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The Final Transmission

	The storm had been brewing for hours. Wind clawed at the power lines above the city, making them hum a discordant tune. Somewhere downtown, an overloaded transformer cracked like distant gunfire, plunging a few more blocks into darkness. In the heart of the city’s grid, within a low, nondescript building hidden behind two lanes of relentless traffic, a small control room glowed dimly under the flicker of backup lights. Inside, Agent Mara Voss stared at the monitor in front of her, her knuckles tight around a headset that hissed with static.

	The message had come through only minutes ago, a burst of garbled audio riding the edge of the emergency frequency. It wasn’t official. It hadn’t followed protocol. But something about it had frozen her spine, the voice distorted, barely human, whispering: “They’re coming for him. No time left. Deliver the file.”

	It had no source ID. No traceable origin. No encryption. Which, in Mara’s line of work, made it more suspicious than comforting. The agency had always taught them that untraceable meant untrustworthy—but her gut said otherwise. The voice hadn’t sounded like a trap. It had sounded like someone afraid. Desperate. And that alone was reason enough to keep listening.

	Mara turned to the second terminal, bringing up the archived files from the Omega case. Most of them were locked behind Level 7 clearance—three levels above her own. She didn’t need the files decrypted, though. She already knew what she was looking for. There was only one subject the agency had redacted this thoroughly. His name didn’t appear anywhere, not even in the classified metadata. But his file number remained: 0421-X. And if what she suspected was true, someone out there was still trying to protect him.

	Lightning cracked again, and the power surged. The monitors blinked. She slapped the side of the terminal to keep it awake. The screen stuttered, then loaded the next image—an old surveillance photo. Grainy, black and white. A man in a long coat, exiting a train. No face, just the blur of motion and shadow. She leaned closer. The timestamp had been scrubbed, but she recognized the platform. Northport Station. Three years ago. The last time anyone had seen 0421-X.

	Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Every protocol screamed against what she was about to do. Accessing restricted files. Attempting to track an inactive agent. Following an anonymous message with no authentication. But she’d already made up her mind. If the voice was telling the truth, the man in that photograph was still alive—and he was in danger.

	Outside, sirens wailed through the storm. Not fire trucks. Not police. Agency cars. She recognized the pulse of their engine. She only had minutes, maybe less. Her thumb slid under the edge of her desk drawer, pressing the hidden switch. A second monitor clicked to life, unregistered by the agency’s central feed. It connected to an off-grid terminal—her own creation. A mirror system. Unofficial, illegal, and silent.

	The file came up again, this time unfiltered by agency locks. She scrolled past image after image, blurry captures of the subject moving between safehouses, slipping out of reach. She paused on one. It was clearer than the rest—taken from a rooftop, sunlight slicing through clouds as the man crossed a street, face turned just enough to catch his profile. And for the first time, Mara saw the truth.

	She knew him.

	The realization hit like cold water. His name surfaced in her memory not as an agent, but as a teacher. A mentor from years ago, buried in a past she had closed off. He’d trained her during her first month at the academy. Taught her how to read lips from twenty feet away. How to tell a decoy from a shadow. He’d disappeared before her graduation. Rumors had circulated—he’d been reassigned, promoted, maybe even burned. But no one ever found out for sure. Until now.

	And now, someone wanted him gone.

	The building shuddered as a door slammed below. Footsteps pounded on concrete. The agents had arrived. Mara ejected the drive from her hidden system and slipped it into her jacket. Then, without a word, she shut down every terminal and erased her access logs. It wouldn’t buy her much time—but maybe enough. Enough to get the file out. Enough to make the transmission count.

	She exited through the maintenance corridor, boots silent on the metal stairs. Her breath came slow and steady, heart trained to ignore adrenaline. At the back of the building, the storm pushed against the emergency door. She forced it open, stepping into the night.

	Rain hit her like bullets. The street beyond was empty, except for one dark sedan parked under the traffic light. She ran to it, climbed in, and started the engine. No lights. No signal. She peeled away into the wet blur of the city.

	As she drove, her mind ran through the next steps. There was only one person she could trust now—an archivist named Quinn, who owed her a favor. A big one. If anyone could decrypt the embedded sequence in the file and trace its origin, it was him. And he worked from a mobile unit, somewhere under the East Viaduct. With any luck, he hadn’t moved.

	Every light turned red as she approached, as if the city itself was trying to delay her. She took alleys, cut through empty lanes, always moving. Always watching the mirror. Somewhere behind her, they’d be searching. Following. Tracking. But the file burned in her pocket like a fuse. She couldn’t stop.

	At the viaduct, she slowed. The underpass was quiet, just a ribbon of concrete shadow beneath the bridge. She flashed her high beams twice. A moment later, a single light blinked in reply. Quinn.

	She parked beside the van. The side door opened, revealing the glow of monitors and cables. Quinn sat inside, legs crossed, typing fast. His expression didn’t change when he saw her. Just a slight nod.

	“You brought it?” he asked.

	Mara held up the drive. “This needs to go public. Or at least off-grid safe.”

	He took it without question, sliding it into his console. Screens flickered. Code ran like rivers of light. He frowned.

	“This is... old. Buried. Encrypted three layers deep with hybrid logic. Agency-grade, but… weird. It’s like someone wanted to hide it from the agency, not for them.”

	Mara nodded. “Can you crack it?”

	“Give me five minutes.”

	She waited in silence, hands wrapped around her knees, watching the rain through the windshield. Every second felt like a countdown. Somewhere, someone was watching. Somewhere, someone was coming. She didn’t know how far the agency would go to keep this file buried—but if the contents were anything like she feared, it could rewrite everything they believed about the Omega project.

	Quinn exhaled sharply. “Got it.”

	The main screen lit up. Rows of documents, images, voice clips, and a long transcript.

	She leaned forward, eyes scanning the first page. It was a report—unsigned, undated. A log of experimental operations involving memory suppression, identity erasure, and targeted psychological modification. All connected to 0421-X. He hadn’t just disappeared. He’d been erased—not killed, not exiled, but made to forget who he was. And now, someone was trying to finish the job.

	The last file was a video. She played it.

	A man sat in a chair, hands clenched. The camera zoomed slowly on his face—tired, hollow-eyed. Her mentor. His voice cracked as he spoke:

	“If you’re watching this… I didn’t make it. But they won’t get everything. Not this. Not my mind. I’ve left breadcrumbs—fragments they couldn’t wipe. I remember the coordinates. I remember the protocol. Find them. Finish what we started.”

	The screen went black.

	Mara turned to Quinn. “Can you trace that transmission?”

	He nodded. “Just did. Three miles from here. Abandoned radio tower.”

	Without another word, she turned to the door. The storm had eased, but the clock hadn’t stopped. They were still coming. And she had one chance left to reach the tower before they did.

	The file was out. The truth had a heartbeat again.

	And every second still counted.

	 


Shadows in the Server Room

	The hum of the machines never ceased. Even deep into the night, when most of the upper floors of the agency building were dark and silent, the server room pulsed with life. Hundreds of servers lined the racks, blinking lights tracing silent patterns in the gloom. Air hissed through the temperature controls, cold and sterile, a controlled environment for uncontrolled data. It was the kind of place few people visited unless they had to. A place of isolation, humming with secrets.

	Mara Voss stood alone in the center of it, her breath visible in the chilled air, watching the readout on a small portable scanner flicker from green to red. The device had been cobbled together from off-the-books components, stitched with firmware designed to detect unsanctioned access nodes. She’d learned how to build it from a retired analyst who claimed half the agency’s secrets weren’t hidden—they were just misplaced. Tonight, she was betting he was right.

	Something had been off for days. The anonymous transmission from earlier—the one that led her to the forbidden file—hadn’t just vanished. It had jumped. The signal had bounced from a satellite dish, redirected through a civilian fiber network, and reappeared here. Right in the core of the agency’s data center. She didn’t believe in coincidences anymore.

	The scanner beeped twice. Anomalous activity detected. Mara moved slowly, every step measured. She passed rows of humming servers until she reached the blinking red square on the scanner’s screen. A single tower, wedged into a maintenance bay on the far side of the room, was drawing more power than its neighbors. More bandwidth too. But it wasn’t on the building’s network map.

	She crouched and examined the back panel. A cable ran from the node into the floor—not the standard routing. The connection bypassed the agency’s internal switches entirely, tunneling data through a private channel. Someone had embedded a rogue device in the most secure part of the agency’s infrastructure, right under their noses. Someone skilled. Someone with clearance—or the ability to fake it flawlessly.

	Her heart tapped a steady rhythm in her chest. There were two options: shut it down or trace it. Shutting it down would be clean. Safe. It would kill the unauthorized feed immediately and alert the internal watchdog systems, which would do their job and eventually investigate. But tracing it—that offered something else. Answers.
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