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DEDICATION

For the ones who know survival isn't the end of the story.

It's just the beginning.
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A Note on This Edition
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When I first wrote Ghost Protocol, I was learning how to write fiction in real time. The bones were solid — the story, the characters, the world — but the execution was rough. First draft energy published too soon.

This Second Edition is what the book was always meant to be: immersive, visceral, and polished. The story hasn't changed, but the experience has. You'll feel the rain now. You'll feel Dax's silence. You'll feel Lark's fear and defiance and the slow-burn chemistry crackling between them.

I also tightened continuity across the series, so the later books make sense without contradicting the earlier ones. If you've read the original, welcome back — this version is better. If you're new here, you're getting the story the way it was always supposed to land.

Thanks for reading.

— Jennifer
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CHAPTER ONE — EXTRACTION
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Protocol Zero

Rain turned the world to static.

Cold. Relentless. The kind that sank through fabric and settled in your bones.

Dax Callen didn't move.

He crouched atop the half-collapsed bell tower, knees aching from an hour on stone rubble, water streaming off the brim of his tactical cap in steady rivulets. The suppressed rifle sat balanced across his thighs—familiar weight, oiled metal still faintly warm from the last cleaning. His breath came shallow and controlled. In. Out. Misting faintly in the cold.

Below, the plaza stretched gray and slick. Rain hammered the cobblestones. Echoed off shuttered storefronts. Blurred the streetlights into smears of yellow.

Then the courthouse doors opened.

His target stepped out—expensive coat, tailored shoulders, no umbrella. Flanked by two guards who scanned the square with bored efficiency. Arrogance in every stride.

Dax's finger brushed the trigger guard. Not yet.

Wind: negligible. Distance: 174 meters. Breath steady.

The man stopped to check his phone.

Dax exhaled halfway—slow, controlled—and the reticle settled just above the man's ear. Heartbeat loud in his own skull. One. Two.

Squeeze.

The shot was a whisper swallowed by rain.

The man dropped mid-stride like something inside him had been cut. No stumble. No cry. Just collapse—knees buckling, body hitting wet stone with a sound like meat on a butcher's block.

The guards didn't notice for three seconds.

Then chaos—shouts, radios crackling, boots skidding on slick ground.

Dax was already gone.



By the time the body was confirmed, he'd vanished into the old city's underground—passageways-built centuries ago, forgotten by tourists, perfect for ghosts. His boots echoed in the dark. Water dripped from ancient stone overhead. The air smelled like mildew and rust.

No one saw him.

No one ever did.

Not unless he wanted them to.



He reached the safehouse outside Bratislava by nightfall decaying farmhouse with boarded windows and a roof that leaked in three places. Inside: cold concrete, a single cot, a duffel bag he hadn't unpacked in two years.

He pulled the burner phone from his pack. No name on the screen. Just a symbol:

∆

He answered on the first ring.

"Package confirmed," he said. Voice flat. Professional.

A pause. Then a woman's voice—smooth, measured, the kind of calm that came from never being the one in the field.

"Good work, Ghost. We have another situation."

Dax scrubbed a hand down his rain-slicked jaw. Water still dripped from his hair, cold trails down his neck. "Thought I was off rotation."

"This one's different. No extraction. No kill order."

Click.

A new file dropped into his secure line.

"You're to protect this asset until further instruction."

He opened it.

The image loaded slowly grainy, like it had been pulled from security footage. Female. Young. Auburn hair twisted up in a messy bun. Big green eyes behind cracked glasses. Coffee in one hand, ID badge slung around her neck:

Dr. Lark Winslow, Neural Systems Division.

Civilian.

Dax frowned. "Why me?"

"She requested Blackout protection. Named you specifically."

Pause.

"She knows things she shouldn't. The wrong people want her dead. Make sure that doesn't happen."

"I don't do babysitting."

"This isn't babysitting. This is cleanup. If she dies, everything burns. Understood?"

Dax closed the file. Looked at the grainy image again.

Lark Winslow. Thirty. Brilliant. Unarmed.

He didn't like civilians. They panicked. They talked. They broke.

"Where is she?" he asked finally.

The voice smiled—he could hear it in the pause. "Already in motion. She'll be on the 6:40 train into Vienna. You'll make contact at Platform 3."

"And if she doesn't want contact?"

"She won't have a choice."

The line went dead.



Dax sat in the dark for a long time, phone still in his hand.
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