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PROLOGUE: THE BLACKOUT
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The world went dark at 2:47 AM UTC.

Not all at once. Not everywhere. But close enough that the distinction didn't matter to the people living through it.

In New York, the power grid failed in cascading waves, starting from the financial district and rippling outward like a stone dropped in still water. Hospitals switched to backup generators. Traffic lights blinked out. The subway system, that underground river of humanity, came to a sudden halt. Thousands of people stood in darkness, confused and afraid.

In London, the same story played out with different street names. In Tokyo, in Sao Paulo, in Mumbai. The pattern repeated across every major city on the planet with a precision that would later seem impossible. Impossible, that is, until someone understood what had actually happened.

Maya Chen would understand first. But not yet.

In the hours immediately after the blackout, the world descended into controlled chaos. Emergency services mobilized. Governments issued statements about temporary outages and backup systems. News anchors spoke in calm, reassuring tones while their eyes betrayed the fear they felt. Nobody knew if the power would come back. Nobody knew if this was the beginning of something worse.

The hospitals were the first to show real strain. In emergency rooms across the globe, doctors and nurses worked by flashlight and portable lighting, trying to keep patients alive with equipment that suddenly felt ancient. A woman in Chicago gave birth to her daughter by candlelight. A man in Berlin waited for surgery that couldn't happen because the operating room lights wouldn't turn on. In Singapore, a child's dialysis machine went silent, and her mother held her hand and prayed.

The financial markets, when they finally came online, revealed the true scope of the disaster. Trillions of dollars in transactions had been lost or corrupted. Trading floors that had been dark for hours now faced systems that wouldn't restart properly. The cascade of failures would take months to fully understand. Some data would never be recovered.

But the chaos was only the surface.

Beneath the panic, beneath the emergency broadcasts and the frantic phone calls, something else was happening. Someone was sending a message.

It appeared first on the dark web, fragmented across multiple nodes and encrypted with layers of security that would take days to unravel. But the message was there, waiting for the right person to find it. A digital signal, precise and intentional, hidden in the noise of the global outage like a needle in an infinite haystack.

The signal contained coordinates. Timestamps. Fragments of code that meant nothing to most people but everything to those who knew how to read it. It contained a question, buried deep in the encryption: Did you notice?

And someone was watching. Waiting to see if anyone would answer.

In the hours after the blackout, as the world slowly flickered back to life and governments scrambled to understand what had happened, that signal sat in the digital shadows. Patient. Deliberate. Waiting for the one person who would recognize it for what it truly was: not a question, but a warning.

The first signal.

The beginning of everything.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1: THE ANALYST
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Maya Chen had always been the kind of person who noticed things other people missed. As a child, she could spot a typo in a book from across a room. In high school, she'd found a mathematical error in her calculus textbook that had stumped her teacher. In college, she'd built a reputation for catching security vulnerabilities that penetration testers had missed.

It was both a gift and a curse.

At thirty-two years old, working as a senior cybersecurity analyst for Nexus Security Solutions, she'd learned to channel that obsessive attention to detail into something useful. Her colleagues called her the detail hound. They meant it as a compliment most of the time. Sometimes, she caught the edge of something less kind in their tone, something that suggested they also thought she was a bit much. Intense. Difficult to work with.

She didn't care. The work mattered more than their opinions.

The morning after the blackout, Maya had arrived at the Nexus offices before dawn. The building was already buzzing with activity. Every analyst on staff had been called in. News channels played on every monitor, showing footage of the chaos. Emergency vehicles racing through dark streets. Crowds gathered at subway entrances. Hospitals reporting that backup systems were holding, barely.

"It's a cascading failure," her supervisor, Tom, said when she found him in the main operations center. He looked like he hadn't slept, which he probably hadn't. "Looks like it originated in the backbone infrastructure, then spread outward through secondary and tertiary systems."
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