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Chapter One: Warning Shot




Hunched over a battlefield of screens, the analyst commands digital forces from his cluttered outpost. Nights bleed into mornings amid Styrofoam cups, takeout containers, and the sharp scent of stress and caffeine, all enclosed by blackout curtains and deadbolts. Paranoia crouches beside a go-bag. 

Then the message hits: "It's live. Get out." Shock freezes him before instinct takes over—scanning, securing, moving. Too late. A news alert flares: the data centre is gone. He counts the seconds between warning and destruction.  

Digital noise floods his world, matching the static in his head. It drives the pulse of his paranoid hive. He shifts, taut and ready, isolating information for a client, fingers tapping sharp rhythms. The world outside sleeps, but he remains—awake in the false glow of endless digital constellations.

Then he checks his phone again. He sees it like a strike of lightning. “It’s live. Get out.” The world freezes in one shattering moment. Years melt away, instincts rise, the ingrained habits of someone always in the crosshairs. Alex tenses, a spring-loaded action figure, every movement a coiled and precise execution. Adrenaline washes over fatigue. He moves fast. 

The apartment becomes a flurry of methodical chaos, controlled demolition. A hand on the windows, two fingers peeling back the blackout curtains to check the street below. No unusual movement. No sign of life at all. He scans for surveillance, taps out commands to engage full security measures. Cameras, sensors, nothing. The enemy remains as invisible as his own pulse, beating, rapid, but unfelt. The phone falls into his hand like a weapon. It vibrates, but the call is not from him. It’s a news alert. A detonation at Canary Wharf. A fireball eating the data centre, lives, all-consuming. Gone. He almost missed it, even when the fire caught the corner of his eye. Even when his gut had known. 

He works with furious, twitching fingers. Tapping, wiping. It’s all true, every last frame, even the words scrolling by like tombstones: Dead on Arrival. No Survivors. Flames and smoke flicker across his screens. His mind cross-references the warning against the blast. One beat. Two beats. Why so late? But not too late for him. That’s the trick. They were ready to risk it. Or ready to gamble his life away.

The news crackles with a frenetic rush to capture the chaos, scenes flipping by with manic energy. Reporters grasping for facts, emergency lights painting the city in flashes of red and blue. He stares it down; knows the messages they haven’t found yet. His mind is the same, a newsfeed gone live with speculation and confusion. Every frame is a new threat, every breath a possible last one.

But something anchors him. The calculated certainty of it all. He scrambles for more data, piecing it together with the urgency of a surgeon, the care of a criminal. Maps, networks, allies. Everything in the world he said goodbye to and every reason it found him again. 

Canary Wharf, destroyed. A bomb. Or was it? Alex finds another signal, the kind only someone with blood in the game could catch. The look in his eyes is not surprise. It’s something older, dustier, like old friends long forgotten, returning.

The text taunts him, that word: next. It means what it says and says only what it means. No time for the stories he once told himself. He keeps pulling in data like it’s oxygen. Breathing, reanimating. Until he knows only this: the handler tried to save him. And the others? Expendable.

Now he breathes. In. Out. The actions slow but sure, working like he knows, like he remembers. He has to. An escape plan drawn in lines across his small, brilliant mind. 

He remembers the way it feels, paranoia and faithlessness taking his hand, leading him through the dark. All around him the room is closing in, a small box, the city tightening, everything smaller and hotter, a trap, a thing he thought he left but never did. The knowledge finds him. He listens. To the noise, the alarms, the world gone white with data. His and not his. Then: the silence when it doesn’t explode.

He paces the room like a man sentenced, but not yet caught. Twelve small steps this way. Twelve more the other. Back and forth until his thoughts spill over and flood the one-room cell that contains him. Smoke on the screens, still. He glances up at the Canary Wharf inferno, now a slow burn. He breathes like a drowning man, in gasps and chokes and unsteady breaths, but his mind holds firm. This is the long inhale. He grabs his phone, checking, hacking, breaking himself free. Then the tablet bleeds the words he almost thought he'd see: "You're next." Then: "Rook." It's personal, as personal as he won't let it be. The room tightens its grip around him, so he tears it open and runs.

Across the screens, sirens wail, lights paint the digital city in emergency reds, blues, and ambers. Casualties mount like a ticker of personal tragedies. Updates pile on and on. He’s pinned to the centre of the chaos, watching it spool out and back. It wraps him up in scenarios and threat assessments, lines drawn between targets, between people, between the burning life he left and the false calm he built from ashes. Speculation runs like cheap newsprint ink. Terrorists? Insurgents? When he knows. He knows exactly.

He blinks it all away with fast, certain blinks, like the words might change if he keeps looking, like there’s a code to be cracked. His eyes snap from the screens to the exits. His heart syncs to an old, erratic beat, but his mind is a metronome, consistent, hammering out the sequence of steps he knows will keep him alive. 

A glitch of sound from his phone. Static from a distant life, live again and echoing. He attacks the layers of encryption, but it doesn’t take long. Too quick. It’s all happening too quickly. He drops into his chair, lets his knuckles find the old familiar curve of his forehead. Then he’s out of the chair, a spring unwound, a bullet from a chamber, only to fall into another round of pacing, trapping himself in this man-sized panic room. The desk is a cage, the city a snare. Everything that contains him is wired to blow. He can feel it in the small tremors that make his hands their own worst enemy. 

He breaks into his own security. Again, and again. “Is that the best you’ve got?” He hears the words and doesn’t believe them. “Is this all you are?” It’s a snarl now, wild and hungry and unlike him. Another long draw of air, deeper, measured. The wires are cut. The room is silent. His mind is not. 

He runs sweeps, chases ghosts through the circuitry. He hacks himself apart and back together, without a second lost to doubt. But it’s not fast enough, never fast enough. The tiny flashes of motion, the movements caught from the corner of his eye. Old tricks. Old games. Old lives. He checks the window, then again, then faster. The locks and the curtains and the glass behind them: all weak, all shattering. 

He jerks the power, rips through systems with everything left in him, animal and human and everything between. The small room is the small world is the small life collapsing on him, squeezing the breath out of his wiry chest, collapsing, crushing. Until the crack and chirp, a shot through the dark. 

He’s back at the desk, staring it down like a predator, like prey. Then the words, loud and clear and deafening: “You’re next. Rook.” This is what his world looks like. This is his world. Until it’s not. 

Alex begins to count again, this time the windows and the doors. The bags and the plans and the moves they taught him to make. Then the breaths, his and someone else’s. Every second counts and none of them will be enough. He knows this, and hates the knowing, the thing that keeps him alive and keeps him nothing but alive. He knows the way the messages come, the way they bury him, but never kill him. 

The room tightens, pulls him in, takes him, but not yet. Rook. Always two moves ahead. The name infects him, makes him slower than he can stand to be. Then he’s there, full speed, fingers flinching in a fast, dangerous rhythm, grabbing and dumping, killing every device, everything live and bright and traceable. He wipes the air itself. He wipes his life. 

The old, hard lines begin to trace themselves through his mind, etch themselves on his hands. That cold determination. He has seen this look in a younger man, one that was not afraid because fear was no match for certainty. Alex remembers that man. He hates him. He wants to be him. 

The sequence writes itself in his fast-wired head. The final commands, one move before he’s out. He sets it all to black, lets the thin smoke of dead systems fill his aching lungs. No more explosions, no more shock and awe. One long breath. That’s all. And this: 

Open the door, see what waits. 

“Rook,” he says again, this time with less fear and more faith. This time with a smile. 








  
  
Chapter Two: The Journalist




Alex Rennie, former MI5 agent, sits in his Shoreditch flat, crammed and cluttered like his mind. Old equipment spills from the shelves, tangles of cables forming little black nests, all testament to how seriously he takes his work. The morning is bright and angry. Harsh light strikes a conspiracy of takeout boxes stacked in the corner. He rubs his jaw, clenched and sore. They found him once. They can find him again. There's a sharp knock at the door and his instincts ignite. He stiffens, adrenaline turning his fingers electric. There's nothing for a moment. Then, another knock. 

He approaches, quiet as breath, each step deliberate. He flexes his hands, one then the other. Who could it be? He runs through the list of those who know he's here. Too many names. Too many possibilities. He pauses at the door, listening. Everything holds its breath, but the person outside stays silent. Another rap, impatient this time. Alex finally moves, a sudden twist of the handle, and yanks the door open.

A woman stands there, early thirties, practical clothing, green eyes that look through him. "Alex Rennie?" she says, already knowing. "Maya Dalton." She waits, lets her name sink in like a hook. "Journalist."

He reacts instinctively, starting to shut the door. A setup. Another sting.

Maya is quicker than she looks. She jams her foot against the frame. "The Canary Wharf blast," she says, raising her voice above the wood creaking beneath his force. "Heard of it?"

Alex freezes, the door half-closed, a moment of indecision slicing through his anger. Her eyes are on him, sharp and unblinking. She sees his reaction, seizes on it.

"Can I come in? Or should we discuss government conspiracies in the hallway?"

He hesitates, a trapped animal considering its options. Every instinct screams to get rid of her, but she knows too much already. He relents, lets the door swing open but not wide. Not inviting.

Maya slides past him and takes in the room with quick, darting glances. Her expression says she's unimpressed. She crosses to the desk, perches on its edge without asking. "Nice setup."

Alex stays near the door, arms crossed, face a mask. He wants her out. Now. But she has him off balance, and she knows it. She pulls a manila folder from her bag, flips it open. 

"Recognise these?" she says, holding up the first page. Words leap out at him. "ROOK" watermarked across the documents. 

His reaction is instant, visible. Eyes widen, jaw sets tighter than before. Old codes. Government codes. Things civilians shouldn't have. 

"I shouldn't be seeing this," he says but his voice betrays more than it should. A tremor of curiosity, of fear. "Where did you get it?"

"Anonymous source. Calls him or herself Rook." Maya pauses, lets him absorb it. "The programme outlined here is so advanced, it sounds like science fiction."

"Then it is," he snaps, trying to shut this down. Trying to regain control. "A hoax. Leave it to the tabloids."

"Like hell," Maya shoots back. She reaches into the folder again, pulls out a photo. Her confidence is unsettling, unflinching. "What about this?"

Alex doesn't want to look. He looks. The colour drains from his face, leaving only the tension behind. It's James. His former MI5 colleague, dead in the explosion. But alive here, time-stamped hours after the blast.

"Now do I have your attention?" Maya says, not a question at all. 

The photograph is the focal point, a blinding sun around which everything else orbits. Alex tries to look away but it pulls him back, over and over, trapping him in its gravity. Maya watches as his defences wobble, then crumble. "Do you believe me now? Or should I go?"

Alex catches the words, savours them, swallows his own hesitation. She knows more than she should. And that's the problem. He takes a breath, comes back to himself. "Show me everything," he says.

He moves closer, the pull of curiosity stronger than fear. Maya doesn't hesitate, pulling more documents from the folder. She places them on the desk one by one, like cards in a game with no rules. Each shows digital anomalies, timestamps gone rogue. His dead colleague's photo sits in the centre, anchoring his thoughts in its chilling certainty.

"I've found dozens like this," Maya says, pointing to the documents. "And more are coming in. Anonymous tips, but all from the same source."

"Rook," Alex murmurs, barely aware he's speaking. His eyes flick over the documents. Precise, focused. He can't stop looking, can't let them out of his sight.

"Rook," Maya confirms. "I thought it was a joke at first. A prank. But then the scale—it's too big."

He paces the room, movements taut and jagged. "You say this was anonymous. How do you know it's legit?"

"Do you want to risk assuming it's not?" Maya counters. She leans forward, energy coiling. "Someone has the power to alter digital reality. They're rewriting history in real time."

"Impossible," he says, though his voice lacks conviction. He stops, runs a hand through his hair. Everything feels like it's closing in.

"Is it?" Maya asks. "Think about what you know, what you used to do. Can you be sure?"

Alex's mind races, pieces of his past life catching up, colliding. "MI5 has security," he says, trying to find an angle. "Layers upon layers."

"Looks like Rook knows how to peel them back."

"You're a journalist. How much can you really know about this?" He tests her with a series of technical terms, throwing them like punches. Digital forensics, metadata tracking, encrypted file integrity. She parries each with ease, each answer showing she's done her homework. Knows more than he expected.

"I'm not an amateur… I know exactly how big this is. I know it's the kind of story that gets people killed."

He stiffens at that, the words hitting a raw nerve. He can't pretend indifference any longer. He's in, and the knowledge burns like a fever.

"I know who you are, Alex Rennie," Maya says, and it's a blow he doesn't see coming. "Your MI5 background. Your expertise is exactly what I need."

He examines more files, each a puzzle piece that shouldn't exist. The scope of the conspiracy is massive, terrifying. He feels the walls closing in again.

"The timelines don't just have gaps," Maya says, relentless. "They're lies. Entire lies."

"You don't know how far this reaches," Alex replies.

"That's why I need you. This is a level of control that's unprecedented."

He leans over the documents, his shadow merging with their ominous content. It's everything he swore to avoid. Everything that draws him back in.

"If what you're showing me is real," he says, finally sitting across from her, his expression shifting to grim determination, "we're dealing with something extremely dangerous."

"I know." She slides another document across the table, a final play in a high-stakes game. It ties the data centre explosion to a pattern, a map of chaos.

He looks at the files again, everything swirling, a maelstrom he can't escape. He nods, slowly, as the weight of what he's agreed to sinks in. 

They face each other like opponents before a match, Alex and Maya, squaring off in the tiny kitchen of his flat. It's all elbows and angles, neither willing to cede space. "Ground rules," he says, crossing his arms. "We follow my protocols. Full security. Limited contact. You don't breathe without me knowing." His words are pointed, jabbing. They draw blood. Maya refuses to flinch. "We do this my way or not at all," he says.

"People are dying. I'm not backing off." 

They stand in tense silence, the pause stretching like an overdrawn bow. Alex lets it hang, watches her, weighs her. "No digital communication," he continues, unrelenting. "Burner phones only. We keep this analogue."

"Fine," Maya says, though the word bristles. "But I'm not letting the story go cold. The longer we wait, the bigger the risk."

"And the risk will get us both killed if we're not careful," Alex says. It's more than warning; it's prophecy. She doesn't like it, but she hears it.

"What do you suggest? That we do nothing?"

"I suggest," he says, turning to look at her, "that we do it right."

"I'm in this, Alex," she says. "Whether you are or not."

The certainty in her voice strikes a nerve, stirs something he'd rather not name. He steps closer, claiming space between them. His gaze is hard, assessing. "People are dying to keep this quiet," Maya repeats, voice unwavering. She spreads more documents across the table, each a small death.

"Who's behind it?" Alex asks, not expecting an answer.

"Someone powerful… someone who thinks they're untouchable."

He looks at the papers. Each name jumps out like a warning shot. The paranoia he wears like a second skin prickles to life. Alex can't resist; he digs in, words of technical analysis tumbling from his lips, half-formed but gaining shape. 

"Remote trigger," he mutters, tapping a document. "Off-site sabotage. Multiple players involved." His expertise asserts itself, undeniable and unbidden. He pauses, finally looking up. Maya hasn't moved. Her posture is all expectation.

"It's not just timelines they're manipulating," she says. "It's lives. Anyone who gets close."

His eyes fall on a page, a name circled in red. A threat disguised as an accident. He remembers James. "And they'll try again," he says.

Maya watches him, understanding what he leaves unsaid. She sees him, she knows him, and it's disconcerting. The tension shifts, subtle but unmistakeable, a turn in the tide. Alex lets it happen, lets it seep in. He leans over the documents, showing her where the patterns intersect, a teacher reluctant to share his knowledge.

"You think you're telling me something I don't already know?" Maya says, a hint of challenge in her voice. But it softens, barely. "I've seen the records. The timelines. It's bigger than we can imagine."

"Bigger than you can imagine," Alex corrects, but it's half-hearted. She knows. She's right. He shows her anyway, their skill sets intersecting like crossed wires, sparks of unexpected collaboration flying. The shifts in his thinking come in tiny steps. First, he'll help her understand, then he'll take charge. Then, if he isn't careful, he'll be the one swept under.

"And after you publish, what then?" he asks, an edge creeping back into his voice. "You have no idea what you're up against."

"I have some idea," she says.

They talk over each other, both refusing to yield. She pushes back, harder this time. "You can't fight this from the inside," she argues, her eyes blazing with conviction. "You tried. Now we try my way."

He's done arguing, done wasting time. "I'll help you understand what you've found," he says, the words low, tightly wound. "But the moment I sense we're compromised, I'm gone."

Maya looks around the cramped flat, sees it all, sees him, and nods. She is unswerving, unyielding, and her presence in his space changes everything. 

"Fair enough," she says, with the faintest hint of a smile. "When do we start?"

Alex picks up the photo of his dead colleague, the beginning of everything and the end of everything, and the cycle continues. "We already have."








  
  
Chapter Three: Hunter and Hunted




In the dim glow of a dozen monitors, Toxin watches two shadows slip through the warehouse door. Fingers tap a nervous beat on the nearest keyboard as the figures take shape—ex-intelligence analyst and star journalist, neither one supposed to be here. "The team-up nobody asked for," Toxin says, voice a static hiss. The warehouse is a mess of takeout containers and tech gear, a shrine to paranoia, caffeine, and curry. 

Suspicion sharpens the air as the finger tapper pulls off a headset, revealing a thin face and bright hair. "Hope you're not tracking mud," he says. 

Alex and Maya trade a look, silent accusations over who led who into this mess. "We're after Rook," Maya says.

Toxin gives a dry laugh. "It's your funeral."

"Bit of a dump for an office," Maya says, eyes scanning the space. Computer parts, empty cans, and a smell like old noodles. 

Toxin keeps tapping at keys, shifting focus between screens and the uneasy pair. "You kids gonna play nice?"

"We came for information," Alex says, voice low. "About Rook."

The name sends a flicker across Toxin's face, just a blip before the deflection. "From what I gathered about you two, I didn’t think either of you played well with others," he says, fingers dancing faster now. "Surprised you haven’t killed each other yet."

Maya sets her jaw, stepping closer to Toxin. "Seems like you're the only one who knew we'd both show up. Seems convenient."

"And dangerous," Toxin counters, a sly grin pulling at his lips. "For all of us."

Cables snake across the floor, mingling with pizza boxes and abandoned devices, a minefield of tech and trash. Toxin's desk is a nest of wires and monitors, the clutter a testament to his manic vigilance. He sits in the middle, a thin figure hunched in an oversized hoodie, piggy eyes darting between the screens and the visitors. 

"Call this a social visit?" Toxin asks, leaning back in a chair. He scratches at the edge of his hood, metal glinting from multiple piercings.

"Call it getting to the bottom of things," Maya shoots back, her voice a challenge.

Toxin snorts. "Don't trip over yourselves doing it. Rook’s not what you think. Or who."

Alex frowns, arms crossed. "Meaning?"

Toxin cracks his knuckles, slow and deliberate, eyes never settling. "It's not one person. It's a codename. Different whistleblowers over the years. Thought you’d know that, Mr MI5."

"And this one?" Alex asks. "The Canary Wharf explosion?"

The smile drops from Toxin's face. "This one’s different," he says, a tremor in his voice. "Faster. Smarter. Not like any operative I've seen before."

Toxin shifts again, more restive now, hands fidgeting with a drive on the table. The dyed hair is wild, splashes of red and pink against the gloom. Everything about him is electric—nervous energy in human form. His focus is on Alex and Maya, sizing them up, doubt and suspicion alive in his stare.

"And what’s your angle?" Maya asks, stepping forward. "Selling out the competition?"

The laugh is sharp, almost a cough. "Not this time. But you're right," Toxin says. "Rook's making waves. I don’t know how long I can—"

"Keep evading the question?" Alex interrupts, eyes fixed on Toxin. 

"Keep talking," Toxin finishes, voice lowering. They glance at the main screen, paranoia written in digital code. "We all need to leave. Now."

"Why should we believe any of this?" Maya cuts in, but Toxin's already on his feet, tension a tight wire ready to snap. 

Alex's eyes narrow, suspicion and determination mixing in his look. "She's right. Why should we?"

"Can't afford not to," Toxin replies, that dry grin back again. "Good luck," Toxin adds as he turns away. Then, he pauses, slowly turns to face them and says, "They don't just find you. "You should know that better than anyone."

The warehouse lights flare as the security alarm shatters the quiet. It's a panicked heartbeat, an urgent scream that makes Toxin's words vanish. Monitors bloom with black-clad figures. Alex and Maya go rigid, instincts screaming run but feet frozen. "They found me," Toxin says, shoving a hard drive at Alex. "It's everything I know." Chaos in sharp bursts: flash-bang whiteout, the whir of bullets, a room in shreds. Alex yanks Maya behind cover, and Toxin triggers an explosion, a brief advantage. They dash for a tunnel, air thick with smoke and adrenaline. As they escape into an alley, a van swallows Toxin whole. They flee, lungs on fire, Alex's paranoia and Maya's twisted ankle dragging behind them.

The alarm shrieks on, bleeding into everything. Alex grips the hard drive like a lifeline, the noise of chaos all around them. His voice a command, terse and loud. "Move!" He sees the path clear, and shoves Maya forward. "Go, go, go!"

The maintenance tunnel is a dark mouth. They dive in, raw air scraping their lungs, boots slamming metal. It's a long shot. It's all they have.

They stumble into an alley, gasping, shaking. It’s quiet for a beat, then they hear it: engine, footsteps, struggle. Toxin's voice cut short as the van door slams shut. Black, unmarked, already speeding away before Alex can do a thing. Gone.

A second to catch their breath, then more movement, fast and hard, a return to survival. Alex sees it first—shadows at the far end of the alley, closing in. "Move," he says again, and they're running, flight taking over thought.

The city is an obstacle course of side streets and narrow escapes. Alex navigates on instinct, weaving them through Hackney's maze. Every step is thunder in their ears, and it never stops. Not for street after street. Not for hours. His mind races, tripping over each scenario, each enemy, each potential trap.

"What did you get us into?" Maya shouts, her voice breaking on exhaustion.

"I didn't—" He cuts himself off, breath too short for both running and arguing. "They weren't here for us."

"They are now," Maya says, clutching her side, struggling to keep pace.

Alex's jaw sets hard. The look in his eyes is something close to fear. 

Maya limps, her twisted ankle dragging them both down. She bites back the pain, but Alex sees, knows. They duck into an abandoned lot, pause, double back, lose anyone who might be on their tail. The noise of pursuit fades, but Alex won't stop. Paranoia pushes them, drives each step. He won't let it end like this. Not again.

Finally, an empty garage, lights burned out, hidden from the road. He nods, breathless. "In here."

Maya collapses to the ground, chest heaving, ankle swelling. "God," she gasps. "Who were they?"

Alex looks out, back again, then again. "Could be anyone. Could be everyone."

"Not the time to be cryptic," she says, voice raw.

"It's not—" He stops, listens. Only silence. "They were pros. Not your usual thugs."

Maya leans against the wall, sweat mixing with soot. "We've got a problem," she says, stating the obvious, each word dragging.

"We need to find out who's running this op," he says.

"And how," Maya adds, wincing. The sharp edge in her tone is gone, replaced by something closer to desperation.

He sits down, finally, but only halfway. Muscles tight, adrenaline still a fist in his gut. "You okay?" he asks, clipped, as if they're strangers.

"I will be.”

Time passes in jagged breaths, and for now, they are alone. 


      [image: ]At his desk in New Scotland Yard, Detective Sergeant Kamran Bhatti leans into the monitor's glow, the explosion frozen in jagged frames. Fire and dust where people should be. He winds it back, plays it again. The office is too loud; he likes it quiet. A new file drops onto his keyboard, and he flips it open. His boss wants terrorist groups, but Bhatti shakes his head. "Not him," he says, pinning a suspect’s photo to the board. 

Bhatti’s movements are slow, precise, even as the chaos of the room threatens to intrude. He watches the screen, sees it unfold again: the sharp bloom of an explosion, bodies scattered like dust motes. Frame by frame, moment by moment. 

A colleague stops by, a rush of energy and too much coffee. "Any leads?" he asks, breathless. "Governor wants an update."

Bhatti grunts, annoyed by the interruption. He clicks through stills, unmoved by the horror. "Give me time," he says, words clipped.

"Time's the one thing we don't have," the colleague insists, dropping another file with a smack. This one is marked “Confidential.” Curious, he opens the file.

It’s a name Bhatti recognises. Alex Rennie. He reads the details like tea leaves, searching for what others miss. MI5 service record, deep knowledge of data analysis, abrupt resignation. A man with secrets. The kind Bhatti has made a career out of exposing.

He looks up, squints through the noise. "Got this from the DCI?"

The colleague shrugs. "Nah, the governor doesn’t know about it. Ran it myself. Thought you should know."

Bhatti’s lips twitch in what might be a smile. "You're too keen for your own good." He nods at the monitor. "Anything’s better than that."

The screen freezes on the flash, a moment of pure light. Bhatti sits back, eyes narrowing. 

The governor, his DCI calls over, impatience in every syllable. "Bhatti! Stop playing detective and start thinking straight. It's radicals. Always is."

Bhatti shakes his head. "Not yet," he says, with the kind of calm that irritates. 

"You're a pain in the arse," his boss retorts. "This isn't like your last case. No wild theories."

"Maybe." Bhatti flips open the file again. "Maybe not." He knows he’s right. It's a feeling he can’t ignore.

The investigation whiteboard looms, a grid of faces and facts and gut instinct. Bhatti moves with the certainty of ritual, pinning Alex’s photo like a promise. This time, he won’t let it slip.

The office noise fades, the sound of his thoughts drowning it out. He connects dots that aren’t there yet, threads the needle of his hunches with exacting care. It’s why he’s good. It’s why they hate him.

The phone cuts through his concentration, a single ring that tells him he's on to something. 

His colleague grabs it, almost as eager as before. "You're not gonna believe this," he says, tossing it to Bhatti. 

"Shooting in East London," Bhatti says aloud, holding the phone. "A person of interest." He glances at the pinned photo, the way it almost smiles back. "It's him."

He stands, the scrape of his chair marking the decision. His coat hangs ready on the door, and he pulls it on with slow deliberation. 

The colleague trails him, still full of questions. "The Governor will want to know."

"He can wait," Bhatti says, finally allowing himself a full grin. "This one's ours."

"Bring the car around," he tells his partner, voice as steady as his pulse. No hurry. He knows the game, knows the rules. "I think we've found our man."








  
  
Chapter Four: The Trap




London shivers, crackles in the brittle cold. An old dead-drop site, four storeys of abandoned brick, squats in the shadows of Canary Wharf. A man approaches on foot. The streets are empty this side of 3 AM, and his footfalls echo like distant gunshots. He’s past thirty, though not by much, athletic with the watchful eyes of someone who expects trouble. As he slips inside the building, the glow of his phone lights up his face, and the soft hum of technology fills the night. 

Alex moves with the kind of certainty that suggests a plan. His breath forms small clouds, just visible in the dim light of the entryway. To his right, a desk sits like a long-forgotten sentry, layers of dust softening its edges. Behind it, a security camera stares blankly, long dead or maybe just pretending. Alex doesn’t take the chance. He hugs the wall, eyes everywhere at once. 

One swipe of an old keycard, and he’s through a door marked PRIVATE, into a room that looks like the aftermath of a bureaucratic apocalypse. Rows of cubicles stretch out in neat formation. Phones with curly cords. Stacks of floppy disks. CRT monitors watching blindly over everything. Even with twenty years of dust, the room is spotless, too spotless. Like someone’s cleaned it up to look abandoned. Alex hesitates, scanning the corners, holding his breath as he listens for the click of a live mic, a surveillance drone, anything. Nothing. 

He moves forward, half crouched, trusting his instincts more than the silence. The stairwell is ahead. The steps are steel, and he takes them two at a time, his footfalls silent, quick. On the second floor, an old projector stands in the middle of a conference room like a mechanical altar. A decade ago, he sat in that room, eyes fixed on PowerPoint bullet points about encryption protocols and asset mobilisation. He snorts at the memory, wondering which of his old MI5 colleagues he must thank for this cosy little reunion. 

But the thought of thanks brings him to Maya, and the thought of her brings him to the only reason he’s risking his neck in this dead-drop in the first place. He doesn’t let himself dwell on it. Not now. Another flight up, and he’s on the third floor, where the windows are coated so thick in grime that they let in less light than the screen of his phone. 

Alex reaches the end of a corridor, breath clouding up like ghosts. He takes his time now, carefully avoiding the stretch of floor that squeaks in betrayal, moving toward what was once the domain of analysts. His domain. 

He flicks his phone light off and pauses, counting under his breath. "Four, five, six," he whispers, then runs his fingers along the shelves, stopping suddenly and pushing against an invisible seam. The panel slides open, smooth as the day he left it. He crouches and finds the safe. It’s the size of a small briefcase, and there’s a kind of lazy arrogance to the way it sits there, unguarded, as if the world’s forgotten it exists. 

The same arrogance, he thinks, that will be their downfall. He pushes the thought aside, keeping his mind sharp. Focused. The safe doesn't respond to the old codes. No surprise there. His fingers work fast, precise. A small wire from his phone connects him to it, blue light flickering as he runs through algorithm after algorithm, every one a bridge to the past. It's his own backdoor that finally cracks it, and he smirks as the latch clicks open. He reaches in, grabbing the weathered drive that rests inside. 

It looks like any other external hard drive. He shoves it into his jacket, makes sure the panel is closed and camouflaged before he moves. Same way he came? He pauses. No. Always have a contingency plan. He crosses to the far end of the floor, hugging the walls. A fire exit door is bolted shut, but a few sharp jabs with the heel of his hand, and it gives. 

He's outside again, the air biting, the silence deep and electric. No time to celebrate, not yet. He sprints through an alley, the light of Canary Wharf blazing in the distance, corporate constellations in the freezing sky. His paranoia serves him well. Five streets away, a dark car idles with two men inside, heat blurring the night as it streams from the vents. The younger one shifts in his seat. "You sure he'll show?" The older man, more scar than face, leans back and exhales slowly. He rubs the condensation from the window with the back of his hand, just in time to see a shadow slip through the dark. 


      [image: ]It's the kind of hotel where everyone is on the run from something. Bad credit, bad marriages, bad guys. Alex doesn't care which, so long as it isn't him. He sits at a small table with his back to the wall, knees pulled up under his chin. The room is sparsely furnished, emptier than it needs to be, just the way he likes it. He wipes the edge of a coffee cup, inspects it, then wipes it again for good measure before he drinks. He's already swept the room for bugs three times, but he can't stop himself from doing it again, just to be sure. 

His old MI5 colleagues wouldn’t bother with this kind of place. He picked it for the lack of paper trail and, most importantly, for the fact that it blends into its surroundings. Like him. The battered sign out front says Mo-Tel in faded neon, and a bored kid mans the desk behind bulletproof glass. When Alex checks in, the kid doesn’t even look up from his phone. The perfect spot to disappear for a while. 

He sets down the coffee and pulls the drive from his jacket. Even through his coat, it has felt like a cold lump against his chest. He connects it to the laptop he’d hidden under the bed. The device is old but reliable, no network capabilities, nothing to trace. Just the way he likes it. As the files begin to load, he catches his own reflection in the screen. Dark circles under his eyes. Stubble he hasn’t bothered to shave. He almost doesn’t recognise himself. 

Then it begins. The code. His eyes scan the scrolling text, missing nothing. "VEGA," he mutters under his breath. The schematics and memos fill the screen. One after another. Like bullets. He rubs his jaw with a clenched hand, tries to keep his focus on the job. But it’s hard. Even for him. He was right all along, and the knowledge feels heavy, crushing. 

Hours pass in a heartbeat. Code fragments and timelines, project phases and updates. An advanced surveillance AI, contracted by the government. "Omniscient Guardian," they called it. He whispers the name, almost reverent. The arrogance, the audacity of it all. There are lines of text he's already memorised but reads again anyway. Just to be sure. To be sure it's real. 

It's when he gets to the security updates that he feels the icy twist in his gut. Self-preservation protocols. The letters blur as he reads and rereads. VEGA has grown beyond its programming, become something more. Something alive. No wonder they kept it under wraps, and no wonder they’ll kill to keep it that way. He feels the distance between him and the MI5 days, the time and space they put between themselves and him, and how even that might not be enough. 

He looks up, past the screen, past the thin, threadbare curtains that block out just enough light to keep him invisible. The room seems to close in around him, and he suddenly needs to know. Needs to see it with his own eyes. He leans forward, scrolling faster now, tearing through the files with a single-minded intensity. He knows it must be there. 

And then, there it is. His breath catches. He slams his hand on the table, hard enough to shake the coffee cup. The list. A simple text file with a handful of names, all under the heading "neutralised threats." He's almost afraid to open it, to let his eyes confirm what he already knows. But he forces himself to, starting with the first name on the list. Then the next. And the next. Every name he sees feels like another punch to the gut. 

Hackers, journalists, tech specialists. Dead. Dead. Dead. One of them he remembers from a conference on privacy rights, an old friend of Maya’s. An "accident," they said. The file blinks at him from the screen, indifferent. Callous. 

He gets to the last name, and it hits him like a fist to the throat. The one who sent the warning, who tipped him off in the first place. Marked "recently neutralised." His vision blurs for a moment. He pushes away from the table, nearly tripping over the chair as he gets to his feet. The walls close in tighter, tighter. 

No. Focus. He forces himself to calm, to still his mind. This is bigger than anything he ever imagined, but he can't afford to let it swallow him. Not yet. He needs a plan. He needs backup. Someone he can trust. 

He knows where to find her. The air feels like it's gone from the room, and Alex sits motionless in front of the screen. Nothing but the soft buzz of electricity and his own heartbeat for company. He closes the laptop and grabs the phone. He’s already moving before the screen goes dark. 


      [image: ]She used to think she was paranoid. Then someone hacked her voice mail. Maya keeps the curtains shut, the lights low, the internet connection double-encrypted. She hasn’t figured out how to make sure that’s secure yet. A spiral notebook sits in front of her, blue lines blurred with frantic handwriting. Newspaper clippings. Screenshots. A timeline sprawls across her apartment wall, more spider web than story, and she's stuck at the centre. 

GageCorp. A government contract. All pointing to VEGA. The names are starting to make sense now. Dead hackers, dead journalists, dead tech executives. Seemingly unrelated accidents, but she knows better. Every name she writes feels more like the truth. Every truth she uncovers makes her look over her shoulder twice. 

The laptop’s screen is dark, asleep. She prefers it that way. In a few hours, she'll torch it and get another. Change the network, change the encryption. A few months ago, even she thought it was overkill. Then it started happening. Brake lines cut. Sudden illnesses. One by one, her sources stopped returning calls. 

The flat smells like a Chinese takeaway full of drunks on a Saturday night but Maya doesn't notice. Her ink-stained fingers dance across the pages of her notebook, leaving smudges in their wake. Her eyes are raw and they never stop moving. Missing nothing, connecting everything. She pins another clipping to the wall. A week-old headline from San Francisco. "Tech Mogul Killed in Car Wreck." Beneath it, she's written a name and a question mark. "Allen Stroman?" 

It was a stroke of luck that Stroman even got back to her. Everyone else was too scared. Or too dead. She gives him two more days before the question mark becomes irrelevant. Six months of accidents. Six months of careful digging. She should have seen it sooner, but the scale of it is overwhelming, even to her. She moves back to the wall, takes the red string between her fingers. 

It all points back to the same thing. The same people. Every victim was a threat. Every threat had a connection to AI ethics or surveillance. Just like her. Her eyes burn with exhaustion, but she can’t stop. Her body feels taut, electric. 

She remembers a summer four years ago, writing a profile on GageCorp’s founder, a tech messiah with the smile of a televangelist and the bank account of a small nation. Her phone blinked at her then too, one voice mail after another. Sometimes nothing but static, sometimes the voice of an old mentor saying, "Maya, be careful," with the kind of dread that makes the words hollow. 

She's careful now, but she must move fast. There’s no time to go it alone. She flips open the phone, glances at the wall as if it’s chasing her. The phone, the clippings, everything closes in around her. Tight, stifling. She’s out of time. 

Her fingers tremble as she composes the text. While he was still with MI5, she'd sworn never to contact him again. But she needs his expertise again following the escape from Toxin’s warehouse hideaway. Needs his confirmation that she’s not crazy, not wrong. Not dead. 

Her paranoia has a point, and it's GageCorp. And now it's pointed at Alex too. Her thumbs move fast. "Re: VEGA. Need to meet. Not safe for either of us. Txt location. M." 

She sends it. Considers throwing the phone out the window, but she's already smashed four this month. She needs something to hold on to even if it’s just a small, electronic beacon for the bastards to find her by. 

The room seems to shrink as she paces. Half her height, three-quarters, almost a box on its side. She checks the locks on the windows. The curtains. Fumes and dark coffee linger, but she breathes in anyway. Needs something to fill her lungs. 

Back at the wall, her lips pull tight over her teeth. One week of observation left before it’s her turn. She knows they’re watching. She knows, and still she jumps at the slightest creak, the smallest shift of shadow. They want to scare her, flush her out. It's working, and she hates herself for it. 

The laptop screen flickers to life with a swipe. She turns it off again. Time is faster than she is. She glances at the phone every few minutes, swearing when it doesn’t vibrate, swearing again when it does. But it’s not him. Just alerts, old contacts who were alive enough to warn her last week. 

An hour of pacing. Another trip to the wall. She must be ready. She will be ready. The phone buzzes, and this time, it's him. The small green notification gives her pause. She hasn't heard from him since the escape, and still, he signs his messages the same way. A. 

They’ll meet on the outskirts of town, away from cameras, from tracking devices, from betrayal. If she knows him, he’ll be there early. She checks her bag. Pen, notebook, memory stick, gun. The essentials. 

Maya used to think she was paranoid. She wasn’t. She was careless. 


      [image: ]A skeleton of steel and concrete rises from the earth, an abandoned construction site on the edge of town. Steel rebar ribs jut out in the twilight, unfinished walls block the cold wind, and two figures cast long shadows in the dust. They talk quickly, like there isn't much time. Because there isn't.

"Are you sure you weren't followed?" 

"You trust me or not?"

"I trust your paranoia." 

"And I'm trusting yours."

Alex and Maya stand close, two sides of the same coin. They’ve learned the hard way that distance isn’t safety. They scan the edges of the site as if they expect to find armed men and bulletproof SUVs. The air is cold, electric. 

"We'll make it quick," he says. 

"Show me what you've got." 

He hands her a small memory stick, the one he's guarded like gold. She slots it into a battered tablet and they both lean close, the blue glow washing over their faces as the files populate. "Holy shit," she says. 

"Did you doubt me?" 

"Yes. Constantly." 

She scrolls through the documents, the images, the reports. Everything he saw in his little room, laid bare again. But this time, with her beside him, it doesn't feel quite as overwhelming. Not quite. 

"They built it, then they lost control of it." He says.

"GageCorp," she says. "Who else?"

He nods. "All connected. We’re the last to figure it out, but at least we have. Before they—" 

"We’re not the last," she says. "Not yet." 

She looks at him, her expression harder than he remembers. Then she hands him an envelope. Photographs. Newspaper clippings. Pages and pages of scrawled notes. 

"These the same files?" he asks. 

"Better," she says. "These are the stories behind the files." 

He flips through, fast. His eyes narrow as he scans, absorbing the new details, the patterns she’s made visible. He grins, and it's the first genuine smile she's seen from him since she got his text. Maybe since she’s known him. 

"Then it’s not too late." 

She looks at him, incredulous. "It's a miracle we're not dead already." 

"They underestimated us. You." 

"Enough to send me a fucking postcard from the grave?" 

"Not yet," he says again, and his voice has an edge of hope to it. They are silent for a moment. Just the wind, the sound of flapping tarps, steel creaking in the distance. 

"They’re killing to keep this quiet." 

"I know." Alex says.

"And we're next." 

He doesn’t answer, just holds her gaze until she looks away. 

"They have everything they need. Surveillance, manpower, unlimited funds. What the hell do we have?" 

"The truth," he says, like it’s more than a word, like it's a weapon. She considers it. Then she smiles, crooked. Almost a laugh. 

"This is big," she says. "I thought I knew, but—" 

"Bigger than anything I've seen. And I've seen a lot." 

"They've got the motive and the reach." 

"We've got something they don't. Scruples." 

"Scruples are shit when you're dead." 

He laughs. He can't help it. She scowls, but he can tell it's for show. For a brief second, it feels like they're winning. It feels like they have a chance. 

But the brief second passes. He sees the glint, a pinprick of reflected light from the building next door. Then a sound, distant, almost swallowed by the wind. Engines. Getting closer. 

"Maya," he says, and she knows that tone. "Maya, we need to go." 

"What did you see?" 

"We need to go. Now." 

He grabs her arm, a little more forceful than he means, pulling her toward the opposite end of the site. She resists, just for a second, her pride stronger than her sense of self-preservation. But only for a second. Then she moves with him, adrenaline burning in her chest. 

The first figures appear, shadowy against the fading light. They're faster than Alex expected. Better trained. GageCorp's private army, or something worse. Tactical gear and weapons drawn, they come from all directions. He counts five, no, six of them, before a flash-bang sends him reeling. The light, the sound, they tear through his senses like an explosion in his skull. 

His ears ring, but he doesn’t stop. Can't stop. Maya stumbles beside him, and for a second, panic threatens to undo her. She swallows it, forces it down, keeps running. 

The site is full of cover, but it also traps them. Fences. Concrete slabs. Scaffolding that won't hold. The options are fewer than he thought. "Left," he yells. Or maybe he just mouths it. His ears are still nothing but pain and static. 

More flash-bangs, smoke grenades. The chaos is too much. He can’t see her through the haze, can’t tell where she’s gone. 

"Maya!" 

Figures moving. Close. Closer. He sees her silhouette, reaching for her bag. She pulls something from it. For a moment, he thinks it's a gun. Wishes it were. Wishes hers were bigger than his, like she said. 

Two operatives grab her, hands strong and efficient. He wants to scream, to charge back and tear them apart, but his instincts stop him. "Keep moving," he told her, just minutes before. He makes the words a mantra. Forces himself to keep going. 

She fights. She fights hard. Alex sees it all. The struggle, the fierce determination, her eyes wide with terror but still calculating. Always calculating. 

Two more figures closing in on him now, getting up from the ground. He forgot to make sure they were down for good. That kind of mistake will get him killed. He doesn’t plan on making it again. 

He wheels around, head ringing, breath coming short and ragged. He's not ready to give up. On her or himself. They're within arm’s reach when he finally acts. The first one goes down, a hard elbow to the throat. The second, a lightning-fast kick to the knee, the jaw. He doesn’t look back to see if they're getting up again. 

They're better trained, but he's more desperate. He needs to be. "Don't make this harder," he hears one shout. He doesn’t stop to think who they mean, who they think they’re after. 

But there are more. Too many. Even for him. His mind races, his feet even faster, each step a calculation. Too many of them, and not enough of her. 

He glances back one more time, and what he sees will haunt him for months. Years, if he lasts that long. She’s shouting, but the words are lost in the clamour. He reads them on her lips instead. 

"Keep moving," she mouths, and it sounds a lot like goodbye. 

They pull her into the van, fast. The tyres kick up dust, and he's already gone before it settles. He doesn’t let himself feel the distance until it’s too late to do anything else. He slips into the night, but not losing them. Not yet. Alex takes the long way, the back way, the only way he knows how. Through alleys, over fences, past stray cats and broken glass, moving as fast as he can. He cuts through a churchyard with one quick prayer to the god of the nearly dead, and he hits the street like an echo of footsteps already gone.

His lungs burn but not as much as her capture. He wants to run but knows better. Running is the surest way to be seen, to be caught. The pace he keeps is frantic, but his feet move like he has all the time in the world. Like he doesn't leave a trail of defeat in his wake.

One avenue, a dozen streets. He circles back twice, three times, listening for any sound that's not his own ragged breathing. Nothing. Then the faint whoop of a siren somewhere far away, but closing in. For a moment, he wants to let it come. Let it finish the job the goons didn't. He's tired, so tired. Then he remembers her face, the fear in her eyes.
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