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Dedication


To all the people working late into the night in pursuit of a dream—those who carry their ambitions like a quiet compass, guiding them through long hours, unseen effort, and the steady accumulation of small, deliberate steps. To the ones who keep lists tucked in notebooks and on phone screens, who map out the places they hope to go, the skills they intend to master, the lives they want to build. To every person who treats their goals not as distant fantasies but as promises to themselves, honored in the stillness of early mornings and the solitude of midnight work.

To those who chase the items on their bucket lists with intention—traveling, learning, creating, daring—knowing that each pursuit, whether grand or humble, is a declaration of who they are and who they hope to become. To the dreamers who refuse to let time, doubt, or circumstance diminish the scope of what they imagine for their lives. Your persistence, your quiet courage, and your belief in what is possible give shape to futures that would not exist without you.

This work is dedicated to your journey, your discipline, and the enduring hope that drives you to keep reaching for the next milestone.


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 - The Departure
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The fog was thick enough to swallow the lamps along the Liffey, each one reduced to a pale halo in the dark. Connor Malloy stood at the edge of the riverwalk, coat zipped high, duffel resting against his boot. The city was asleep, but the cranes across the water loomed like skeletal sentinels, their arms frozen in the mist. He had always hated this hour—too late to belong to night, too early to belong to morning. It was the hour of ghosts.

The cobblestones beneath his feet were slick with dew. He shifted his weight, listening to the faint lap of water against the quay. Dublin was supposed to feel familiar, but tonight it felt foreign, as if the city itself had already turned its back on him. He lit a cigarette, though he hadn’t smoked in months. The ritual steadied his hands. The taste was acrid, unwelcome, but it gave him something to hold onto.

He told himself he was leaving. The flight to Denver was booked. The villa in the Rockies would be waiting with its silence and its solitude. He told himself he was done with Europe. Done with Maya’s brother. Done with Tony V. Done with the endless corridors of SYNAXIS. He told himself all of that, and then his burner buzzed.

No ringtone. No vibration. Just a pulse of light across the screen. Connor frowned, thumb hovering before he tapped. The message was short, surgical: Directive complete. Stateside.

Attached was a photo. A geocache half-buried in cracked earth, coordinates stamped across the lid: 44.3°N, 102.5°W — South Dakota. The Badlands. Connor inhaled sharply. He leaned in closer to the screen. Inside the cache was a logbook, pages stained with blood. One phrase carved deep into the paper: First to find. First to die.

The handwriting was deliberate. Angular. Ritualistic. Not SYNAXIS. Not the Network. Something darker. Someone was using the language of geocaching, of thrill-seeking and discover, to build a corridor. Not for secrets. Not for money. For killing.

Connor slipped the burner into his pocket. He didn’t call Jill. Didn’t message Maya. Didn’t reroute through Paddy’s channel. He just stood there, watching the river move beneath the fog, the city quiet behind him. Europe was behind him now. But the next war was waiting in America’s wild heart. And someone had just left him an invitation.

***
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The boarding call echoed through Dublin Airport’s Terminal 2, clipped and impersonal, bouncing off steel and glass. Connor rose with the crowd, duffel slung over his shoulder, posture relaxed but senses sharp. The concourse smelled faintly of disinfectant and coffee, a sterile cathedral of departure. He scanned faces as he walked—business travelers with laptops, families corralling children, a few solitary figures like himself. 

Every face was a potential threat, and Connor’s senses were honed for surveillance that didn't wear a uniform. He moved with the quiet understanding that caution was the only path to survival.

At the gate, he found a seat by the window. The runway stretched into fog, lights blinking like distant stars. 

Somewhere along the way someone had managed to slip an envelope into his carry-on which was nearly impossible given Connor’s attention to his surroundings.  He unfolded the envelope, no return address. Inside: coordinates. The handwriting matched the logbook from the Badland’s photo. Someone had been close enough to plant it. Close enough to touch him without being seen.

Connor studied the cache photo, the cracked earth, the lid stamped with numbers. South Dakota. Isolated and vast. A stage perfectly set for a hidden ritual.  The familiar knot of dread formed in his gut. He thought of Maya's brother, of Tony V, of the chaos he had promised himself he’d left behind. But the corridor was already forming. He was being pulled into it, whether he wanted to or not.

Boarding was called. Connor rose, moving with the crowd. The jet bridge smelled of metal and recycled air, a tunnel funneling him toward the waiting aircraft. He found his seat by the window, stowed the duffel, and settled in. The engines hummed, a low vibration that seemed to resonate in his bones. He closed his eyes, but sleep didn’t come. Instead, shadows did.

The cabin lights dimmed, casting the rows of passengers into hushed silhouettes. Connor sat pressed against the window, Denver still hours away, the Atlantic stretching beneath them like a black void. Around him, travelers surrendered to sleep, heads tilted, mouths slack. He envied their ease. His eyes refused to close.

The purr of the engines became a soundtrack to memory. Maya’s brother appeared first, pale beneath hospital lights, his breath shallow, his eyes pleading. Connor had promised him safety, promised escape. But promises were fragile things, easily broken. The boy had died anyway, and Connor carried the weight ever since.

Then Tony V.’s laughter echoing in a Dublin alley, sharp and reckless, before gunfire cut it short. Connor remembered looking him in the eye, then the shot, the way Tony’s body crumpled, the silence that followed. He had told himself it was just another mission, just another casualty. But Tony’s ghost lingered, whispering in the dark.

Hours passed. The cabin was dark, passengers cocooned in sleep. Connor wasn’t. He unfolded the envelope again, staring at the coordinates until the numbers blurred. 

Jill’s face surfaced in his mind. He considered contacting her, breaking his self-imposed distance, but quickly dismissed the thought. He needed silence now; he needed isolation.

Turbulence rattled the cabin, jolting him back. He gripped the armrest, knuckles white, imagining the killer sitting somewhere nearby, watching him, waiting.\ He imagined eyes on him even now, unseen, unblinking.

The buzz deepened, the engines roaring against the void. Connor shut his eyes, but the phrase carved into the logbook echoed against the silence: First to find. First to die. It wasn’t just a threat. It was a mantra, repeating it until it became law.

The continent stretched beneath him, a dark expanse broken by veins of light. Highways glowed like circuitry, pulsing against the plains. Denver spread below, a grid disguised as a city, surveillance masquerading as civilization. Connor felt the weight pressing in, heavier than the duffel at his feet. His arrival wasn’t chance—it had already been mapped. The corridor wasn’t waiting for him. It had already begun.

***
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The descent into Denver was rough, turbulence rattling the cabin as the plane cut through a wall of cloud. Connor kept his eyes on the city lights below, glowing like circuitry against the black plains. He had always thought of Denver as a gateway, mountains rising like jagged teeth to the west, the flat sprawl of America stretching east. Tonight, it felt less like a gateway and more like a trap.

Customs was routine, but Connor felt the eyes. A guard lingered too long on his passport, scanning his face as if memorizing it. A man in a gray coat stood near baggage claim, pretending to check his watch, but his gaze flicked toward Connor’s duffel more than once. A woman with a tablet watched too long, her screen angled just enough to suggest she was recording. Connor moved quickly, duffel slung over his shoulder, posture relaxed but senses sharp. He had learned to trust the feeling of being watched. It was rarely wrong.

Outside, the air was thin, colder than Dublin’s fog. He drew it into his lungs, the altitude pressing against his chest. The cab line was short. He gave the driver the villa address, voice low, eyes scanning the terminal glass for reflections. The car pulled away, headlights cutting through the dark. The city receded, skyscrapers shrinking into silhouettes, until the mountains rose—silent, jagged, waiting.

Connor leaned against the window, watching the landscape shift. Strip malls gave way to pine forests, highways to winding roads. He thought of the envelope slipped into his bag, the coordinates etched into his mind. South Dakota. The Badlands. Stark ground, empty enough that anything carried out here would remain invisible.  He thought of the bloodstained logbook, the phrase carved deep into the paper: First to find. First to die. He thought of Jill.

The villa was dark when he arrived, perched against the slope like a sentinel. He paid the driver, carried his duffel to the door, and unlocked it. Inside, the quiet was absolute, a void that seemed to absorb sound. He set the bag down, checked the burner. No new messages. 

The scrape was faint, almost lost beneath the hum of the radiator. Connor froze. A whisper of paper against wood, then silence. He turned toward the door.

An envelope lay half-visible, its corner jutting into the room like a blade. Whoever had delivered it hadn’t knocked, hadn’t waited. They’d slipped it under and vanished.

Connor approached slowly, each step measured. The carpet muffled his movement, but he felt exposed, as if the walls themselves were watching. He crouched, eyes fixed on the envelope. No markings on the front. No return address. Just weightless paper, waiting.

He didn’t touch it at first. He scanned the doorframe, the window, the shadows beyond the glass. The city outside glowed in grids, but here the silence pressed in. Whoever had mapped his arrival had already breached his space.

Finally, he reached down. The paper was cool, edges sharp. He lifted it, holding it at arm’s length, as though it might detonate. The envelope carried no sound, no scent, but it radiated intent.

Connor placed it on the table near the window, the glow of the city catching its pale surface. He stood over it, the duffel at his feet, the corridor already closing in.  No return address. No markings. He unfolded it. Inside: clippings from Chicago newspapers. Two geocachers found dead. Both logbooks carved with FTF. A note scrawled across the margin: You missed the first two. Don’t miss the next.

Connor’s jaw tightened. Chicago wasn’t random. The Badlands weren’t random. This was a corridor. Someone was building a trail of death across America. And Connor had just been invited to follow it.

***
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Connor spread the clippings across the oak table, the paper edges curling as if they’d been handled too many times. The ink was smudged in places, but the photographs were clear enough: crime-scene tape sagging in the wind, detectives crouched over a weathered logbook, flashbulbs bleaching the night.

Chicago. Two victims. Both geocachers. Both found in forgotten corners of the city—one in a warehouse with broken windows, the other in a park where weeds had swallowed the benches.

The logbooks were the same. FTF carved deep into the paper, the letters gouged rather than written. Connor leaned closer, tracing the grooves with his eyes. The killer wasn’t leaving a signature. He was leaving clues.

Across the margin of one clipping, scrawled in black ink, was the taunt: You missed the first two. Don’t miss the next.

Connor felt the words bite. Whoever wrote them knew his habits. They knew the way he lingered too long at the edges, arriving late, stepping into aftermath instead of prevention. They knew he picked up threads only after the damage was done, as if he were destined to trail behind catastrophe rather than intercept it.

Connor felt the words pressing against him, sharper than the paper they were written on. This wasn’t guesswork, it was observation. Someone had studied him, catalogued his movements, dissected the small delays that defined his life. Every hesitation, every late arrival, every moment he thought was his own had already been recorded.

The envelope on the table seemed heavier now, not with ink but with intent. He imagined eyes watching from unseen vantage points, noting the way he paused before touching it, the way his breath caught. His habits weren’t just known, they were being used against him.  It wasn’t just a challenge. It was personal.

He pushed the clippings aside and opened his laptop. The glow lit the villa’s dark interior, throwing long shadows across the walls. He pulled up maps of Chicago, overlaying the crime scenes. The coordinates formed a crooked line, not random but deliberate. He extended the line westward, tracing it across the plains. It intersected with the Badlands.

The corridor was real. Not metaphor, not paranoia. A trail of caches, each one a scar carved into geography.

Connor leaned back, the temptation to call Jill, to show her the clippings and the map, was strong. He resisted. She had enough of her own lingering darkness; he wouldn't burden her with his new hunt.

He returned to the photographs. The victims’ faces blurred in the newsprint. Connor stared at their hands. They weren’t reaching for escape. They were reaching for the cache.

The killer understood the psychology of the hunt. The thrill of being first. The compulsion to log a find. He had weaponized it.

Connor leaned back, the chair creaking beneath him. Outside, the wind pressed against the villa’s windows, rattling faintly, a reminder of the storm clawing at the walls. Inside, the fire was going—logs snapping, flames curling upward in restless bursts. The glow painted the room in shifting amber, shadows stretching long across the floor.

The warmth should have been comforting, but Connor felt it as a trap, a spotlight against the dark. Every crackle of the wood seemed too loud, every flicker of flame too revealing. He watched the fire consume itself, sparks rising like signals, while the wind outside pressed harder, rattling glass as if demanding entry.

The villa was caught between two forces: the storm beyond and the fire within. Connor sat at the center, listening, waiting, aware that the silence around him was never truly empty.

He closed his eyes, but the images remained: logbooks carved with the mantra, victims reaching for discovery, the taunt scrawled in ink.

You missed the first two. Don’t miss the next.

Connor opened his eyes. He wouldn’t miss the next. He couldn’t.

***
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The villa crouched against the slope like a fortress, its stone walls catching the last light of evening. Connor moved through the rooms with the caution of a man who knew silence could be deceiving. He checked the locks, tested the windows, and only then allowed himself to breathe. The air smelled faintly of pine and old wood, the kind of stillness that pressed against the skin.

He opened the laptop, and traced the coordinates again. The Badlands. South Dakota. Remote. Empty. The Denver fallout shelter, the missile tunnel. The line was crooked but deliberate, a corridor stretching across America’s forgotten defense grid.

The burner buzzed. Jill’s voice filled the room, sharp and worried.

“You’re back stateside. Why didn’t you tell me?”

Connor hesitated, eyes on the glowing map. “Needed solitude. Needed quiet.”

Silence on the line. He could picture her expression—jaw tight, eyes narrowed, suspicion layered beneath concern. Jill had always known when he was lying. But tonight, he needed her to believe it.

“You’re chasing something,” she said finally. “I can hear it in your voice.”

Connor closed the laptop, the map vanishing into darkness. “Just ghosts,” he said. “Nothing worth chasing.”

But the envelope on the table told a different story. Chicago clippings. Victims reaching for caches. Logbooks carved with mantra. First to find. First to Die.

Connor ended the call, the silence pressing in again. He leaned back in the chair, staring at the beams overhead. Shadows stretched across the ceiling, jagged and uneven. He thought of the victims, of their hands frozen in rigor, fingers curled as if reaching for discovery. Jill always insisted that caches were harmless games, that geocaching was about thrill, not death. He thought of the killer, twisting discovery into death.

He opened the laptop again, tracing the corridor westward. Each site tied to Cold War scars—silos, tunnels, fallout shelters. Places built for surveillance, now repurposed. The killer wasn’t random. The killer was deliberate.

Outside, the mountains loomed, jagged and silent. Inside, the villa held its breath. The fire was going, flames snapping in the hearth, throwing restless light across the walls. Connor sat in the dark beyond its glow, the envelope on the table, the coordinates burning on the screen.

He had lied to Jill. He had lied to himself. The fire’s warmth licked at the edges of the room, but it did nothing to soften the truth. The crackle of wood was the only sound, a rhythm that seemed to mark time against his silence.

He wasn’t chasing ghosts. He was chasing scars. And the fire, consuming itself in bursts of light, felt like a mirror of what he carried—heat, damage, and the inevitability of ash.
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Chapter 2 - First Finds
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Connor left Denver before dawn, the villa’s silence still clinging to him like a second skin. The Jeep in the garage was old enough to be anonymous and sturdy enough to survive the back roads he knew were coming. He loaded the duffel, checked the burner, and pulled onto the highway while the city was still half-asleep.

The plains opened around him in long, empty stretches. Billboards for Wall Drug rose like relics from another era, their promises of coffee and free ice water fading into the morning haze. The further he drove, the more the world thinned, towns shrinking to gas stations, gas stations shrinking to boarded-up shells, until even those disappeared.

By the time the Badlands rose on the horizon, jagged and pale in the early light, Connor felt the shift. The land here didn’t just look empty, it felt abandoned, as if it had been left behind by time itself.

He followed the coordinates from the envelope down a dirt track that barely qualified as a road. Dust curled behind the Jeep, the tires rattling over stone. The trail ended at a crumbling NORAD outpost—concrete walls cracked, rebar jutting like ribs, the whole structure sagging under decades of neglect.

This wasn’t a crime scene.

This was an archaeological dig.

Connor stepped out, boots crunching on gravel. The air smelled of dust and iron, the kind of dryness that clung to the back of the throat. He scanned the ruins, noting the collapsed roofline, the rusted antenna mast, the faded stenciling on the bunker door.

This place had once listened for the end of the world. Now it listened for nothing.

He checked the coordinates again. They led him past the bunker, down a slope of fractured stone, to a slab of rock that looked like it had been pried up and set back down decades ago. He crouched, fingers brushing the edge. The stone shifted with a dry scrape.

Beneath it sat an ammo box.

Old.

Paint flaking.

Hinges rusted to the color of dried blood.

Connor lifted it carefully. The metal groaned in protest. When he opened the lid, a puff of dust rose like breath from a long-dead thing.

Inside lay a logbook.

No blood.

No scent of decay.

Just pages stiff with age, edges curled, the paper yellowed and brittle.

He flipped it open.

The words weren’t written, they were carved.

Deep gouges in the paper, each stroke deliberate, ritualistic.

FIRST TO FIND

FIRST TO DIE

The letters were old.

Years old.

Maybe longer.

Connor traced the grooves with his eyes. Whoever carved them had done so with patience, not frenzy. This wasn’t a message left in haste. It was a doctrine. A belief system. A ritual repeated until it became muscle memory.

He turned the pages. More carvings. More coordinates. Some so faded they were barely legible. Others etched with enough force to tear through the paper entirely.

This wasn’t a fresh kill site.

This was a shrine.

A place the killer had used long before Chicago. Long before the influencer. Long before Connor ever stepped into the corridor.

He closed the logbook and set it back inside the box. The wind hissed across the stone, carrying dust through the ruins. Connor stood, scanning the horizon. The Badlands stretched in jagged layers, silent and indifferent.

Whoever had carved those words wasn’t here.

Hadn’t been here in years.

But the ritual had started here.

And rituals had a way of repeating.

Connor returned to the Jeep, the coordinates from the carved margins already forming a new path in his mind.

The second site was hours east, the landscape flattening into scrub and dust. The coordinates led him to an abandoned ranger station—wood siding bleached gray, windows boarded, roof sagging under years of storms.

But this place wasn’t archaeological.

This place was recent.

Police tape fluttered in the wind, bright yellow against the dull earth. A pair of patrol cars sat near the entrance, their lights off, their presence quiet but unmistakable.

Connor parked at a distance, stepping out with the caution of a man who knew how to move through active scenes without drawing attention. He approached the tape slowly, eyes scanning the ground.

The body had already been removed.

But the imprint of the scene remained.

A shallow pit near the station.

Boot prints.

A scuffed patch of earth where a struggle had taken place.

A geocaching backpack lying abandoned, straps frayed.

Connor recognized the style immediately—one of the influencer models, the kind used by geocachers who documented every find for their followers. He had seen this man online. Smiling. Confident. Proud of his FTF streak.

Now the streak was over.

Connor crouched near the pit, careful not to disturb anything. A cracked GPS unit lay half-buried in dust. He lifted it gently. The screen flickered, showing the last coordinates logged.

They matched the ones carved in the old NORAD logbook.

The killer wasn’t improvising.

He was following a map.

A map he had drawn years ago.

Connor set the GPS down and scanned the area. The logbook lay near the pit, pages stained—not with fresh blood, but with dirt and weathering. The words carved into it were the same mantra, but the cuts were newer. Sharper. More confident.

FIRST TO FIND

FIRST TO DIE

The influencer had found the cache.

He had logged the coordinates.

He had followed the corridor.

And the corridor had consumed him.

Connor stood, the wind tugging at his coat. The patrolmen near the station watched him but didn’t approach. They didn’t need to. He wasn’t interfering. He was observing. Cataloguing. Connecting.

This scene wasn’t about the killer being here.

It was about the killer having been here.

A difference that mattered.

He walked back to the Jeep, the cracked GPS unit in his hand. The coordinates glowed faintly, a breadcrumb pointing deeper into the corridor.

The first cache had been old.

A ritual from the past.

The second was recent.

A ritual repeated.

The next would be fresh.

He could feel it.

Connor started the engine, the ranger station shrinking in the rearview mirror. The wind carried dust across the clearing, erasing footprints, softening edges, burying the last traces of the influencer’s final hunt.

The corridor was real.

And he was already inside it.
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Chapter 3 - Chicago
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The descent into O’Hare was rough, the aircraft shuddering as it cut through a wall of winter cloud. Maya Chen kept her eyes on the city lights below, scattered across the dark like fractured constellations. Chicago was restless even from the air. The grid pulsed with movement, highways glowing, neighborhoods flickering, the lake a black void pressing against the shore. She had been summoned here, pulled from her own silence, and the urgency of the call weighed heavier than the overnight bag at her feet.

The murders had already made headlines. Two geocachers found dead in different parts of the city—one in a warehouse with broken windows, the other in a park swallowed by weeds. Both logbooks carved with the same mantra: First to Find. First to Die. The phrase had spread across forums like contagion, whispered in threads, dissected in posts, debated by players who suddenly realized their game had been weaponized. The Bureau needed someone who understood that world, someone who could read the killer’s taunts not as vandalism but as deliberate signals. That was why they had called her.

Maya leaned back as the plane touched down, the jolt rattling through her bones. She had worked cases that blurred the line between obsession and violence before—encrypted caches, breadcrumb trails that led to bodies instead of treasure—but this felt different. The killer wasn’t hiding. He was broadcasting. He wanted to be seen.

The terminal was a cathedral of glass and steel, sterile light reflecting off polished floors. Travelers moved in currents, dragging luggage, clutching phones, chasing connections. Maya moved among them with quiet precision, her posture relaxed but her senses sharp. She had learned long ago that airports were theaters of surveillance—faces scanned, movements tracked, patterns catalogued. Tonight, she was just another passenger, but she knew eyes could be anywhere.

Outside, the air was sharp, colder than she expected. Her breath rose in faint clouds as she crossed to the waiting car. The Bureau had sent a driver, a young agent whose silence was more professional than polite. He opened the door, and Maya slid into the back seat, the city stretching ahead in restless sprawl.

Chicago at night was a study in contrasts. Skyscrapers glowed like watchtowers, while side streets folded into shadow. Billboards flickered, trains rattled overhead, sirens cut through the hum. Maya watched it all pass, her reflection caught in the glass. She thought of the victims, ordinary seekers chasing the thrill of discovery, their hands reaching for caches, their lives ending in silence. She thought of the logbooks, gouged letters carved deep, not written but etched like scars.
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