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For the ones who refuse to stay buried.
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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.

Then he moved to the fireplace and grabbed the old shoebox beneath the hearth. Dust coated the lid. He hadn't opened it in months.

Inside: a photograph. Black-and-white. Six men in tactical gear, grinning, shoulder-to-shoulder in the dirt. One had his arm slung around Dax's neck, laughing at something off camera.

Dead. Every one of them.

Except him.

Dax struck a match. Held the photo over the flame. Watching the edges curl inward, blackening, until it was nothing but ash drifting onto cold stone.

Protect the girl. Keep her alive.

Easy mission. Simple job.

But his gut twisted the way it always did when the past started to surface.

Ghosts weren't meant to touch the living.
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​CHAPTER TWO — SAFEHOUSE RULES
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Platform 3 smelled like burnt coffee and wet concrete.

Lark Winslow stood near the arrival board, backpack slung over one shoulder, eyes scanning the crowd like she'd been taught. Never take the same route twice. Assume your tech is compromised. Trust no one with nice shoes.

The man waiting for her violated all three.

He leaned against a concrete pillar twenty feet away, half-shadowed, arms crossed like he'd grown roots there. Military boots. Black jacket weathered at the seams. Buzz cut silvering at the temples. His eyes moved across the platform in slow, methodical sweeps — cataloging faces, exits, blind spots.

Not looking for her.

Already watching her.

Her stomach dropped.

She adjusted her backpack and approached cautiously, heart thumping against her ribs. Tried to keep her voice light.

"You lost?"

His gaze flicked to her. Slow. Heavy. The kind of look that stripped you down to your worst decisions.

"I'm your ride."

His voice was gravel underfoot. Low. Controlled.

She blinked. "Unless you're driving a getaway unicorn, I don't think so."

No reaction. Not even a blink.

"You're Dr. Lark Winslow," he said, flat as a coroner's report. "Auburn hair. Seventy-two percent caffeine in your bloodstream. Spent the last three months leaking data you shouldn't have. Now the people you worked for want you dead."

Her breath caught — just for a second.

Then she grinned, sharp and defensive. "Okay, rude. And slightly arousing."

He turned and walked.

No introduction. No explanation. Just boots on concrete and the unspoken expectation she'd follow.

She did.



The parking garage was four levels down, dim and echoing. His vehicle sat in the far corner: a matte black SUV with no plates, tinted windows, and the kind of bulk that screamed armored.

He opened the passenger door. Said nothing.

Lark hesitated — just a beat — then climbed in.

The interior smelled like gun oil and cold leather. No air freshener. No personal items. Just tactical efficiency and a faint metallic tang she didn't want to think about.

He slid into the driver's seat, started the engine without a word, and pulled out into traffic like he'd memorized every camera angle in the city.

She waited.

One minute.

Two.

The silence pressed against her like a weight.

Finally, she cracked.

"Do you even have a name?" she asked, trying to sound casual instead of unnerved.

"Ghost."

She snorted. "Oh wow. Did you give yourself that codename, or did it come with the haunted stares and tragic backstory?"

No answer.

Just the hum of tires on asphalt. The low growl of the engine. Rain started to streak the windshield.

She huffed. "Fine. I'll call you Captain Silence. Just know, I narrate my own thoughts when I get nervous. Or bored. You get both."

His jaw tightened — barely. A muscle jumping once, then going still.

She caught it.

Oh. So he does have reactions. He just buries them.



The drive took four hours.

He never turned on music. Never adjusted the heat. Never so much as glanced at her.

Lark filled the silence with useless facts, half to entertain herself, half to see if he'd crack.

"Did you know crows remember human faces? Like, for years. They'll dive-bomb people who wronged them. Very vindictive. I respect that."

Nothing.

"I once shorted out a toaster trying to charge my phone. Burnt my eyebrows off. Took three months to grow back."

Still nothing.

"I made out with a lab tech during a fire drill. He cried after. Not because of me — because he thought he was gonna die and hadn't told his mom he loved her. Very emotional moment. Ruined the vibe."

His fingers flexed on the steering wheel.

She grinned. There it was.

By the time they reached the cabin, she was borderline homicidal from boredom and suppressed adrenaline.



The safehouse was tucked into a hillside in the Austrian Alps — stone walls, steel shutters, and a narrow satellite dish camouflaged in pine needles. No lights. No neighbors. Just trees and silence and the faint smell of rot from wet leaves.

He killed the engine.

The quiet hit like a slap.

Lark stepped out into cold mountain air, breath misting in front of her. The cabin looked like something out of a horror movie — isolated, unwelcoming, the kind of place people disappeared into and never came back from.

She shivered.

Not from cold.

He grabbed her bag from the back and walked to the door without waiting. She followed, boots crunching on gravel, pulse still too fast.

Inside: stone floors, bare walls, a single bed shoved against the far corner. A gun rack mounted near the door. A fireplace that looked like it hadn't seen warmth in years. Everything cold, gray, utilitarian.

He dropped her bag on the floor.

Then turned to face her.

"Safehouse rules," he said, voice low and rough. "No calls. No internet. No lights after midnight. Don't open the door unless I tell you to. And don't touch my gear."

She raised an eyebrow, arms crossing defensively. "Wow. Welcome, make yourself at home. Can I offer you some human decency?"

He stepped closer — close enough for her to smell gun oil and cold metal. Close enough to see the faint scar beneath his jaw. Close enough to feel the edge in his stillness.

"This isn't a vacation, doctor. This is a black op protection detail. If you want soft edges, go back to the people who tried to kill you."

Her breath caught.

He was taller than she'd thought. Learner. All sharp angles and coiled tension. His stare cut through her like a scalpel.

She swallowed hard. "Fine. No lights. No calls. No fun. Got it."

He turned away.

She muttered under her breath, "Still calling you Captain Silence, though."



That night, she unpacked her laptop and a burner drive — air-gapped, no signal, just her old files saved locally. Maybe if she could piece together the encrypted logs, she could figure out who'd sold her out. Who'd—

"Step away from the device."

She froze.

Dax stood in the doorway, knife in one hand, expression unreadable.

"It's a hard drive," she said, indignant. "Not a bomb."

"Anything with a signal is a beacon."

"It's air-gapped," she snapped. "I built the firewall myself. No comms, no GPS, no”

The knife spun from his hand.

It hit the desk an inch from her fingers — perfectly balanced, blade quivering in the wood, handle still vibrating faintly.

She stared at it.

Then at him.

He didn't blink. Just turned and walked away.

Her heart hammered in her chest.

What the hell did I get myself into?



Later, after she'd triple-checked her files and disabled the drive completely, Lark curled up on the threadbare couch with a blanket that smelled like pine and ash.

The fire snapped quietly behind her. Orange light flickering across stone walls.

Dax sat across the room, cleaning a handgun with mechanical precision. Hands steady. Movements practiced. Eyes distant.

She watched him for a long moment.

Then whispered, "You ever get tired of carrying the whole world like it owes you something?"

His hands were stilled.

For a second — just one — he looked at her.

Not through her.

Not around her.

At her.

Then he went back to cleaning.

But she didn't miss the shift in his silence.

Not empty anymore.

Just... waiting.
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​CHAPTER THREE — COFFEE & KEVLAR
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The coffee was terrible.

Lark made it anyway.

The safehouse kitchen had one chipped mug, one stovetop percolator, and a bag of grounds that tasted like something dredged from a military surplus bin circa 1987. Still, she boiled the water, stirred the sludge, and poured a full cup.

Then she set it down in front of the human statue known as Dax Callen.

He didn't look up from his task — assembling what she could only assume was a small war's worth of weapons on the dining table. Guns, knives, tactical flashbangs, magazines lined up with surgical precision. All lovingly laid out like fine China at a murderer's tea party.

"I made coffee," she offered.

He gave the mug a single glance. Then her. Then took it without a word.

She narrowed her eyes. "Wow. He speaks fluent murder but drinks civilian brew. You're full of surprises."

He took a sip. Made no face. Just went back to cleaning a suppressor with a rag that had seen better days.

"I used filtered creek water," she added proudly.

His hand paused — just for a second.

"You used creek water?" he asked, voice flat as concrete.

She grinned. "You're welcome."

A muscle in his jaw twitched.

Victory.



Later, when the silence stretched too long and the boredom threatened to devour her brain, she wandered into the hallway to find him by the back door, loading a sidearm with calm, methodical efficiency.

"Teach me," she said.

He didn't turn. "No."

"Why not?"

"You'll freeze. Or shoot yourself. Or me."

She crossed her arms. "You think I survived three assassination attempts and a corporate kill team by accident?"

Now he looked. Just once. Eyes cool, appraising, like he was running threat assessments in real time.

"I think you got lucky."

"And I think you've got control issues."

His jaw tightened.

She pressed. "C'mon. If I'm such a liability, then make me less of one. Teach me to shoot. To not die so easily. Isn't that the mission?"

He holstered the pistol. Stared at her for a long, silent beat.

Then: "Fine. Ten minutes."

She blinked. "Wait — really?"

"Follow instructions. No questions. And wear something you don't mind burning."



The clearing behind the safehouse was small and half-frozen. Patches of snow clung to tree roots like old scars. The air smelled sharp — pine and cold earth and something faintly metallic she couldn't place.

Dax set up a row of empty cans on a fallen log, movements efficient, unbothered by the cold.

He handed her a compact Glock 19. She took it like it was a live grenade.

"Safety?" he asked.

She blinked. "Uh — on?"

He flicked it off with a practiced thumb. "You die."

"Wow. Inspirational."

He stepped behind her.

Close.

Too close.

One hand settled on her waist — firm, steadying. The other guided her grip, fingers adjusting hers around the pistol until it sat right.

"Feet shoulder width," he said, voice low and steady near her ear. "Knees soft. Elbows locked, not tight. Keep your shoulders down."

His chest brushed her back. Not by accident.

Lark's breath caught.

"I feel like I'm about to fall," she said, voice thinner than she wanted.

"You're not," he murmured. "I've got you."

The words sent a shiver down her spine.

She missed the first five shots.

Didn't even come close.

He didn't comment. Just reloaded and guided her again — hands steady, body heat bleeding through her sweater, his presence solid and grounding behind her.

"Focus," he murmured, breath warm against her temple. "You're anticipating the recoil. Don't fight it. Let it come."

She bit her lip. "Sounds like a sex metaphor."

He paused. Just for a second.

"It's not," he said.

She smiled despite herself. "That's disappointing."

The sixth shot hit a can. Dead center.

The metallic ping rang out across the clearing.

She turned, triumphant — and found him staring.

Not at the target.

At her.

The moment stretched, taut as wire. His hand was still on her waist. Her pulse thumped hard under her skin.

He stepped back first.

Cleared his throat.

"Again," he said, voice rougher now.

She didn't argue.



By the time dusk fell, she'd hit five cans, bruised her shoulder, and learned more curse words than she'd known existed in three languages.

She was also starving, cold, and dizzy with adrenaline.

Dax handed her a canteen. Their fingers brushed. Neither pulled away immediately.
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