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  Prologue: Echoes in the Dark


A Life Measured in Signals
Night pressed against the Joshua trees and low, patient hills, cool and endless and utterly silent, but for the steady whir of air conditioners and the quiet hum of electronics deep beneath the earth. Even the wind, usually a restless presence, lay asleep tonight, holding its breath as if it, too, was waiting for something that might never come. 
In the thick concrete bunker at Test Site Echo, a hundred and twenty miles northeast of Barstow, this silence was a comfort to most. But not to Alexei Morozov. His fingers drummed, quiet and rapid, on the edge of his console, callused pads slick with a thin sheen of sweat despite the AC. The radar screens formed a faint green glow over his angled, thoughtful face, reflecting in the blue of his eyes. Rows of status lights blinked and scrolled, everything ordered and calm, blinking out the coded rhythm of the desert: all secure, all clear, all as it should be.
He told himself he liked the isolation, the remoteness that filtered even the air down to a muted hum. Still, unease gnawed at him tonight, something below words, like the memory of a nightmare lingering after the details had fled.
“Morozov, you still awake over there?” came the voice, staticky but familiar, from a battered portable radio perched at the corner of the console. Lieutenant Rachel Hennessey, graveyard shift lead, was somewhere down corridor D, probably sipping her fourth cup of instant coffee.
“Barely,” Alexei replied, voice low. “You know, I’m beginning to wish we’d get some kind of signal, anything at all. Even a coyote wandering too close to a perimeter fence.”
“Don’t jinx it, Alex.” He heard the smile in her voice, then the quick rattle of her fingers on a keyboard. “You ever notice it’s always the nights that are too quiet, something goes weird?”
“Don’t start with the ghost stories.”
She chuckled. “Who's got time for ghosts? It’s the living I’m worried about, especially bored engineers with wandering fingers near classified hardware.”
He grinned. “My hands are exactly where they should be.”
A new alert chirped, sharp and out of rhythm. Alexei’s eyes snapped back to the screen. The radar sweep, usually an endless loop, a gentle arc spilling green across the black, stuttered, then vanished. Gone. For a heartbeat, the entire array went dark, every trace of the world outside erased. No birds, no insects, not even the faint reflection from the training drones they used to test the west perimeter.
He frowned, pulse thumping louder in his ears. “Rachel, are you seeing this?”
A pause. “Hang on. Shit. Yeah, I’ve got nothing here either. Full blackout. Not a blip.”
He flicked through system diagnostics, the standby generators were fine, no signs of EMP, no warning beeps from the Faraday cage sensors. He cycled the radar. The sweep should have restarted, but the screen stayed empty except for a thin line, faint as a hair, wavering at the bottom. Not static. Not noise.
It danced, almost imperceptibly, across frequencies, leaving ghostly echoes on the display. Rhythmic, but not regular, and not manmade. He zoomed in, isolating the anomaly. His heart fluttered, a tremor of both excitement and dread. For a moment, he considered calling Rachel again, then hesitated. He didn’t want to sound like a rookie, jumping at every blip.
As he tuned the signal, it grew sharper, cycling through deep, bone-vibration lows and crisp, glassy highs. It wasn’t like anything he’d seen, nothing from a satellite, no familiar digital fingerprint, not even the random chaos of solar flare interference.
His console phone rang, harsh and jarring. He picked up. Rachel’s voice was tight, clipped. “Security just called. They’ve lost radio comms along the southwest quad. You seeing anything, anything at all?”
“Yeah,” he answered, not looking away. “There’s a signal here. Low amplitude, weird frequency spread. Looks like it’s pulsing.”
A door banged open down the corridor, followed by hurried footsteps, security, probably. Alexei forced himself to breathe, hands steady on the controls.
“I’m going to step outside,” he said, keeping his tone casual, though his skin tingled with a rising, inexplicable fear. “Want me to patch you in?”
“No. Stay put, Alex. Let the team handle it.”
He hesitated, eyes still locked on the dancing signal. It seemed to pulse harder as he stared, as if aware of his scrutiny, or worse, responding. “I’ll just check the dish relay. Won’t be long.”
She was about to protest, but the line cut. Silence again. He stood, the movement breaking his trance. For a second the room warped at the edges, the hum of electronics swelling before fading. He blinked it away.
The corridor was dim, painted in red safety lights. His keycard worked, though the door took two tries to unlock, and the air outside was cold, crackling with the aftertaste of ozone.
There was no moon. Only a pale scatter of stars, ragged behind high, fast-moving clouds. The desert stretched in every direction, flat and watchful. At the top of the bunker steps, he paused. The radar array rose a hundred feet away, its dark metal skeleton blending with the land. Something was wrong. No night insects, no wind. Even the sand under his boots seemed to have forgotten how to whisper.
He walked. Each step felt heavier, as though the ground was dragging him. The signal in his earpiece, he’d routed it to a portable receiver, throbbed, growing clearer as he neared the array. It was beautiful in a way that was deeply wrong, a pattern that twisted his stomach. He felt unmoored, his thoughts growing slippery.
Above, the sky dissolved. A light, not white but a blade-keen silver, burst across the horizon. It came without heat, without warning, washing the desert in a brilliance that had no source, no sound. It burned through him, stripping the edges from his senses until all that remained was the pulse of the signal, hungry, endless, echoing in the dark.
For one impossible moment, he glimpsed shapes in the light. They were not human, but not monstrous either, angles and arcs that made his mind ache, shadows that flickered just out of understanding. He tried to scream but found no voice, tried to run but his legs had forgotten the trick of moving.
The world snapped away.
Simultaneously, a mile to the south, Sergeant Victor Han and his security team were clustered around the humvee, radios dead, weapons slung but held ready. Han cursed softly as he banged his handset against the dash, the familiar static replaced by a flat emptiness.
“Nothing. Not even a ping,” he muttered.
Corporal Lewis peered out into the night, eyes narrowed. “You think it’s just the radios? Or is it the entire bunker?”
“Nothing’s ‘just’ anything out here,” Han said. “And you smell that?”
Lewis frowned, sniffed the air. It carried a faint tang of burnt metal and something else, something sharp and alien. “You wanna wait for backup?”
Han checked his watch. “We can’t. Protocol says we sweep the blackout immediately. Reyes’ll have our asses if we sit on it.” He double-checked his sidearm and nodded to the others.
“Let’s move. Stay close. Eyes up.”
They set out on foot, boots crunching over packed sand and shattered rocks, flashlights blazing in jittery cones. Shadows played tricks beyond the circle of light, blurring, stretching, sometimes vanishing entirely if you tried to focus on them. Once, Han caught a movement at the corner of his vision, an impossible geometry sliding just beyond the reach of understanding.
He spun, gun raised, heart hammering against his chestplate. There was nothing, just empty desert and the radar array in the distance, its outline jagged against the unnatural glow still lingering in the air, as though lightning had been captured and caged overhead.
Lewis’s voice was barely above a whisper. “You see something, Sarge?”
“No,” Han lied, voice flat. “Let’s keep moving.”
Behind them, the world seemed to tighten, as if watched by something with too many eyes, none of them human.
At the base of the array, the ground had gone wrong. Sand fused to glass, bubbled and cracked, still warm to the touch. And at the center, sprawled awkwardly as though he’d been dropped from a great height, lay Alexei Morozov.
Han knelt, two fingers to Morozov’s throat. Cold. No pulse.
He glanced at Lewis, who shook his head, face pale. “Jesus. What the hell happened to him?”
Han looked around. There was no sign of trauma, no blood, no burns, no marks except for the glassy crater, as though the earth itself had forgotten how to be solid.
“Bag and tag. Get the doc out here now,” Han snapped, suddenly desperate for the comfort of procedure. But even as he barked orders, his own voice felt thinner, as if something in the night was leeching away certainty itself.
Less than half a mile away, a low-slung van squatted in the darkness, engine off, its license plates covered by a mesh of dust and enforcement tape. Inside, cooled by humming electronics, a woman in a headset hunched over an oscilloscope, breath fogging against the glass.
She pressed Record. The signal, warped and shifting, almost musical, flowed through her earbuds, each odd wave annotated in brisk shorthand: amplitude spike, phase shift, non-terrestrial signature. She’d never heard anything like it. And she’d heard everything.
She marked the timestamp and leaned toward the microphone. “Control, this is Sierra Seven. Remote site incident. Confirming anomalous signal duration. Awaiting further instructions.”
She stared through the windshield at the distant strobing of flashlights and shouts, unwilling to leave the safety of the van’s darkness. She let the tape roll, catching every echo, every ghostly fragment, waiting for the next sentence in a language no one alive had ever spoken.
Back in Washington, city lights flickered behind bulletproof glass. Gabrielle Reyes, Director of Special Projects, sat at her desk. The incident report glowed on her laptop, too terse, too clean. Radar blackout. Fatality. Unexplained signal. She tapped her pen, chewing her bottom lip, and scrawled a note in the margin: *Cover story proposals uncertain. No precedent. Risk level: RED.*
She scrolled past the chain of command emails, her skepticism growing. The language of the report was clinical, almost too precise. She picked up the phone, dialing an internal number she knew by heart.
“This is Reyes. I want all raw data from Echo. Not the sanitized set, everything. And pull the comms logs from the security van. Someone’s playing games out there, and I want names before dawn.”
Far away, on the ragged edge of the Badlands, David Reese sat alone in a battered trailer, lit by the chilly blue of his laptop screen and the flicker of old Christmas lights he never bothered to take down. He sipped black coffee, barely tasting it, fingers tracing restless patterns through the dust on his desk.
His email pinged. An anonymous attachment. He opened it, frowning at the waveform, the signal pulsing on the display. For a long moment he stared at it, breath stuck in his throat. The cadence, its rise and fall, was one he’d heard before, years ago, buried in a past he’d spent everything to forget.
He closed his eyes, the desert wind rattling the window. Somewhere, the past was tapping at the glass, trying to be let in.
Outside, the night air pressed in, dense and brittle with cold. A sliver of moon hung over the endless, broken plateau of Nevada desert, and every so often a wind gust snaked over the ground, tossing grit against the metal siding of Control Shack Three. Inside, the buzz of electronics was a comfort, a latticework of reality against the nothingness waiting out there. That sense of safety shattered when the radar screens, six in all, went suddenly, inexplicably black.
Ethan Bell had been sipping tepid coffee, one eye fixed on the phosphorescent sweep, the other on a worn paperback. He jolted upright, mug tilting, a trickle of brown seeping over the instrument table. “What the, ” His voice bounced in the empty room, in the sudden, total hush as the usual chatter of digital signals fell silent.
He spun in his chair, fingers flying over the control board, toggling through diagnostics, but every display remained flat, lifeless. Across the shack, a red phone flashed like a wounded heartbeat. He yanked it from its cradle.
“Bell, Control Three. We lost everything, repeat, total radar blackout.” Static. Nothing. He checked the line, tapped the hook, but the pit in his stomach only deepened. He tried the radio net; it fared no better. Dead. The silence felt sinister, coiled and watching.
Bell inhaled, slow and shallow. In training, they drilled you for equipment failure, for sabotage, even for contact with the unexplainable. But actual protocol was mundane: run checklists, reboot systems, log every detail. He tried, but his hands shook. There was something else, an undertone in the hum of the dead systems. An electronic pulse, faint but urgent, stuttering in a rhythm he’d never seen before.
He leaned closer, isolating it through the static. It didn’t belong to any known frequency. It had none of the erratic bleats of interference, none of the sine-wave smoothness of test patterns. Instead it rose and fell in a way that prickled against his skull, oddly...intentional.
“Come on, come on,” he muttered, fighting the urge to look over his shoulder. The air felt thicker, pressing in more with each pulse. He toggled the backup generator, no change. In the corner, the emergency panel flickered, once, then went blank.
A scraping sound echoed from outside. Bell flinched. The wind, probably. But it sounded heavier. He reached for the flashlight and a battered jacket, heart pounding. The backup batteries should’ve kicked in by now. If it was a system-wide failure, protocol said to check the external relay, a task he’d never performed alone at night.
Bell hesitated at the door, one hand on the latch, the other still gripping the phone like a talisman. He listened: wind, the ticking of cooling metal, distant, metallic pops from the test towers.
Then, the pulse surged. A quickening, like the heartbeat of something colossal. Pain bloomed behind his eyes. He stumbled, breath catching, nearly dropping the flashlight. For an instant, he saw spots, heard buzzing, as though a distant swarm were approaching.
He wrenched the door open, staggering into the chill.
Sand crunched beneath his boots. The world was washed in thin silver; the moon painted jagged black shadows. He strode toward the radar array, fighting panic, scanning for movement. A line of security lights, hazed by dust motes, flickered along the fence. Then those, too, went out. The world dropped into true darkness.
Behind him, the control shack’s silhouette hunched against the sky, and the pulse, now deafening, beat in time with his heart. He staggered, palms pressed to his temples, and the flashlight’s beam wobbled crazily across the sand.
Before he could turn back, the world erupted in light, silent, absolute, swallowing color and shadow. It didn’t burn; it simply existed, everywhere and nowhere. He raised a hand, but his arm moved too slowly, as if time itself thickened. The pulse became everything. He couldn’t hear himself scream, or maybe he didn’t. The signal was inside him now, rewriting the spaces in his mind, stretching every second into a lifetime.
His last thought was a sense of awe, and terror, at the emptiness that looked back from the light.
*
Half a mile away, three men in dark fatigues huddled in the back of a battered Humvee, radios clutched like lifelines. Sergeant Molly Harrow, broad-shouldered and still flushed from the briefing room, checked her watch. The last transmission from Control Three had cut off mid-word twelve minutes ago.
“Still nothing?” she barked at Ramos, who twisted the radio dial with increasing desperation.
“Dead,” he said, voice tight. “Main net, backup, everything. Something fried the comms.”
“EMP?” asked the youngest, Connors, eyes wide and white in the dark.
Harrow shook her head. “EMP takes out more than radio. Even analog would crackle. This is something else.” She glanced out the window, toward the low buzz of distant floodlights. Except, the entire sector was black. She caught a flicker of movement, a shiver at the edge of her vision. She turned, but saw only the endless, empty sand.
“Alright,” she said, shoving open the door, “we do this the old way. Foot patrol, Form up!”
Boots hit gravel. Their flashlights played over the ground, bouncing off rusted fencing and the occasional scorpion. Connors shivered, weapon held tight, jaw clenched to stop his teeth from chattering. Something in the desert air had changed; it smelled faintly of ozone and burnt dirt.
They reached the control shack to find the door hanging open, swinging slightly despite the absence of wind. Ramos swept the entryway, weapon ready. Harrow led the way inside, but the room was as they’d left it hours before, except now, the screens were nothing but dead glass, reflecting white faces and shaking hands.
“Look at this,” Connors muttered. He crouched by a bank of equipment, gingerly picking up the battered phone. “No blood. No sign of a struggle.”
Ramos ran a hand over the radar console’s metal edge. “Still warm. He left less than five minutes ago.”
A shriek of wind rattled the windows. Shadows jittered across the maps tacked to the far wall, their shapes wrong, elongated, as if something slithered just behind the light.
“I don’t like this,” Ramos said, voice barely above a whisper.
“Outside, now,” Harrow ordered.
They hustled back into the night. Their beams swept over the sand, picking out tire tracks, a scuffed boot print, then nothing. All around, the desert seemed deeper, older, something in the very shape of the dunes slanting wrong under the moon. Connors gasped, dropping to one knee.
Ahead, fifty yards out, the earth was glassy, melted into a shallow crater that reflected their lights in sickly, bruised colors. Harrow approached, hand to holster. She froze.
There, at the center of the depression, lay Ethan Bell. His limbs were splayed awkwardly, one boot missing, eyes fixed wide open on a sky he’d never see again. The sand surrounding him was fused, rippled, as if exposed to a heat too precise to be real.
Ramos stepped forward, shaking. “No wounds. Nothing.”
Connors swallowed. “His face. He looks…surprised.”
“Back off,” Harrow snapped. She crouched beside the body, one gloved finger to his neck, then to his eyes. Already cold. No burns, no impact, no obvious cause at all. She looked up at the sky, half expecting a jet, a satellite, a sign of what had done this. She found only starlight, and the long, slow pulse of fear.
They heard the signal again, after, a faint shudder through the ground, a reverberation none of them could name. Like a sonar ping from a creature too immense to see, calling out to anyone listening.
*
Miles from the site, a battered white van sat parked atop a ridge. Its windows were papered over, a tangle of antennae sprouting from the roof. Inside, a gaunt man hunched over a bank of receivers, headphones pressed deep against his skull. Oscilloscopes danced with data streams, all of them spiking in a fevered burst as the pulse roared through.
He thumbed a tape recorder, voice steady despite what he heard. “Zero-nine-fifty-nine hours, subject waveform deviates again. Four hertz above baseline. Source origin confirmed. Signal persists, duration, ” He cut off, face ghostly pale in the LED glow. Even through the static, the signal bored into him, something older than radar, older than speech.
He recorded every second.
*
Three thousand miles east, low clouds scudded over Washington. Fluorescent overheads hummed in the windowless basement of the Department of Defense, where Gabrielle Reyes sat hunched over a curling printout. Her office was a well-ordered cave: files stacked to the ceiling, phone lines coiled and ready. The report in front of her was stamped CLASSIFIED in red.
She read each line three times, lips pursed. Radar blackout. Unidentified signal. Fatality, cause unknown. An array melted to glass.
She flipped to the attached photographs. Bell’s face stared out at her, impossibly lifelike, hand frozen halfway to his chest, mouth fixed in a question. Reyes frowned, drumming her fingers. The official explanation, equipment malfunction, power outage, exposure, was so thin as to be insulting.
She picked up the office phone, dialing by memory. “This is Reyes. I want the raw data on the Nevada incident. All of it. Yes, even the audio. Priority override. And pull the logs from Monitoring Site Echo, last forty-eight hours.”
She hung up before they could protest. On her corkboard: other files, other faces, men and women who’d vanished or died in the shadow of inexplicable events. The pattern repeated itself, over and over, but never so close to home. For the first time in months, what flickered at the edges of her mind was something like dread.
*
Across the country, in a nameless Wyoming town, David Reese stared at the television, but his mind was somewhere else. He’d once been the kind of man who never slept, who thrived on puzzles no one else could solve. Now, whiskey bottles lined his kitchen like trophies. He lived for the silence.
But tonight, the silence fractured. The radio, a battered shortwave, always tuned to static, stirred to life as the pulse reached out, a note so familiar it made his heart stutter.
Four slow beats, then three quick, a signature he’d once known better than his own name.
He closed his eyes. The past was coming, dredged up from the darkness. And with it, a reminder: nothing stays buried forever.
He reached for the radio, his hand trembling. On the other end of the line, something waited, patient and hungry, sending signals in the dark.
The air outside was electric, charged and trembling, though the desert night was windless. Owen Keene stood at the edge of the floodlit perimeter, shoulders hunched, squinting against the glare that hovered just beyond the compound’s barbed wire. The silence was total, as if the world itself had paused. Even the cicadas, usually relentless, had gone quiet.
He’d slipped free of the radar control trailer after his third frantic attempt to hail Command went unanswered. All the screens in the main bunker had gone to static at 01:04, and not the comforting, predictable hash of a storm, but a crawling, pulsing black and white, patterned, almost alive. Then, in those last seconds before he decided he couldn’t sit inside any longer, that new signal had emerged. It flickered across the backup monitor, its code indecipherable, its presence… wrong. Not interference, not Russian, not anything human.
His mind spun back to the words of his supervisor over the emergency line, half an hour before the blackout: “Just another calibration. Get some fresh air, Keene. Don’t overthink the noise.” But Owen was a man who lived for the ghosts in the machine, he could sense the difference between anomaly and accident. And now, out here, under the indifferent sweep of the desert sky, he was utterly, chillingly alone.
He tightened his grip on the handheld analyzer, its readout now utterly blank. He forced himself forward, boots crunching on brittle salt crust. The test site stretched out before him, rows of low, sand-colored hangars, the radar tower’s dark silhouette like a broken watchtower. At a hundred yards from the trailer, the silence thickened, the air somehow heavier.
He registered motion at the edge of his vision, a flicker, like heat haze but colder, toner-dark. He jerked his flashlight up and swept the ground, but nothing moved. Only the familiar tire tracks, the restless brush, the sweep of sand. He caught his breath, pulse drumming in his ears. He thought of his wife, asleep in their bed back in Barstow, and wished he’d called her earlier.
“Hello?” he called, voice brittle. “Security? Is anyone, ” The words fell, flat and inconsequential. No echo, no answering shout. The world was a vacuum.
Unseen on the other side of the security fence, a pair of headlights shimmered in the distance, cutting a faint silver wedge through the black. The base security Jeep was picking its way in, two men inside, both tense, rifles resting ready across their knees. Corporal Maya Singh muttered something to her partner as she tried, again, to raise anyone on the radio.
“Nothing. It’s dead, same as the emergency channel,” she said, eyes fixed forward.
“Whole grid’s down?” her partner, Sergeant Hodges, pressed.
“Far as I can tell. Faraday effect, maybe? EMP?”
“Wouldn’t be the first time they fried the comms. But I don’t like this. You see that static on the dash cam? That’s not right.”
Maya gripped the wheel tighter, knuckles bone-white. The desert had always scared her, but in a manageable way, a lurking, background fear you could bottle up during the day. Tonight, it pressed close.
Back in the darkness, Owen reached the edge of the compound’s radar dish array. The dish itself was massive, its parabolic mouth tipped toward the blank sky as if listening to some celestial confession. He fished out his phone, no bars, not even a flicker of life. He turned in a slow circle, breath hitching, and tried to parse the feeling that had crawled up his spine since the signal first appeared. He should go back, he knew. Every rational part of him screamed it. But there was a compulsion, an ache in his gut, a need to know.
He raised the analyzer again. Static burst across the tiny screen, then something else, a pulse, low and rhythmic, not quite random, then building in speed. A shudder crawled through him. He stepped forward again, closer to the massive, glimmering metal of the dish.
Suddenly, light. Not the slow blink of floodlights or the angry red of warning beacons, but a clean, colorless brilliance, impossible, instantaneous. It filled the horizon, swallowing him whole.
At first, there was no sound. Not the hush of sand, not the distant whir of generators. Owen’s senses fractured, the world was a pinhole, then a tunnel of rushing stars. He tried to cry out, but the air in his chest congealed, smothered by the light and the wrongness in the air. He felt a needle of panic, prickling from inside his bones. The signal from the analyzer now clawed at his mind, a rhythm he couldn’t name, like code, but so much more.
He staggered, reaching for the dish to anchor himself, but the metal seared with cold, burning through his gloves. He thought, *Am I dying?* then, *It’s speaking to me, it’s, *
The world tilted. Owen’s knees buckled, the light swallowing even his last thought.
The Jeep’s headlights passed the remains of the radar fence, painting the sand in harsh, flickering beams. Sergeant Hodges was first out, boots silent on the packed earth, flashlight raised high. The compound was ghostly, shadows everywhere, the familiar buildings rendered monstrous in the blue-white glare. Maya followed, her radio hissing uselessly.
They advanced in formation, sweeping their beams along the ground. Maya’s breath fogged up her visor, though the night was warm. They moved toward the dish, the silhouette of something, someone, slumped at its base.
“Contact!” Hodges raised a fist, kneeling, weapon ready. Maya closed the gap, knees nearly buckling as the flashlight caught the body. Owen Keene, flat on his back, eyes open and glassy. His mouth fixed in a silent scream, lips blistered as if kissed by fire.
“Jesus,” Maya whispered. “Is he, ?”
Hodges knelt, checked for a pulse. Nothing. He looked up grimly, face gone gray.
But there was more. Where Owen’s body lay, the earth had transformed, what should have been coarse sand was now slick and glassy, a perfect grayscale ellipse, edges sharp as obsidian. Maya touched it, drew her hand away in shock.
“It’s fused.” She swallowed. “What… what could do that?”
Hodges shook his head, face pale under the beam. He looked up, eyes scanning the horizon, every sense screaming for movement. But the world was empty, silent, except, maybe, for something else, deep in the silence, a low, pulsing thrum felt more than heard.
As Maya reached for her radio to call in the code black, her words died in her throat. Then she saw it, at the far edge of her vision, shimmering just above the desert floor. Something moved. Wrong, liquid, a shape that didn’t quite obey the rules of light or distance. She blinked, swung her flashlight. Nothing.
“Did you, ?” she started to ask, but Hodges was already pulling her back.
They backed away, boots crunching on the fragile crust. As they retreated, the night seemed to fold in on itself, the shadows closing behind them.
Miles away, inside a gutted, windowless van parked on the shoulder of Route 17, a lone man hunched over a rack of tangled equipment. The signal was coming through, tinny on battered headphones, distorted, jarring, rhythmic in a way that put his teeth on edge. The van reeked of stale coffee and ozone.
He scrawled notes in a battered ledger. The signal was wrong; it pulsed in tritones that didn’t fit any known spectrum, crashing up and down the dial as if searching for a way out. Once, it had almost spoken, a digital stutter that made the hair at his nape stand on end. He pressed RECORD, his hands trembling.
He switched out tapes, checked the antenna, wiped sweat from his brow. He was an observer, nothing more, but tonight he wished he was a thousand miles from this place. Still, he kept recording.
Hundreds of miles away, in a glass-and-steel cube in Washington, Gabrielle Reyes skimmed the incident report, its words flat and unconvincing under the harsh light of her desk lamp. They’d sanitized it, of course: *Electromagnetic anomaly, radar blackout, one fatality, investigation ongoing.* She leaned back, eyes narrowed, flipping to the last page, the photo of the site, with its oval of scorched glass and the neat, clinical description: *No biological trauma. Cause of death undetermined.*
She drummed her fingers on the desk. She didn’t believe in monsters or miracles, but this was something else. *No trauma*, but a dead body. A glassed crater. No EMP weapon in the arsenal did that. She grabbed her phone, thumbed a quick message to her contact at the DoD.
*I need everything from the test site. Full logs. Raw comms. Unfiltered.*
She hesitated, then sent a second message, more personal.
*Pull Reese’s file. I want eyes on him.*
Gabrielle stared at the monitor, trying to fit the pieces together. In her gut, a familiar icy certainty: whatever had happened out in the black desert, it wasn’t over.
In a rotting bungalow on the outskirts of Nevada, David Reese jolted awake. His throat was dry, heart skipping arrhythmically as the old radio by his bedside crackled to life, crashing static, then a pulse, like a coded heartbeat. He sat up, skin crawling, recognizing the cadence instantly, even after all these years.
It was the signal. His signal. The one they’d silenced him for, the one that had driven him from the Project, from everything.
He fumbled for the frequency knob, but the pulse faded, replaced by the local Spanish station and the empty hiss of the open band. But the echo remained, buzzing in his teeth, in his bones.
He forced himself to breathe. To remember the discipline they’d drilled into him. He got up, winced at the ache in his knees, and went to the battered desk by the window. He pulled out a faded folder marked with a string of numbers, thumbed through old reports, photographs, sketches of waveforms.
It was back. And this time, he thought, someone had died.
The wind rattled the windowpane, dust swirling outside in the moonlight. David sat, staring at the silent radio, fear and anticipation battling in his chest. The life he’d tried to bury was clawing its way back out of the dark.
The desert air, usually so sharply cold by midnight, now crackled with a weird, static warmth. Lieutenant Hodge gripped the wheel of the Humvee tighter, squinting through the green haze of his night-vision goggles, his jaw a clenched silhouette in the pale dashboard light. Sand whipped against the windscreen but couldn’t muffle the dead silence clinging to the world beyond. Not a radio hiss, not the smallest beep from comms, only the low hum of the engine and the too-loud sound of his own breathing.
Beside him, Private Scialfa tapped nervously on the butt of his rifle, eyes flitting between the blacked-out monitors and the featureless sweep of sand. “I don’t like this, L.T.,” he whispered for the third time. “Nothing feels right.”
Hodge checked his watch. Exactly seventeen minutes and forty seconds since the blackout. That was already too long; by now, Command would be spinning up panic-mode. “Stay sharp. Eyes out.”
Their headlights leapt ahead, carving pale furrows out of the sand. Something shimmered in their periphery, a movement that didn’t belong, the skitter of something angular and unplaceable darting just out of focus. Hodge blinked, heart jolting. Nothing there, just the mind playing tricks after too many shifts. Or so he told himself.
At the edge of the test complex, floodlights painted ghostly ellipses over fences and gravel, but every building past the checkpoint was pitch dark. The only sign of life, a distant, halogen-drenched security post with its armed guards braced, radios dead, hands straining for orders that wouldn’t come. Hodge swung the Humvee to a halt and motioned his team out on foot.
“Arms up,” he murmured, radio clipped uselessly to his vest. He led them toward the radar dome, a pale, monolithic sphere against the starlit horizon, its usual mechanical hum absent.
They moved in tight formation, boots crunching. The wind smelled scorched, sharp and metallic. Something acrid layered every inhale.
Private Scialfa’s whisper, barely audible: “Is that smoke?”
Hodge only nodded, raising a fist for silence. He saw the dome’s access hatch hanging open, the panel canted at a sick angle. Something had forced it, or perhaps something from inside had left in haste, or worse.
They swept into the dome. The interior, normally packed with computers, consoles, the steady glow of screens and the shrill staccato of telemetry, was silent, gutted by the blackout. Plastic casings bore the warped sheen of heat exposure, edges curling, displays spiderwebbed with cracks.
“Is that...glass?” Scialfa frowned, nudging a patch of ground where the smooth cement had transmogrified into a cratered, greenish slick, like sand melted in an impossible heat.
Corporal Lin stepped forward, shining her tactical torch. The beam fell onto something sprawled in the very center: a human figure, facedown against the glassy pit. Lab coat, blackened shoes, Jackson, the radar engineer. His face was slack, expressionless, streaked with grit and something dark.
“Go!” Hodge barked. Lin and Scialfa fanned out, weapons drawn for all the good it might do. Hodge crouched beside the body, two fingers to the neck. No pulse. Flesh cold but not rigid. No burns. No wounds, blood, nothing but the impossible absence of life, like a puppet with its strings cut.
He scanned the crater's lip. All around, the sand was pitted in neat concentric arcs, fused into green-black glass. “No way,” Lin breathed. “No weapon we have could do that.” Scialfa shivered, refusing to meet Jackson’s frozen, half-open eyes.
Something flickered in the air behind them, a brief displacement, as if heat lightning rolled through the room. Hodge spun, catching nothing but afterimages. He forced himself to ignore the trickle of dread crawling his spine. “Bag the scene, Lin,” he ordered. “Scialfa, perimeter sweep. Don’t go more than twenty yards.”
He knelt again, prying open Jackson’s right hand. Embedded in the palm, a fragment of twisted metal, half-melted identification tag, its stamped numbers warped, but enough to read: PROPERTY OF USAF, PROJECT DAEDALUS.
Outside, the wind had risen. It sang in the wires, a high, glassy keening that made Hodge’s teeth ache. Lin snapped quick photos, hands trembling. “We need evac,” she whispered, voice gone small. “We need, ”
From the east, a faint, trembling glow pulsed up over the dunes, pure white, neither moon nor man-made. For a heartbeat, Hodge thought he saw figures moving in it: long shadows with too many joints, wrong angles, never quite in focus. He blinked, and the light faded, leaving only the whine of the wind and the chill crawling beneath the skin.
Miles away, at the edge of the failed perimeter, a nondescript white van sat half-buried in a dry wash, antennae bristling from its roof like the quills of some ancient desert creature. Inside, in the darkness aglow with red indicators, Joanna Voight watched the spectral green squiggle of the signal on her spectrum analyzer. The sound in her headphones was unlike anything she’d logged before, no artifact, no echo, just a pure, bone-deep thrum. She toggled the recorder, timestamped every burst. The cadence, twelve seconds on, three seconds off, always shifting, felt less like a human transmission and more like a heartbeat, or a countdown.
She sent a silent, encrypted burst over the satellite uplink, not daring to speak. Somewhere, she imagined, someone in an office was watching their own screens flicker with these impossible waves. In twenty years of SIGINT work, Joanna had never heard a signal that crackled in her bones, that made her teeth sing.
She glanced at the monitor tracking the test range’s security frequency. Still dead. She made an entry in her log:
01:44 ,  Anomalous EM, source unknown; signal persists. Security radio's blackout. Audible distortion in delta band. No response from field units. Incident escalating.
A slow, cold fear coiled in her gut. Whatever this was, it wasn’t just a busted radar. It was bigger. Older. And it was still out there.
Thousands of miles away, in a windowless subbasement of a Washington D.C. office, Gabrielle Reyes read the first incident report under the dim cone of a desk lamp. Rain hammered the glass above, as if trying to reach her through stories of concrete. The file should have been routine: test failure, system blackout, one possible casualty. But the language was hedged, the timeline too neat. No cause of death listed. No explanation of why every instrument from the perimeter fence in had gone dead.
She pressed her thumb to the edge of the printout, feeling the faint tremor in her pulse. “You seeing this, Matt?” she called.
Her deputy appeared beside her, brown hair rumpled from too many nights in the office. “I flagged it for you. You think it’s another hardware fault?”
Gabrielle’s reply was quiet, certain: “No. Too clean. These ranges are triple-redundant for a reason. And the language, ‘unexplained physiological event’, that’s not how you describe a heart attack or a heatstroke.”
Matt raked a hand through his hair. “They want a preliminary statement.”
She nodded, mind racing. The photo of the glassy crater stared up at her, the dead engineer’s badge just visible. Gabrielle reached for her phone, but hesitated. There would be protocols, red tape, a dozen committees. She would go through them all, but her instincts, honed through a career of coverups and ghost stories, told her something stranger was at work.
She thumbed open her encrypted contact list. A name stared back up at her, David Reese. She’d only met him once, years ago, but he was the kind of man you remembered: haunted eyes, a brain that could read the truth in background static. “Maybe,” she murmured, “it’s time we asked for help.”
On the damp edge of the world, in a shack straddling the cliffside above San Miguel Bay, David Reese sat among battered radios and a tangle of soldered wires. Classical music drifted from an old speaker, woven through with static. He’d built his exile carefully, no attention, no involvement, just time and sunsets and the rise and fall of the tide. The world and its signals had left him alone.
But tonight, the noise had changed.
Shortwave hissed with something new, an insistent pulse, low and patient, that hadn’t existed yesterday. It rolled up his spine, familiar in a way nothing should be. David reached for a battered notebook, flipping to a page marked in red: DAEDALUS, DISCONTINUED. A date, years ago. And beneath it, notations of cadence: twelve on, three off. Again and again. He’d helped build that pattern, back when he’d believed in what they were doing.
He pressed headphones tighter, tuning the dial. The pulse shifted, rose, fell, alien, but unmistakable, like a coded knock at the back door of his mind. Every instinct told him to turn it off, walk away. Leave it to the ghosts. But the signal was a summons. The world, he realized with a weary, dry laugh, was calling him back.
Outside, wind rattled the brittle windows. David turned out the lamp and listened in the darkness. Far away, in a desert scarred by secrets, something had woken, and it was reaching out, in a language only a handful of people could still understand.
Back in the desert, Hodge’s team had sealed the site by dawn, and the sun’s first, flattening glare found only glass and tangled footprints in the sand. The test range was off-limits now, locked down tighter than a crime scene. Lin and Scialfa huddled in the Humvee, trading clipped, haunted sentences that didn’t fill the gulf of what they’d seen. No one talked about the shadows, about the sense the night itself had been watching, listening, waiting.
For the rest of the country, dawn brought promise: sun on asphalt, radios chattering to life, a million small signals ushering in another day. But here, in a place meant to measure the world’s invisible boundaries, the crackling silence was a wound that would not heal.
Behind her locked office door, Gabrielle started her official report. She wrote what she could, but already her real work was beginning, the questions behind the questions. Outside, rain lashed the city, washing away nothing. And in another place, in a shack above dark waters, David Reese listened, the signal threading through his thoughts, an old wound reopening.
Some things, he realized, refused to stay buried, no matter how deep the desert, no matter how dark the silence.






  
  Chapter one
Assignment Blackout


The Rule of Skepticism
The case file arrived on Gabrielle’s desk at 8:43 a.m., thick with incident reports and the acrid scent of toner. Its label, CLASSIFIED, EYES ONLY, wasn’t unusual. What caught her eye was the summary: United States Air Force, Southwest Testing Range, unexplained radar blackout, civilian fatality. 
She thumbed through the pages, silence thrumming in her cramped windowless office. A satellite photograph showed a sweep of empty desert, rimmed by chain-link fence and heat shimmer. The victim’s name was redacted. The event time was double-underlined: 02:18 local.
Beneath the paperwork, her coffee had gone cold. Gabrielle frowned and tossed the file onto the only clear patch on her desk, which was saying a lot. The walls around her were papered with reminders: evidence protocols, chain of custody logs, a faded cartoon of a UFO beaming up a cow with the caption, “Explain THIS, Mulder.”
She spun her chair, restless. Too many of these cases started the same way, blip on a screen, power surge, then some corporal swore it was swamp gas or weather balloons. Her division, the Advanced Incident Analysis Group, was only called when someone decided the story needed a scapegoat. These were supposed to be the “hard” cases, but she’d never met an anomaly that didn’t have a mundane explanation after enough all-nighters.
“Another one?” Alvarez’s voice drifted in from the next cubicle, dry as the Arizona air outside. “You look like someone stole your dog.”
Gabrielle propped the file against her knee and shook her head. “Blackout at Range Forty-Nine. One civilian fatality. No clear cause. They want priority review.”
Alvarez arched an eyebrow over the divider. “UFOs and dead bodies. Must be Tuesday.”
She let a bitter smile flicker. “You ever start to think we’re wasting taxpayer money on every weather anomaly this side of Roswell?”
“Sure. But we look busy anyway. Someone’s gotta keep the lights on.”
Gabrielle exhaled, rubbing her eyes. The fluorescent buzz overhead felt like the hum of invisible wasps. Maybe she was getting too old to be this skeptical, but the world didn’t need another viral video about blinking lights in the sky. What it needed was answers, and answers didn’t come from chasing phantoms.
Her phone chimed, a summons. She pulled her jacket over her shoulder, left the case file open on the desk, and made her way to Section Chief Hart’s office.
Hart was waiting, backlit by the blinds, his silhouette as rigid as his haircut. He nodded to the seat across from his, where the sun fell in long, accusing lines.
She sat. The file was already on the desk between them. He tapped it with two fingers. “I need your assessment on this by Friday.”
Gabrielle felt her skepticism thicken. “We’re devoting resources to another radar malfunction? With all respect, sir, I, ”
He cut her off. “This didn’t happen on some agricultural airstrip. This is Range Forty-Nine, two miles from the border. I’ve had three calls from D.C. already, and I don’t want a fourth unless it’s a solved case.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but he pressed on.
“Political sensitivity’s red-hot. The base’s radar went dark for seven minutes, total blackout. Two security drones crashed. A civilian contractor was found dead in the sand with no visible injuries. The press is pawing at the story, and half the classified community is spooked. You’re going.”
She closed her fists in her lap. “And if it’s another swamp gas case?”
Hart’s voice lowered. “Then prove it. But do it fast, and don’t leave a mess. The general wants minimal exposure and no leaks.”
Gabrielle nodded, sensing the conversation’s end. Hart eyed her with something like pity, or maybe it was pragmatic calculation. “Take whoever you need. But I want your recommendation inside a week.”
Outside, she ran into Alvarez again, who looked up from his monitor with the expression of a man trying not to get involved. “You got marching orders.”
“Desert assignment. Range Forty-Nine.”
He whistled. “That’s the one with all the drone tests, right?”
“And now a civilian fatality,” Gabrielle replied, voice taut. “You ever think we’re the last stop for everyone else’s screw-ups?”
Alvarez only shrugged. “At least we get hazard pay. Sometimes.”
By noon, Gabrielle was on the road, the government pool car grumbling beneath her as she left the city behind. The urban decay gave way first to chain-link and empty lots, then to miles of aching, flat sun. A faded road sign read: “Restricted Area Beyond This Point.” Another, smaller sign, half-eaten by rust, said: “United States Government Property, No Trespassing.”
Her phone buzzed. A text from her deputy, Sarah, back at headquarters: **Let us know when you arrive. Stay out of trouble.**
Gabrielle typed back, **Trouble finds me these days.**
The drive ended at a checkpoint manned by two guards in dark sunglasses. One scanned her badge, the other peered at her trunk with practiced boredom. The chain-link gate rattled open, and she followed a cracked asphalt road to a low concrete building crouched beside two satellite dishes.
Inside, the air was antiseptic and overcooled. She identified herself to the desk sergeant, who paged Lieutenant Keller. The lieutenant arrived a few minutes later, tall and anxious, leading Gabrielle down a blank corridor to a cramped conference room. There was a clock on the wall, but it was broken, hands frozen at 2:18.
Keller gestured for her to sit. He closed the door with exaggerated care. “You’re here about the… incident,” he began, not meeting her eyes.
Gabrielle set her bag on the table. “Let’s get right to it. Walk me through what happened.”
Keller’s jaw tightened. “At 02:18, the primary radar array went offline. Total blackout. We lost contact with both patrol drones, video feed and telemetry. When we got eyes back, both drones had crashed about a quarter mile from the perimeter. We found the civilian about ten minutes later. He was contracted to maintain the comms relay towers.”
“Name?” Gabrielle asked, flipping open her notebook.
Keller hesitated. “Nick Merriman.”
She nodded. “Who found him?”
“Base personnel on patrol. He was… lying face down. No wounds, no trauma, nothing we could see. Med team said, ” Keller broke off, swallowing.
“Go on.”
He coughed. “Med team said he looked like he’d been scared to death. Whatever that means.”
Gabrielle made a note. “Who else was on duty?”
“I’ll send you the roster. But everyone’s already made statements to base security.” He hesitated again, then added, “They’re pretty shaken up. Whatever happened, they don’t want to talk about it.”
“Why not?”
Keller’s voice dropped. “Rumors. They say he saw something. Something he shouldn’t have.”
A prickle itched at the back of Gabrielle’s neck. She suppressed it. “I’ll need to interview them anyway. Can you have them report here in twenty?”
He nodded, but his expression said don’t expect much.
The first three interviews yielded nothing but stiff, rehearsed answers and darted eyes. Each airman repeated the same lines: they were following procedure; they didn’t see or hear anything; no, they hadn’t spoken with the civilian. When pressed, they only clammed up further, and Gabrielle wondered how many of them were afraid, or hiding something.
Finally, as evening burned the windows gold, she was left alone with a young communications technician, PFC Riley. He seemed barely old enough to shave, his uniform too crisp, his hands trembling on the table. Gabrielle kept her tone as gentle as she could muster.
“Riley. I don’t care about rumors or gossip. I need to know what you saw and heard. This isn’t a disciplinary interview.”
He swallowed, eyes glued to the tabletop. “They told me not to say, ma’am.”
“Who did?”
He bit his lip. “Lieutenant Keller. He said we’d just make things worse if we talked about it. Said the general wants it kept quiet until you figure it out.”
Gabrielle let a long silence drag out. “You’re not in trouble, Riley. I’m not base security. I’m here to make sense of what happened, nothing else.”
He glanced up at her, hesitant, but desperate to be believed. “It was just before the blackout. I was checking the relay status on my console and…” His fingers curled on the wood. “I got this… feeling.”
“What sort of feeling?”
He hesitated. “Like someone was watching me. Not just me, everyone. Like there was something in the air, right behind my shoulder. I looked over, but the comm room was empty. Then the screens went black. All of them. It was like… like something swept through and turned off the world.”
She let him sit with his own words for a moment. “Did anyone else report the same thing?”
He nodded, lower lip caught between his teeth. “I heard a couple guys say they felt it too. But nobody wants to say so out loud.”
Gabrielle scribbled notes. “Did you see any lights, any shapes? Hear anything unusual?”
“No. Just… that feeling. Then when the power came back, the alarms were going off. That’s when we found Nick.”
She nodded her thanks, letting him go. Once the room was empty, Gabrielle played back the conversation in her mind. It was the third time she’d heard that phrase: *feeling watched*. It was like a bad penny, showing up in every report that didn’t make sense.
She powered up her secure travel laptop and pulled up the data logs sent from the base servers. The radar output was jagged, ugly, a blank void where the feeds should have been. She forwarded the raw files to the lab, adding in her notes from the interviews. Then, with a sigh, she called Sarah back at HQ.
“That bad?” Sarah’s voice was tinny, full of static.
Gabrielle leaned back against the cinderblock wall, felt the chill soak through her shirt. “Worse. Everyone’s spooked, but nobody will say why. Kid in comms says he felt ‘watched’ before the blackout. Same as the others.”
Sarah rustled papers on the other end. “Lab’s running the signal analysis now. You want a list of consultants if it comes up anomalous?”
Gabrielle hesitated. They both knew the talent pool had thinned lately, anyone with real ideas tended to provoke the wrong people. “Send it anyway. I’ll take what I can get.”
Sarah’s email arrived an hour later as dusk bled into the base. Gabrielle clicked through the list: physicists with security clearances, radio astronomers sidelined for budget reasons, one or two names scrawled in red: CONTROVERSIAL, DO NOT CONTACT.
She almost closed the file, then paused. There it was. David Reese. A decade ago, he’d built a reputation as the genius no one wanted to invite to conferences. Blackballed for refusing to disavow his theories about non-human signal signatures in military comms logs. His name was underlined, crossed out, and marked: STRICTLY OFF-LIMITS.
Gabrielle’s finger hovered. She thought of Hart’s warning, minimal exposure, no leaks, and the way everyone here was too afraid to speak. Then she thought of the cold, dry wind outside, and the empty look in Riley’s eyes. If there was a real anomaly here, no one else would touch it.
She typed up an encrypted message, heart thumping harder than she liked to admit. *Dr. Reese, Gabrielle Fox, AIA Group. Need your expertise. Discretion required. Meet me tonight, coordinates attached. Don’t reply.*
She hit send before she could make herself stop.
Outside, the desert darkened, silent and waiting. Gabrielle pulled her jacket tight, feeling the first bloom of unease at the base of her spine. The rule of skepticism, she reminded herself. Trust evidence, not intuition. But tonight, all she had was ghosts and the empty space where a signal should be.
Gabrielle Falco slid the slim, gray case file across her desk, letting it come to a reluctant stop beside her half-drunk coffee. In the windowless operations bullpen of Unit 17, the overhead lights bleached everything a weary shade of bureaucratic beige. She glanced at the folder, stalling, as if the manila surface might reveal more than the official government classification on the tab: ASSIGNMENT: BLACKOUT.
She’d seen the memo flash onto her secured tablet an hour ago while she was still finishing paperwork on a falsified missile scare from last week. Her inbox never emptied. Now, she tapped the folder open, flipping past the first page with its redundant redactions. Images: an aerial map with a red star in the Nevada desert. A black-and-white radar printout with an ominous absence at 0200 hours. A scan of a civilian driver's license, Courtney R. Evans, thirty-seven, deceased. The next page was a summarized witness statement, nearly useless in its brevity.
A radar blackout. And a dead woman. She suppressed a sigh, already anticipating the headache. Her phone buzzed. It was her supervisor, Deputy Director Whitaker.
“Falco,” Whitaker said, not waiting for her greeting. “That file I sent?”
“Reading it now.” She kept her tone even, though her eyes lingered on the word ‘blackout.’
“We’re making this a priority for the week. The incident’s within twenty miles of Groom Lake. You know the sensitivity.”
Gabrielle scowled at the rows of fluorescent lights, their hum suddenly louder. “I thought your standing order was to leave the ‘aliens’ to the cable news crowd. Or is this a new flavor of PR nightmare?”
Whitaker’s voice sharpened. “A civilian died on public land, Gabrielle. Local authorities caught wind. We have to look like we give a damn. And the radar logs are…unusual. No known aircraft traffic, no scheduled tests.”
She weighed pressing him, asking why he bothered, why *they* bothered. But the cynicism in Whitaker’s voice was familiar; he had already fought his own battle up the chain. “Unusual as in a broken system, maybe?”
“There’s more. The air force base commander is rattled. No one’s saying much, but they called us first instead of Air Force OSI. That’s not normal. You’ll see when you get there.”
Gabrielle hesitated, index finger tapping the edge of the file. There was always something slightly off about the truly persistent cases. “And if this is another weather balloon?”
“Then you’ll have wasted a day in the sun. Pack for the desert. I want your preliminary by midnight tomorrow.”
He hung up before she could protest. She let the phone drop onto her desk and closed her eyes, counting backward from ten. Desert cases were thankless: more conspiracy theorists than witnesses, more dust than answers. Her narrow office was already stifling, the ventilation coughing weakly against the heat pressing from outside.
She stood, stretching sore shoulders, and scanned the rest of her department through the glass wall. Rows of cubicles, all manned by half-awake analysts hunched over screens. Iris, her team’s tech specialist, flicked her a sympathetic glance from behind a barricade of soda cans.
“They really sending you to the middle of nowhere?” Iris asked, lowering her voice.
Gabrielle forced a humorless grin. “Apparently there’s a shortage of gullible agents this week.” She grabbed her bag and scooped the case file under her arm.
“Want me to monitor the base comms while you’re down there?” Iris offered, already swiveling to her monitor.
Gabrielle nodded. “Pull everything for the last forty-eight hours. See if anyone flagged that blackout before the official report.”
Traffic through Dulles was mercifully light, the government van protected from scrutiny by dull stenciled agency letters. She spent the flight reviewing the limited data, though none of it explained the fatality. The medical examiner’s preliminary found no obvious cause of death. No wounds, no toxins. An unexplained cardiac arrest, neat, but unsatisfying.
The drive from Las Vegas to the site was a straight, sun-baked line through dust and scrub. She passed shuttered gas stations and abandoned diners, relics of the Cold War’s secret highways. As the low mountains to the east blushed from yellow to pink, she finally saw the chain-link perimeter of the air force base.
Uniforms met her at the gate, faces tight and unsmiling. The base commander, Colonel Singh, greeted her with a handshake so brief it was almost aggressive.
“Agent Falco, thanks for coming on short notice,” Singh said, leading her into an air-conditioned vestibule that smelled of cleaning solvent and stress.
“Anytime someone dies next to a government installation, I make it my business,” she said. “I’ll need to speak with the tower crew on duty during the blackout.”
Singh’s jaw flexed. “They’ve been instructed to cooperate fully. But understand, there are ongoing classified test flights here. Certain topics are off-limits.”
Gabrielle gave a small nod. “I’m not here to blow anyone’s secrets. I just need a timeline and the raw radar logs.”
Singh hesitated, then gestured her onward. His gait was brisk, but even in his composed stride she saw tension coiled beneath. They walked through metallic corridors, past doors stenciled with codes, until they reached the small glass-walled radar room.
Four airmen stood to attention at her entrance, all under thirty, all with the wary look of people who expected trouble but didn’t know its shape. Gabrielle held up her badge. “I know this feels uncomfortable. I’m not here to pin anything on you. I want to know everything you remember from nineteen hundred through zero three hundred.”
There was an uneasy silence. The crew chief, Sergeant Morales, finally broke it. “Ma’am, it was a normal night until…until it wasn’t. At oh-one-fifty-eight, the screens just went dark. Hard dark. No power loss, nothing tripped. Just, gone.”
She flipped her notebook open. “No warning? Did anyone see anything out of the ordinary?”
He shook his head. “We’re trained for electronic interference. This wasn’t that. There wasn’t even static. And the backup radar didn’t register anything either.”
Gabrielle studied their faces as she continued. “Did any of you step outside before, say, one-thirty?”
The youngest technician shifted his weight. “I went out for a smoke at one fifteen. It was quiet. No lights, no noise, just stars.”
Another added, “The civilian vehicle, Evans’s, she was parked maybe half a mile down the fence line. We saw her headlights. Then nothing.”
Colonel Singh interrupted. “Agent, my personnel have given you what they know. I’d appreciate it if you kept this inquiry discreet. Word gets out, and we get another circus on our hands.”
She met his gaze. “I have no interest in a circus, Colonel. But I will need to see the comm logs and security footage.”
Singh nodded, stiff. “I’ll have them sent to your car. Anything else?”
“A list of everyone who entered or exited the base that night. And the storage locker for the civilian’s belongings.”
He gestured to an aide, then led her away. In the corridor, Gabrielle let her professional mask slip just enough to show her frustration.
“You don’t believe it was an accident, do you?” Singh asked quietly.
“I don’t believe in accidents that shut down military-grade radar,” she replied.
#
At sunset, Gabrielle parked her van on the edge of the exclusion zone. The desert stretched for miles, broken only by low brush and the glint of fencing. She found the spot marked in the file, scrape marks from a tow truck, fragments of a shattered headlamp.
She walked the scene, footsteps crunching. A lizard darted beneath a rock, and somewhere to the west, a coyote called. The silence pressed in, heavier than she’d expected.
She thumbed her phone, dialing the number for Courtney Evans’s emergency contact. A man answered on the second ring, voice raw with fatigue.
“Who is this?”
“This is Special Agent Falco with the federal investigative service. I’m calling about Courtney Evans.”
A ragged breath. “I, I already talked to the local sheriffs. Is this about her car?”
“I’m trying to reconstruct the night she died. Did she mention why she was driving out here?”
“She…Courtney liked the quiet. Said she felt watched, sometimes, like someone was following her.” The man’s voice trembled. “She said the feeling was stronger near government land. Paranoid, I told her.”
Gabrielle closed her eyes, thinking of the empty road, the hush of the desert. “Had she received any threats? Any odd messages?”
“No. She didn’t even have social media. She was…private.”
They spoke for five more minutes, but he offered nothing more concrete. Gabrielle hung up and stood in the warm dark, rubbing a hand over her face.
A text pinged from Iris: Noise analysis back. Nothing matches terrestrial or celestial. Ping me.
Gabrielle frowned, thumbed a reply, then scrolled to the attached report. The analysis was stark, whatever had shorted out the radar hadn’t come from any known source. The frequencies were off, the harmonics wrong.
She started a new note on her encrypted app, typing: *No known EM signature. No satellite passes. Civilian felt watched. Fatality remains unexplained.*
Her mind played out the options: secret military interference, unknown tech, a particularly elaborate natural phenomenon. None of them satisfied. She needed someone who could see past the limits of standard protocol.
Back in her van, she propped the case file on the steering wheel. The list of available consultants was depressingly short. She called the first three, two declined, one was “on leave indefinitely,” which she knew meant blackballed.
Then she found it: David Reese, theoretical physicist. Beside his name, a line in bold type: CONTROVERSIAL, DO NOT CONTACT.
She knew the story; everyone in the agency did. Reese had been the golden boy of electromagnetic research until his catastrophic public fallout over an “impossible” energy phenomenon. After that, he’d slipped into fringe conferences, privately consulting for anyone who’d pay, rarely for the government.
She hesitated, staring at the warning. Whitaker’s voice echoed in her memory: Don’t make a scene.
But this wasn’t a scene. This was her job. She encrypted the message, made it short: *Dr. Reese, need your expertise. Regarding anomalous radar event, Nevada. Quiet meeting, your convenience. Urgent.*
She waited, staring at the pale wash of Milky Way above the horizon. No answer. The van’s AC shuddered against the encroaching heat.
Ten minutes later, her phone buzzed. Unknown number.
A low voice: “Agent Falco. I was told not to expect your call.”
“Is that a problem, Dr. Reese?”
Pause. “Only if you expect me to lie. Where and when?”
She gave him a secure drop location, a battered diner off Highway 375, tomorrow at noon. “Come alone. No electronics.”
He grunted. “I assume you’ll do the same.”
She hung up, heart hammering, half-expecting Whitaker to appear and demand her badge. But the next hour passed in silence as she drove to a motel, the case file seatbelted at her side like a sullen child.
When she lay down on the stiff, bleach-scented mattress, the silence pressed closer, as if the desert itself was holding its breath, waiting to see what would come out when its secrets were forced into the light.
Gabrielle waited until the last technician had slipped past before she stepped out of the shadow of the communications trailer. The desert was settling toward dusk, wind pressing the heat sideways, carrying with it the tang of hot circuitry and scorched gravel. She pressed her clipboard against her chest and thought about how she’d write this up, if she ever did. The base commander hadn’t wanted her here, made that painfully clear. “A routine radar malfunction,” he’d said, eyes a little too steady on hers. “Unfortunate, but hardly your division.” 
She’d almost admired the man’s composure. If only he could have controlled the tremor in his hand when he’d signed her visitor badge.
The site was a splatter of squat, camouflaged buildings, everything surrounded by a half-hearted wire fence that looked more decorative than functional. A single-jawbone strip of tarmac ended abruptly where sand had reclaimed it; tire marks from a single Humvee made half-moons in the dust. She’d been to plenty of places like this, off-the-books installations with a paper trail vanishing into a tangle of different agencies. Still, the whole place seemed to radiate unease, as if the blackout had infected the ground itself.
She found Airman Castillo standing apart from the others, arms crossed, eyes fixed on nothing. Gabrielle joined her, pretending to review the file, then holding it out so that the sunset’s glare made it unreadable.
“Airman,” she said, “walk me through it.”
Castillo hesitated. Then, away from the steady gaze of his superior, he exhaled. “Ma’am, the power drop started at 2100. Silent, no warning, no alarms. Screens went dead, even backup comms.”
“EMP?” Gabrielle asked.
He shook his head, helmet strap clutched with shaking fingers. “Sensors didn’t trip anything. No ionization, no spike on the grid. Just… dead air. Like someone sat on the whole spectrum.”
“What about the fatality?” she pressed, lowering her voice.
Castillo’s grip tightened. “Corporal Ray. He, he was on perimeter watch. After the blackout, they found him in the sand. Looked like a seizure or something. No wounds, just… gone.”
Gabrielle let the silence breathe. “You knew him?”
“Everyone did.” Castillo wiped his face, then squared his shoulders. “People are saying things. Stuff about shadows, about the way the static sounded. No one wants to talk to you, ma’am. They think it follows when you do.”
Gabrielle let out a dry laugh, more for herself. “I’ve heard worse.” She gave him a nod and turned, boots crunching toward the scattered trailers on the perimeter.
Everywhere she went, people scattered, or passed her with averted eyes. She caught snippets, words like “spook,” “cleanup,” “cover”, threaded through their nervous glances. The commander had posted an army regulation on the mess hall door forbidding “speculative discussion,” but fear had a way of working round rules.
Finally, she found someone who didn’t have a uniform. A tall, gaunt man in a civilian windbreaker with a grease-stained ballcap, lingering by the battered pickup truck that carried supplies to the outside world. His name on the badge: Leonard Voss, contractor. She caught him as he fumbled for his keys.
“Mr. Voss?” Gabrielle called out.
He hesitated, glancing at her badge. “You’re the investigator, right?”
She nodded. “Can you tell me what you saw?”
He looked at the ground. “Didn’t see much. I was inside, checking the generator cables. Power flickered and my radio spat this, noise. Like… like a crowd, you know?” He flicked his fingers at his temple. “But not words, not music. Just a feeling. Couldn’t shake the sense I was being watched. Like someone was standing behind me, even after everything went quiet.”
Gabrielle scribbled something, mostly for his benefit. “Static?”
He shook his head. “Worse than static. Like a howl. Only, when it stopped, it felt quieter than quiet. Heavy.”
She let him go, watched the tension leak out of his shoulders as he hurried away. There was no sense pushing him, whatever happened here, something had burned through the nerves of every person on base.
Her phone buzzed. She stepped away, finding a patch of spotty reception by the fence, and answered. “Gabrielle Wynn.”
It was her supervisor, Warren: the kind of voice that sounded like it had spent years chewing gravel, now worn even thinner with irritation. “Wynn. Status.”
She half-turned, speaking low. “Personnel are tight-lipped, but frightened. The witness statements are consistent, everyone describes a sensation of being watched. Static, but not just electromagnetic. One fatality, cause not clear.”
There was a pause, then the scrape of a cigarette lighter. “This is getting attention upstairs. Site’s two klicks from a civilian wind farm, and the press is sniffing. We need answers, not speculation. No leaks on this, understood?”
“Understood.” Gabrielle gritted her teeth.
“This isn’t just another UFO file. Keep your skepticism, but don’t get clever and sandbag this. The political folks, DoD, DHS, you name it, they want a quick, quiet answer for the public. I want you out of there in forty-eight hours, max.”
“Then let’s hope the evidence cooperates
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