Berlin. Neutral ground.” His voice was low, shaped by exhaustion that threaded into every syllable. “They’re watching the rails. You notice?”
“I noticed,” Mercer replied. His gaze swept the crowd, two teenagers arguing, an old man hunched with a battered suitcase, a middle-aged woman with a sleeping child in her lap. Every face could be a watcher. “It was supposed to be over. Hamburg was the end.”
“We both know it was never going to be over.” McAllister’s hand hovered near his pocket, where Mercer knew he hid a battered phone, cracked screen, only ever powered up for five minutes at a time. “I lost three men. You? Don’t answer. I don’t want to know.”
A train roared past, shrieking metallic echoes into the bones of the station. Mercer blinked at the blast of wind, memories snapping at his nerves. “You get the report?”
McAllister nodded. “Three hours ago. Your safehouse, compromised. No word on survivors.” He handed Mercer a slip of paper. Coordinates. A new address, written in looping script. “Change of plans. You move tonight. Assume everything is burned.”
Mercer’s jaw locked. “There’s a leak.”
“I know.” McAllister didn’t waste time on sympathy. He tossed the unopened Fanta into a trash can as the next train’s brakes squealed. “You still trust Caldwell?”
Mercer hesitated, then: “I trust him to save his own skin. Not sure about mine.”
“Then don’t wait for orders.” McAllister’s posture shifted, as if he were just another commuter about to board. “Darkfall’s in play. You know what that word means.”
Mercer pressed the slip of paper into his pocket, heart pounding. “Stay alive, Mac.”
“See you in the next life, Harry,” McAllister said, and stepped onto the train. The doors hissed shut behind him, slicing the conversation like a guillotine. Mercer stood in the sudden silence, watching his reflection ghost across the glass, and then turned away, mind already racing.
*
Madrid felt like another life, blood-warm dusk, the air full of traffic and laughter. Bennett kept her head down, sunglasses masking the bruises beneath her eyes as she threaded her way through the Plaza Mayor. She’d dyed her hair mousy brown, chopped it at the jaw, but the way she moved was still pure commando, efficient, alert, always mapping exits.
The dead drop was wedged beneath the rim of an overflowing trash barrel beside a churrería. She fished out the matchbox with practiced nonchalance, tucking it in her fist so the old couple with the dog would never notice. A quick tilt of her wrist revealed a sliver of paper folded inside. She sat on a stone bench, unwrapping it between sips of burnt coffee.
Elias, Berlin, McAllister shadow. Ford, Zurich. Mercer, location blown, new route in play. Grant, status unknown. Walker, holding. Darkfall imminent.
Bennett’s stomach clenched. She crushed the note and scooped the shreds into her coffee cup, stirring them until they bled away into soggy sludge. When she stood, her reflection in a shop window was a stranger’s: gray sweater, no makeup, tension rising off her shoulders in brittle waves.
Half a block away, she caught her own tail.
The SUV was too clean, too dark, spaced back just enough to look casual. She led it past a line of orange trees, kept to the rhythm of a woman on her way home, but her nerves were lit. These men, her “handlers”, were getting cocky. Maybe they thought she’d cracked. Maybe they wanted her to.
She turned abruptly down a side alley, her breath shallow. The car hesitated, then rolled forward. Bennett ducked into the shadow of a delivery truck, yanked a coin from her purse, and slipped it through the seam in the wheel well. She crouched, running her fingers along the undercarriage until she felt the sharp plastic ridge: a GPS puck, clumsily affixed with black tape.
She pried it free, heart hammering, and pocketed it. Then she walked out the other side of the alley and vanished into the current of the city, leaving the SUV idling, confused, behind her.
Her phone buzzed, a prearranged number sequence. She read it once. Coordinates. New rendezvous. She didn’t trust the handlers. But she had to see who showed.
*
Grant stood on the balcony of his rented flat in Vienna, hands wrapped so tightly around the railing he thought the metal would bend. Down on the street, men shouted in German, laughter competing with the wheeze of a tram. The city was beautiful, dazzling, and he could not feel any of it.
His phone rang. He didn’t look at the screen. He already knew who it was, Anna, always Anna, his sister, or sometimes their father, reaching out from the country estate he hadn’t seen in three years. The vibration cut through him, insistent, needy. He let it go to voicemail. Again.
He’d sent messages after Hamburg, brief, coded reassurances. But those words rang hollow now. Grant saw the faces of the dead as soon as he closed his eyes: Hartman’s boyish grin, Marquez bleeding out in the alley, the woman with the silver hair whose name he’d never even known. The ones he couldn’t save. Each memory was a weight; each second of silence, another stone in his chest.
He paced inside, wrapped in the room’s stale warmth. In his duffel bag, a battered Sig Sauer and a phone he’d taken apart twice already, searching for bugs. He still felt watched. The nightmares didn’t help.
Tonight, he promised himself. Tonight he’d call home. But when the hour came, Grant only stared out at the city, the phone untouched on the table.
*
Ford’s world was numbers and noise, the drone of engines and air currents displayed as colored graph lines across six wide monitors. In Zurich’s laboratory hush, he hunched over the telemetry deck, eyes burning as he scanned for irregularities. To anyone looking through the glass wall, three levels up from the main hangar, he was just another technician, methodical, unremarkable.
But he’d seen it again: Flight 17G’s signature, replicated in the telemetry. Not in the obvious ways, nothing as bold as a hijack code. No, these were subtle glitches: a microsecond drop in power, an arcane change in transponder ping, a ghost blip on the radar that only appeared when every alarm was silenced for recalibration. Some code, buried deep, talking to itself.
Ford put his headphones on, filtering noise into meaning. He tapped lines of code, searching for patterns. Another spike. Again, near Athens, then gone. He copied the raw data, encrypted it, and sent it to the secure channel he and Walker used in emergencies.
He leaned back, pinching the bridge of his nose. “What are you playing at?” he muttered, staring at the numbers. “And who the hell is watching?”
He was still staring at the screens when the overnight supervisor knocked on the door. Ford minimized the data, plastered on a bored expression.
“Still at it?” the supervisor asked, holding out a cup of stale coffee.
“Maintenance cycle’s a mess,” Ford said. “I’ll be done by midnight.”
The supervisor nodded, satisfied. Ford waited until he left, then pulled up the data again. The anomaly was spreading.
*
Pierce trusted no one now, not even his own reflection. The apartment in Prague was papered with maps, printouts of decrypted intercepts, lines of yarn spiderwebbing the walls. He wore earphones even when the room was silent, comforted by their familiar pressure, the illusion of control.
The signals started at 0200, the same time as the Flight 17G hack months ago. Morse code, then bursts of raw packet data, laced with an encryption that felt eerily familiar. He ran the algorithms three times, sweat beading his neck as the computer spat out partial decryption: Darkfall, repeating, hidden among digital static.
Pierce spun his chair, eyes darting to the window. He’d been careful, changing addresses, buying cash phones, using signal blockers at night. But as soon as he saw those characters streaming across the screen, he knew: they weren’t just watching, they were calling.
He dialed Bennett’s private line, no answer. He tried Walker, then Ford. Nothing but static. Someone had gotten to their channels.
He gulped down two aspirin, nerves fraying.
If the enemy was echoing Flight 17G’s attack pattern, it meant only one thing: they’d survived the first breach, and now they were coming back through the same door.
Pierce started packing.
*
The Berlin safehouse was supposed to be inviolable, a fortress of reinforced concrete and anonymous leases. Mercer circled it twice at dusk, checking for tails, scanning rooftops for glinting glass. Satisfied, he keyed his way in through the basement, moving like a shadow.
He noticed it immediately: the faint scent of cigarette smoke in the stairwell, wrong, because Mercer was the only one who smoked here, and he’d quit a week ago.
He froze inside the threshold, listening. Water pipes creaked. A chair scraped above. Too many sounds.
Mercer drew his backup pistol, pressed flat against the wall, and swept the hall with practiced efficiency. He heard the whisper of movement, a footstep, barely audible, then the click of a suppressed trigger.
He dove into the kitchen as the wall behind him exploded in plaster dust, bullets chewing through like termites. He fired back, two quick shots, scraping his shin on the edge of the refrigerator as he tumbled behind cover.
Another voice, gruff, Russian accent, “He’s here! Back exit!”
Mercer’s mind flashed through his options. The fire escape was the obvious route, but they’d expect that.
He slammed open the window above the sink, dropped his burner phone inside a pot of boiling water, and crawled into the shaft behind the pantry shelves, a maintenance crawlspace, barely wide enough for his chest. He snaked through, listening to the thuds of boots overhead, the frantic shouts.
Garbage stink filled his nostrils as he emerged three floors down, boots splashing into a rain-soaked alley. He ran, ducking beneath a low wall, heart racing like a metronome set to panic.
Another safehouse burned. Another question: who had sold him out?
*
Colonel Warlan’s office was a box of silence broken only by the low whirr of the wall-mounted fan. Caldwell stood stiffly at attention, sweat edging beneath his collar despite the chill.
Warlan kept his hands folded on the desk, knuckles bone-white. “This is an operational catastrophe, Caldwell, layered over a political disaster. The oversight committee is meeting in seventy-two hours. If they connect the Commandos to the breach, ”
“They won’t,” Caldwell interrupted, voice clipped.
“See that they don’t.” Warlan’s gray gaze could have sharpened steel. “You have three days to contain this. I want you to sweep every member. Double their handlers. And if any one of them so much as scratches their nose on CCTV, I want to know before they do.”
Caldwell nodded, hiding his distaste. “And the leak?”
Warlan tapped a folder on the desk. “Cleaners are already in play. Use whatever assets you need. No paper. No loose threads.” He paused, then added, “I know you have a soft spot for them. That ends now.”
Caldwell stiffened. “Understood, sir.”
“Go.” Warlan’s attention drifted to the window, a bleak slice of London drizzle. “And Caldwell, if Darkfall triggers, I want plausible deniability. From you. From all of them.”
“Yes, sir.” Caldwell left, spine ramrod straight, mind spinning. He did have a soft spot. And that was about to become a problem.
*
Bennett walked into the parking garage just as dusk painted the concrete pillars in streaks of violet and ochre. Her rental car was where she left it, already bristling with suspicion. She slid the key in, popped the hood, and spent two tense minutes hunting until she found a second tracker, this one wired into the fuse box, almost clever. She disabled it with wire cutters, jaw clenched.
“I hope you’re watching,” she muttered, voice tight with fury. “Because I’m coming for you now.”
She dropped the dead tracker into a drain and sped away, destination unknown even to her.
*
The city was nothing but glass and light. Walker moved through the security outpost at Heathrow, nodding at guards, scanning badges. He was here as a consultant, the London drill, scheduled for midnight, designed to test the new protocols.
He watched the simulation unfold on monitors. Every plan, every scenario, followed the same pattern: breach, escalation, hijack, containment. It was all familiar, too familiar. He realized with a start that the drill was built from classified details of their actual mission, the one that had never been made public.
“The timing is off,” he told the young officer beside him. “If the breach happens here, your response time is too slow.”
The officer, barely twenty-six, frowned. “How would you know?”
Walker forced a smile. “I’ve seen similar drills before.”
He watched the digital hijackers seize the plane. The program even used the same codenames, a coincidence too eerie to ignore.
Someone was using them as a blueprint. And now the whole world was watching.
*
As night thickened across Europe, each member of the fractured team received the message.
It was a simple text, untraceable, arriving on burners or hidden apps: "Darkfall imminent. Clock running."
They read the words in different cities, under different stars, but felt the same chill crawl up their spines. Whatever had haunted Flight 17G hadn’t died in Hamburg.
It was coming back for them all.
Passengers skirted around Mercer as he paced through Berlin Hauptbahnhof’s cavernous hall, duffel bag slung over his shoulder like it weighed nothing. The glass ceiling gave the evening light a bruised, ominous cast. He kept his head down, clean-shaven and forgettable, but his gaze never stopped moving. Every mirrored shopfront, every pillar: cover and threat in equal measure. He checked the time again. Five minutes past the mark. He hated improvising.
A flicker of movement. McAllister emerged from the shadow of the bakery line, crisp in a civilian’s trench coat, hands in pockets, a newspaper pressed tight to his chest. Years of fieldwork had shaved the arrogance from his step, but his eyes still glittered with secrets. Mercer slowed as if browsing a magazine rack. McAllister stopped beside him, facing the opposite direction.
“You look like hell,” McAllister murmured, voice barely audible above the rumbling trains.
“Better than the last guy who told me that,” Mercer replied, keeping his expression blank. He thumbed through a celebrity tabloid. “Aren’t we a little exposed?”
“You said urgent.”
Mercer exhaled, scanning the glossy pages. “The fallout’s deeper than we thought. Prague wasn’t an isolated hit. I lost the courier at Friedrichstrasse.” He slid a postcard from the rack, the Brandenburg Gate in midnight blue.
McAllister’s jaw tensed. “Was it them?”
Mercer nodded imperceptibly. “Or someone who wants us to think it’s them. Either way, no mistakes, someone’s leaking playbook moves.”
McAllister’s hands tightened on the newspaper. “You still trust your contact?”
Mercer hesitated. “Enough to hear him out. Not enough to sleep sound.” A pause, pregnant with old wounds. “It’s not just about the mission. The other teams, Bennett, Grant, they’re exposed.”
McAllister’s eyes flicked sideways. “You’re calling reunification.”
“Not yet.” Mercer dropped his voice to a threat. “But if I see another tail, I go dark. Signal ‘Darkfall.’ Clear?”
Silence, broken only by the soft shuffle of a cleaning crew’s broom. McAllister looked older then, brittle around the eyes. “If this gets out, ”
Mercer cut him off. “That’s your worry, not mine.” He pocketed the postcard, stuffed the magazine back in place. “Tell Warlan I want the full signal intercepts. And tell Caldwell I’m tired of running cleanup.” He stepped past, then paused, voice almost gentle. “Watch your back, Mac.”
He melted into the crowd, vanishing as easily as he’d appeared. McAllister turned, scanning the ebb and flow of travelers, but Mercer was gone.
*
Madrid. Sunlight poured in gold through broken blinds, tracing lines across the cheap linoleum. Bennett hunkered in the narrow kitchenette of the safe apartment, salty sweat drying on her brow. She gripped a battered mobile, waiting for the message she half-dreaded. The city’s distant laughter rose through the open window, but inside, it was too quiet.
The dead drop had been clever: an unclaimed suitcase outside a kiosk at Atocha, a battered paperback wedged inside. She’d flipped it open on the metro home, heart knocking hard. On the title page, black marker slashed out a grid, a code only she and Mercer had ever used. Four names, four cities. McAllister, Berlin. Grant, London. Pierce, Prague. Her own name: ‘Bennett, Madrid.’
She turned the phone over, searching for signs of tampering. Every instinct screamed caution. The team scattered, handlers suddenly distant. No way to tell if the net was closing, or if she
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