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Chapter 1: Skyfire Over Avalon


[image: ]


The sky cracked open like thunder made of metal.

At exactly 4:27 p.m., a commercial jet split apart mid-air over the glassy skyline of Avalon City. Pieces of fuselage spun like flaming shrapnel across the fading sunlight, hurtling toward downtown like meteors.

Mason Drake stood atop a forgotten high-rise on the city’s south end. Smoke drifted from a cigarette between two fingers, his other hand wrapped around a small field scope. His jaw tightened. He wasn’t the only one watching the sky die.

“Shit,” he muttered, eyes locked on the spiraling engine block careening downward—right into the business district.

The boom followed seconds later. Windows exploded. Car alarms screamed. The skyline was bleeding, a steel tower groaning as if in pain.

People screamed below. Sirens, already distant, began to wail. But Mason wasn’t moving.

His phone buzzed.

Only one name appeared. Lena.

He snatched it up fast, but the screen only held a voicemail icon. No call. A message, left just moments ago.

He pressed play.

Her voice was strained. Rushed.

“Mase. I don’t have long. They know. The files... they're tied to the crash. I found something I shouldn’t have. If you get this—don’t trust anyone. Not even the cops. I’m going dark. Coordinates are embedded in the file I sent you. You’ll know what to do. They’re coming.”

Click.

Then silence.

Mason’s heart didn’t beat faster. It slowed. Controlled. Like it used to on deployment, in that moment between detection and decision. He flicked his cigarette off the ledge.

It was starting again.

He opened the field scope again, scanning the chaos. His sightline caught something in the smoke—an insignia on one of the black SUVs already parked by the crash zone. Not police. Not EMT.

Private.

He recognized the mark.

His old unit.

Sentry Core.

“They’re not supposed to exist anymore,” he muttered.

He turned, stepped back from the ledge, and opened the rooftop door. Dust scattered. It had been three years since he'd climbed this building. Three years of silence. But Avalon was calling again.

And his sister was in the middle of it.

As he reached the stairwell, something else clicked in his head.

The wreckage hadn’t fallen randomly. The jet broke apart right over Sector 7—the same district where Lena lived. The odds were slim. Too slim.

This wasn’t an accident.
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Chapter 2: The Message
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The city was sirens now.

Mason moved like a ghost through the back alleys of Sector 7, shadow-dodging spotlights and drone cams. His boots crushed broken glass from blown-out storefronts. People swarmed in the streets—some bleeding, some filming, some just frozen in shock.

But Mason had no time for panic. Only purpose.

He reached Lena’s apartment building—a squat concrete block across from a news office she once exposed for laundering media stories through a defense contractor. She’d told him she stayed there because no one important ever paid attention to places like it.

But someone had, clearly.

The door had been forced. It wasn’t obvious—no splintered wood, no kicked frame. But Mason saw the scuff mark low on the jamb. Silent entry. Professionals.

He moved fast.

Fifth floor. Room 506.

He reached it in fifteen seconds. Pulled his lockpick set from his belt pouch.

Unnecessary.

The door was already cracked open.

His hand slid to the pistol at the base of his spine. He nudged the door wider with his boot. No movement. But something was off.

The apartment was dark, but intact. No signs of a fight. No overturned furniture. No broken things. Just...emptiness.

“Lena,” he whispered, stepping inside.

There was a smell. Ozone. Burnt plastic.

He reached the small desk near her window. Her laptop sat closed but not powered off. Warm.

He flipped it open.

A single window glowed on-screen. An encryption tool. Still active. A file had been downloaded—then scrubbed from the drive. Clean.

But not clean enough.

Mason tapped into the cache. Traced the last IP log-in. There—beneath layers of scrub—was the file name: BLACKFIRE_PROTOCOL.EXE. And below it, one last automated message embedded in the metadata:

“DRX-04. MISSION REDACTED. CONTACT GHOST.”

Ghost.

The name hit like a gut punch. That wasn’t a file. It was a person.

Mason remembered the callsigns from his final years on operation. "Ghost" was the name whispered around dark-data transfers. A phantom who broke into the NSA’s secure net once and left a message behind: “You’re not the only ones watching.”

Mason hadn’t heard that name in years. But Lena had.

She’d gone looking for Ghost.

He pulled a burner phone from his inner coat pocket, powered it on, and typed one phrase into a secure darknet chatroom he hadn’t touched in three years:

“Looking for the Ghost.”

Five seconds.

Ten.

Fifteen.

Then:

Ghost: You’re late, soldier.
Ghost: Meet me at the underpass. Alone.
No location. But Mason knew which one.

Only one underpass in Avalon had surveillance blind spots on all four corners. Near the old train lines. Sector 9.

He shut the laptop, wiped down the keyboard, and stepped toward the exit—

—but stopped at the door.

There was a sound.

Tiny. Mechanical.

He dropped low just as the room exploded in light and a sharp whizz cracked overhead. A suppressed bullet buried itself in the doorframe where his skull had been a second ago.

He rolled across the carpet, drew his pistol, and fired once—straight through the wall.

A grunt.

Footsteps retreating.

He was up in an instant, diving through the hallway, tracking the retreat. Down the fire stairs, skipping rails. Whoever it was had height, speed, training.

Sentry Core.

He chased the operative out the back alley and into a maze of chain-link gates and half-lit dumpsters. But they were gone. Just a boot print in a puddle. One print. That was all.

Mason stood still, breathing slow. No panic. Just calculation.

The file Lena had found—BLACKFIRE—was dangerous. Dangerous enough to draw a kill team. And dangerous enough to need a ghost.

He checked the burner. Ghost’s final message blinked again:

“You’re late.”
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