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      The cockpit smelled of old coffee, flight deck sweat, and the ghost of a hundred missions past. Captain Zaharie Shah is a seasoned pilot with a calm, confident exterior but those who know him say there are hints of inner turmoil. It was hard to pinpoint but something was off. He was not his usual jovial and congenial self. Captain Zaharie Ahmad Shah sat alone, bathed in the soft green glow of his primary flight display, hands resting with practiced calm on the controls of a Boeing 777-200ER.

      March 8, 2014 – 00:41 AM, Kuala Lumpur International Airport

      In forty-one seconds, Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 would be airborne. He glanced left—co-pilot Fariq Hamid, a bright kid with just enough hours to think he was bulletproof, was running through the after-takeoff checklist like he’d memorized it in a fever dream. Enthusiastic. Clumsy. Distracted.
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      Zaharie nodded, responded where he needed to, but his mind was elsewhere. Not on Beijing. Not on the 227 passengers or the fourteen crew members seated behind the locked cockpit door. No, his mind was in the space between silence and sky—an invisible corridor charted not by flight plans, but by ghosts. This wasn’t a flight. It was a requiem.

      “Cleared for Departure" said First Officer Fariq.

      The cockpit lights glowed warm and amber, casting their familiar reflection off the laminated checklists taped beside the center console. Fariq settled into the right-hand seat, adjusting his harness with a practiced tug. Everything was routine. Everything was normal. Except it wasn’t.

      Captain Zaharie sat quietly in the left seat, gaze locked on the overhead switches. He had barely spoken since the walk-around. No jokes, no casual remarks. Just quiet, methodical preflight checks, like a man working by rote but buried deep in thought.

      Fariq tried to break the silence and make conversation. “Did you sleep okay? Should be a VRF flight to China!”

      “Fine, yes,” Zaharie said, not looking over.

      Fariq hesitated, then reached for the power bus controls. The APU was already running. Avionics alive. FMC loaded. Weather looked clean all the way up to the Gulf of Tonkin.

      “You’ve got the ATIS?” he asked.

      Zaharie nodded. “Runway 32R, winds calm. SSW 7mph. Clearance already confirmed.”

      Still flat. Still neutral.

      Fariq frowned slightly and turned back to his own checklist. Fuel looked good—49,000 kilos. Enough for Beijing with alternate reserves. No MELs reported. Passengers all boarded, doors sealed.

      Cabin call came through. Suraya’s voice was cheery, unaware. “Cabin ready for pushback.”

      Zaharie finally looked over. “You ever think about how much control we really have?” he asked.

      Fariq blinked. “Sir?”

      “Up here,” Zaharie said, tapping the yoke gently. “All of it. Everyone behind us, asleep or watching movies. And none of them realize how fragile this whole thing is. One flick of a switch, one wrong turn…”

      Fariq forced a chuckle. “Well, good thing we don’t make wrong turns, huh?”

      Zaharie smiled faintly. But his eyes were unreadable. He had more than 18000 hours in the Boeing 777.
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      The tug latched on. Ground control cleared them to push. The aircraft began rolling backward, a 600,000-pound whisper of hydraulics and trust. Zaharie steered them through the slow arc, hands steady on the tiller. Fariq managed the radios, reading back clearances, eyes flicking across the PFD.

      “All right,” Zaharie said softly. “Set your heading. Initial climb to ten thousand. We’ll take the SID north, then east.”

      “Roger that,” Fariq replied, punching it in. “HDG three-three-zero. LNAV armed.”

      Zaharie’s hand hovered over the autopilot. He didn’t engage it. “Tell me something, Fariq,” he said.

      “Sir?”

      “If you knew something was broken—but nobody would believe you—would you try to fix it anyway?” he asked.

      The question landed like a pebble dropped into still water.

      Fariq took a breath. “I guess… it depends what it was. But yes I think I would.”
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      Zaharie didn’t answer. He just looked out the windshield, into the dark taxiway and the lights beyond. The triple 7 took off from runway 32 right with 49,000 pounds of fuel, a crew of 10 and 227 passengers. With a soft pull back on the wheel, the jet’s nose lifted. The wheels screamed as they separated from the Malaysian tarmac, and Flight 370 was airborne—climbing into the black night, pointed toward China, a routine flight. But it would never arrive.

      00:42 – 01:06 MYT Over the South China Sea

      At thirty-five thousand feet, the night outside was bottomless. No moon. No stars. Only the rhythmic flashing of the aircraft’s red beacon and the dull whisper of jet engines slicing through air too thin to scream.

      Zaharie stared forward, fingers tapping the yoke, eyes fixed ahead. But inside his mind, he was navigating something else entirely—a path he’d flown again and again on his home simulator, alone behind locked doors in a quiet suburban house outside Kuala Lumpur. No one ever asked why. And if they had… would they have understood?

      Somewhere near waypoint IGARI, a small bead of sweat rolled down his spine. He reached up with steady hands and flipped the transponder switch to OFF.

      Fariq blinked. “Uh, sir—did we just lose…?”

      Zaharie smiled. “Standard comms test. I’ll explain in a minute.” He didn’t.

      Next, the ACARS system—used to transmit aircraft position and maintenance data—was disabled. Then SATCOM. With surgical precision, Flight 370 vanished from civilian radar. On the surface, nothing changed. The aircraft flew steady, clean, obedient. But in the deep, encrypted strata of signal networks, something fundamental had shifted: a 250-ton airliner had gone dark in the middle of one of the most monitored air corridors on the planet.
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      01:21 MYT

      Last words: “Good night. Malaysian Three Seven Zero.” Zaharie’s voice was warm. Professional. Unremarkable. It would be the last time anyone heard from the flight. Seconds later, the 777 turned hard west—off course, against the flight plan, slicing back across the Malay Peninsula and into the Strait of Malacca. Military radar caught it for a while. Civilian systems did not. By the time air traffic control tried to make sense of the blip, it was already gone—swallowed by a sky too large, a silence too perfect.

      03:30 MYT – The Andaman Sea

      In the cabin, nothing moved. The flight attendants were slumped silently in their jump seats. Passengers slept, but unnaturally still. An oxygen mask dangled from one overhead panel, untouched. No screams. No panic. There had been no warning. Within minutes of depressurization, hypoxia had set in. A slow suffocation. Cells starved of oxygen. Brain function collapsed like a house of cards in a quiet breeze.

      Zaharie sat alone in the cockpit, monitoring cabin pressure, engine performance, heading. He had adjusted altitude to avoid radar. He had flown the line perfectly—this exact sequence had played out on his simulator hundreds of times.

      But the reality of it was quieter than he imagined. He thought maybe it would feel righteous. Powerful. Instead, it was… clinical. Like flipping switches in a dead room.

      The Boeing 777 pushed back from the gate, bound for Beijing with 239 souls onboard. Meanwhile, in Virginia, a CIA satellite analyst flags a “spike” in chatter across classified black signal intercept channels—coded signals that always precede a covert operation. Something’s coming.

      CIA HQ, Langley, Virginia – 13:32 EST

      CIA analyst Julian Cross hated Saturday shifts. Especially ones that required clearance so black that even the room they were in technically didn’t exist.

      Cross didn’t believe in coincidences. Not anymore. He was a former signals intelligence officer turned satellite analyst at Langley. Not high-profile. Not flashy. But he had a reputation for seeing the patterns others missed. A Georgetown grad with a minor in Chinese and a major in paranoia, Cross is working for a shadow cell within the CIA’s Global Monitoring Division. His role? Monitoring backchannel encrypted comms that could signal black flag operations, cyber sabotage, or clandestine extraction missions. When the signals spiked—layered codes buried in burst transmissions over the southern Indian Ocean—Cross knew something was up. He opened a new case file with three words: “Priority Black Flag 030814alpha.” He blinked at the data stream on his screen. Buried in the noise of satellite telemetry, an automated satellite ping—a “handshake” from a dark aircraft system—registered a signal with Inmarsat-3 F1 over the Indian Ocean.

      Cross frowned. That aircraft had been offline for over six hours. It was supposed to be lost.

      He tapped a query into the system:

      > Track source: 9M-MRO.

      The system hesitated. A red “EYES ONLY” flag popped up. Then the flight path populated: a sweeping southern arc, heading into oblivion. Cross leaned back in his chair, blood draining from his face.

      “This isn’t a crash,” he muttered. “It’s a goddamn black flag op!”

      His superiors told him to stand down. But Cross kept digging. Old DARPA files. Discontinued drone control programs. Satellite pings that didn’t match oceanic drift patterns. And then: Diego Garcia. Cross found too many overlaps to ignore. He wasn’t the action-hero type. But obsession has its own gravity. He reached out to Samira Holt, went off-network, and started tracing a conspiracy no one wanted exposed.
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      Years have passed since MH370 and Cross now lives in the shadows. Burned by his own agency. Hunted by the same people he once worked for… he doesn’t care. Because someone took that plane. And he’s going to prove it.

      March 8, 2014, 6:30am local Beijing Capital International Airport

      Gate B6 was still flashing the words:

      ARRIVED – FLIGHT 370 – DELAYED.

      Families crowded the gate, their faces a blend of confusion and mounting dread. Flight crews whispered. Security officers made phone calls in Mandarin, English, and silence.

      

      Three Chinese tech executives and a PRC representative stood quietly near the gate—brothers in arms, en route to a rendezvous that was no longer happening. They had designed systems that could read minds. Or so they claimed. Now their minds were just more empty seats on an aircraft that no longer existed.
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      Diego Garcia – Indian Ocean

      The hangar was sealed, thermally masked, and lined with reflective foil insulation. Inside, a stripped Boeing 777 sat under heavy guard. Its engines had been removed. Its paint had been scrubbed. Its identity was… flexible.

      Two men in plain clothes—one American, one not—stood in the shadows, reading a short stack of papers.

      “Think they’ll never find it?” the non-American asked.

      The American tucked the folder away. “They’ll find something. But not this.”

      Outside, the island baked in sun. Inside, the temperature was carefully maintained. Cold. Quiet. Perfect for forgetting.

      Six Weeks Later - Southern Indian Ocean

      A satellite analyst in Perth discovered what no one else wanted to: faint pings, consistent in timing, showing that the plane had flown for seven more hours. And then… nothing. No mayday. No wreckage. No confirmation. Just a terminus—a ghost point west of Australia in a stretch of ocean more alien than the moon. Searches began. Naval ships. Drones. Submersibles. The world offered prayers. The media demanded answers. The black boxes were never found. But they found enough to believe the story they were told.

      Somewhere in Iceland – Present Day

      The laptop screen flickered to life. The code was crude but fast. The site was buried under routing and message protocols, but the URL was spreading fast on encrypted chat boards. A message to Cross appeared, white letters on black:

      Beside the post was a compressed file: telemetry logs, satellite signal captures, un-redacted ATC transcripts, and one single, high-resolution satellite image: a Boeing 777, tail number 9M-MRO, momentarily parked beside a hangar in a place no passenger plane should ever land. With the next satellite pass it was gone. The file was titled:

      
        
        DARK_OPEN_SKY.EXE
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            FINAL BOARDING…

          

          WHEELS UP, EYES DOWN
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      It was late, but the terminal was alive with that peculiar electricity that only airports know—flashing departure screens, muffled announcements echoing under high ceilings, and the low murmur of exhausted travelers clinging to coffee, clutching passports like life preservers. The daily flight to China was ready to fly!

      
        
        March 7, 2014 – 11:35 p.m. MYT

        Gate G8 – Kuala Lumpur International

        Flight MH370

        Kuala Lumpur to Beijing

      

      

      Gate G8 was now boarding. Malaysia Airlines Flight 370, a Boeing 777 bound for Beijing Capital International, had been cleared for final loading.

      The flight crew, crisp in their uniforms, smiled politely as they scanned tickets and waved passengers down the jet bridge. Behind their faces was a kind of polished fatigue—professionals trained to wear warmth like armor. To the boarding passengers, it looked like hospitality. To the aircraft, it looked like fate.

      “Good evening! Welcome aboard,” said Nurul, the lead flight attendant, standing at the aircraft door.

      She offered the same practiced smile she’d given a thousand times before, even as the corner of her jaw ached from the effort.

      The first to board were the young parents from Melbourne—a couple in their early thirties, juggling a stroller, a Dora the Explorer backpack, and a groggy five-year-old girl clinging to a stuffed koala.
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      “Just to the left and then all the way back,” Nurul said gently. “Row 28.”

      The mother smiled with thanks. The father nodded but looked like he hadn’t slept in days. They were headed to Beijing for spring vacation—a tour group trip to the Great Wall, with hotel bookings and tickets to the panda preserve. They would never reach it.

      A few steps behind them came an elderly man from Henan Province—returning home after visiting relatives in Penang. He walked slowly, cane in one hand, plastic bag of herbal remedies in the other. He nodded with quiet dignity, his boarding pass trembling slightly in his grip.

      He would have smiled at the stewardess, but he was focused—counting the steps between rows, one-by-one, like a meditation.

      Then came a cluster of six men in dark windbreakers—Chinese, mid-thirties, neat haircuts, ID badges dangling from their necks in retractable

      reels. They said little, only nodding politely as they passed. Scientists, most likely—colleagues from a joint tech symposium in Kuala Lumpur, returning home. One of them carried a reinforced silver case with biometric locks. Suraya noticed it briefly but didn’t think to ask. She’d seen stranger things. They moved as a unit. Quiet, precise. Men used to being ignored in airports and feared in boardrooms.

      After them came a boy barely out of high school, face buried in a manga comic, headphones on, trailing a backpack overloaded with electronics. He looked up just long enough to return Suraya’s smile—shy, but warm—and then shuffled down the aisle to seat 41A. His phone vibrated. A final message from his sister: Tell me when you land. He wouldn’t.

      Businessmen filled in behind him. Suit jackets. Roller bags. Tired eyes. One reached instinctively for his phone, then caught himself—no reception. Another glanced at his Rolex, already calculating the time in Beijing.
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      In row 12, two women from Beijing settled into their window and middle seats. Old friends from university, now colleagues. They giggled over WeChat messages as they stowed their shopping bags. One pulled out an eye mask and lip balm, the other opened a guidebook for Malaysia—savoring the vacation that was now behind them. They argued briefly over who got the window. Neither realized it would never matter. No one did.
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      Then came three men in tailored suits. Not Malaysian. Not Chinese. Maybe American or European. They didn’t speak much. Didn’t smile. Their expressions were unreadable—blank in a way that looked deliberate. The first man was tall, late fifties, sharp chin and eyes that scanned the cabin with detached precision. The second had the kind of bulk that suggested military training. The third, younger, carried a laptop case with diplomatic tags. They sat together in row 3 of First class. Window. Aisle. And the seat between them, unoccupied, as if reserved for someone who had changed their mind.

      Nurul gave them a longer glance than most. Not because she was suspicious—just curious. There was something unnerving about their silence. Something practiced. But curiosity fades quickly with the rest of the passengers were still trickling in. A woman from France. An elderly couple from Malaysia. A group of Buddhist pilgrims wearing soft orange robes and sandals. Everyone had a story. A destination. A set of assumptions about what the next few hours would bring.

      By 12:05 a.m., the last passenger had crossed the threshold. A middle-aged Chinese man with heavy shoulders and an overstuffed duffel bag. The type who always boards last, always forgets where his seat is, and always apologizes for holding up the aisle. Suraya sealed the boarding door behind him.

      “Cabin secure,” she called forward.

      The captain’s voice came on the PA—warm, confident. “Good evening ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard Malaysia Airlines Flight 370…”

      Most passengers didn’t listen. They were already drifting into half-sleep, already flipping through seat back monitors, already texting loved ones as long as the signal held. The aircraft began to push back from the gate.

      In the galley, Nurul began preparing hot towels. Her colleague checked the count. Two hundred and thirty-nine souls on board. She didn’t know the number would become a headline. Didn’t know that the men in row 3 had no intention of sleeping. Didn’t know that the reinforced silver case in row 19 contained a quantum component so classified it wasn’t supposed to leave China. Didn’t know that in the cockpit, Captain Zaharie Shah sat silently watching the runway lights blur past his window, thinking not of the sky ahead—but the silence that would follow it. She only knew that the  cabin was fully  secure. And that they were about to take flight.

      Kuala Lumpur International Airport

      March 8, 2014 – 12:21 a.m. Local Time

      It was hot, even for midnight. The tarmac shimmered with humidity, and the concrete beneath Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 radiated the day’s heat like an afterburner long after the sun had slipped behind the jungle hills.

      “Ground to MH370. Pushback approved. Taxiway Sierra.”

      Captain Zaharie Ahmad Shah acknowledged the clearance with a calm, clipped reply, nudging the thrust levers just enough to begin the roll. The Boeing 777-200ER eased back from Gate C1, graceful despite its massive weight—239 passengers and crew aboard, nearly 50,000 gallons of jet fuel in its belly, and one flight plan filed northbound to Beijing.

      Co-pilot Fariq Hamid, the 27-year-old first officer, monitored the gauges with textbook precision. This was his final supervised flight before full qualification. A milestone night. He didn’t know it yet, but it would also be his last.

      In the passenger cabin, tray tables clacked into their locked positions. Mothers soothed children, businessmen reviewed PowerPoints glowing on tablets, and tourists thumbed through brochures advertising the Great Wall and Tiananmen Square. A group of Chinese calligraphers returning from a Kuala Lumpur art conference chatted quietly in Mandarin. Row 27 contained a married couple from Australia heading home after a scuba trip. Just behind them, three American men in bland polo shirts sat side by side, their luggage marked with innocuous airline tags.

      They looked like software reps. They were not.

      In the cockpit, Captain Shah adjusted the flight computer, his fingers steady but his eyes occasionally flickering toward the dark horizon. Beyond the glowing instrument panel, the Malaysian night stretched like ink across the windshield. He reached for the center pedestal, flicked the autopilot mode to standby, and offered a brief glance at Fariq.

      “You ready?” He asked.

      Fariq smiled nervously. “Yes, sir.”

      Zaharie didn’t return the smile. “Then let’s go flyin!”
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      CIA, Langley, VA, March 7, 2014 – 11:24 a.m. EST

      “Jesus Christ… not again.” Colin Hartwell, senior SIGINT analyst for the CIA’s Satellite Signal Exploitation Division, rubbed his temples as he stared at the spectral lines on his monitor. To most, it would’ve looked like static. To him, it was the faint rhythm of war drums.

      “I’m flagging it,” he muttered.

      He keyed a series of commands into the secure system, routing the waveform to the watch officer. Then he picked up the red phone.

      “Get me Ops Director McIntyre. Now. Tell him it’s Channel 86-Gamma. They’re lighting it up again.”

      The receptionist didn’t ask questions.

      Channel 86-Gamma was a buried frequency band used by hostile intelligence agencies—signals that only appeared when covert operatives activated dormant communication relays. It was like hearing Morse code beneath a rock concert: almost inaudible unless you knew exactly where to listen.

      This pattern hadn’t surfaced in over a year. The last time it did, a Russian double agent went missing in Berlin. The time before that? A Chinese defense minister “retired early” after internal corruption charges. Both incidents had left intelligence analysts scrambling to understand what had happened—until it was far too late.

      Now the channel was live again. And this time, Hartwell could see something worse. Multiple countries were pinging the channel simultaneously.

      China. Iran. North Korea. And something new—possibly rogue encryption from a non-state actor. Private? Military? He wasn’t sure yet. But it was coordinated.

      “What the hell are you planning?” he whispered to his console.
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      He reached over, tapped the screen, and brought up another feed—SIGINT overlays showing known movement of Chinese aerospace engineers and suspected espionage assets in Southeast Asia. At the center of the cluster: Kuala Lumpur.

      Flight MH370, Climbing through Flight Level 15000’ (FL150)

      “LNAV set. Heading zero-three-five confirmed,” Fariq announced, adjusting the autopilot control panel as the aircraft climbed into a velvet sky. Radar beacons blinked approval from Malaysian ATC, guiding them northward.

      The jetliner sliced through the upper atmosphere with mechanical grace. Below them, the South China Sea glittered in moonlight, empty and unknowable.

      Zaharie leaned back slightly. He had flown this route dozens of times. Too many, perhaps. He watched the contrails of another jet, higher and westbound, scrawl like chalk against the sky. A thought passed through him: how many of these flights were truly routine? And how many carried cargo worth dying for? He didn’t voice the question.
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      In the rear galley, one of the flight attendants handed hot tea to a middle-aged man seated in business class. He was traveling alone under the name “Greg Duvall.” The name didn’t exist in any public record before February. His laptop contained no personal photos. But the silver Halliburton case beneath the seat in front of him—double-locked and scanned through security with a diplomatic seal—contained a prototype ASIC chip no larger than a fingernail. That chip, if reverse-engineered, would collapse the encryption backbone of the modern internet in under ten minutes. The original had been stolen from a DARPA subcontractor 18 months ago. The man claiming to be “Duvall” didn’t look nervous. He looked bored.

      Two rows behind him, one of the Americans from the back—CIA field operative Thomas Haines—watched with eyes half-lidded. He sipped tomato juice. The two agents with him had rehearsed this assignment for weeks. They weren’t supposed to make contact until landing in Beijing. But a new message flashed across his secure pager: ABORT EXTRACTION. CONTAIN LOCALLY. OPERATIONAL OVERLAP CONFIRMED. Haines blinked. That wasn’t protocol. Someone else was already running an op on this flight?

      CIA Operations Center

      Langley – SCIF Level 3

      March 9 – 11:52 a.m. EST

      Assistant Director James McIntyre leaned over the console, his tie half-loosened, eyes darting from satellite feed to encryption trace. His voice was low and grim.

      “Tell me again.”

      Hartwell didn’t look away from the monitor. “Signal sequence began thirty minutes ago. Multiple bursts from encrypted nodes bouncing off Chinese relay satellites. Not commercial. Not military. Private channel—deep-state.”

      “Target?”

      “Somewhere in the South China Sea. But it’s mobile.”

      McIntyre grunted. “Mobile?”

      Hartwell nodded. “It’s on a plane, sir.”

      McIntyre’s jaw tightened. “Which plane?”

      Hartwell hit a few keys.

      The screen displayed: Malaysia Airlines Flight 370. Boeing 777. En route to Beijing.

      The room went silent. A few chairs  creaked. Coffee cups were set down. It was the kind of silence that fell just before thunder.

      “My God,” someone muttered.

      McIntyre’s voice cut through it. “We have assets on that flight?”

      “Yes, sir. Haines and two others. Escort detail. The chip is onboard. So is the Chinese defector who brought it out.”

      McIntyre ran a hand through his silver hair. “Has Beijing flagged the flight?”

      “Not yet. But they will. Especially if they know what’s onboard.”

      “They do,” he said. “You can bet your ass they do. Pull up airspace projections. Get me Jindalee radar scans. And notify NSA Pacific—they need to start a passive net sweep across the Straits. If this plane deviates even a degree⁠—”

      An alarm buzzed. The CIA’s automated threat alert system—codenamed ARGUS—flashed red across all screens:

      
        
        TRANSPONDER LOSS – MH370.
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      "Fariq get us some coffee will ya?" Zaharie asked.

      "Yes sir. Black?" he asked. "Yes please," said the Captain.

      Fariq left to the galley with the cockpit door closing and securing behind him. Zaharie reached forward and turned off the transponder. Just like that, the aircraft disappeared from civilian radar. Zaharie’s hand moved again, cutting the Aircraft Communications Addressing and Reporting System. The link went dead. In the cabin, the lights dimmed slightly. The engines hummed. The Captain then shut off the satellite communication system, cutting the aircraft off from the outside world.

      Lastly, he reached down and opened up the two venting ports which would soon de-pressurize the aircraft and put all the passengers and crew to sleep. As the air pressure in the cabin changed a few passengers stirred, sensing something imperceptible had shifted. They were right. The plane banked slightly left. A silent turn, like a predator changing course. MH370 was now flying alone in the dark of night. And no one was coming to help.
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        * * *
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