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Chapter 1: Plastic and Steel

The static was the first sign. Not the crackle of a bad connection, but a complete, unnerving absence of signal. It started subtly, a dropped call here, a buffering video there. Then, it cascaded.

By Tuesday morning, Germany was choking on digital silence.

The fiber optic cables, the arteries of the nation’s communication network, were dead. Internet access, mobile phone service, even large swaths of the landline network – all gone. Berlin was a city holding its breath. Traffic lights blinked erratically, emergency services struggled to coordinate, and the stock exchange was in freefall.

News channels, ironically reliant on the very infrastructure that had failed, broadcast grainy footage of frustrated citizens crowding outside phone stores, their faces illuminated by the flickering screens of useless smartphones. Conspiracy theories bloomed like toxic flowers across social media – the last vestiges of connectivity clinging to life through VPNs and satellite links. Russia, China, climate activists, even disgruntled former employees – everyone was a suspect.

In a small, cluttered office overlooking the Rhine in Cologne, Sebastian Bingen stared at his monitor, a single, defiant webpage loaded on a satellite connection. It was his own article, the one that had started it all. “US DoD Sabotage Suspected in German Comms Blackout”.

He hadn’t intended to ignite a diplomatic firestorm. He’d simply connected the dots: the unusual military exercises off the North Sea coast, the sudden spike in US satellite bandwidth requests, the conveniently timed system failures. It was a theory, admittedly, but a compelling one. And one that the German government seemed determined to ignore.

His phone, predictably, was dead. He hadn’t received a call in hours. Good. It meant they hadn’t reached him yet.

Across the Atlantic, in a windowless office deep within the Pentagon, Colt Merriman watched the situation unfold on a bank of monitors. The screens displayed a chaotic mosaic of news reports, social media feeds, and internal intelligence assessments. He didn’t look pleased.

“Damage control isn’t working,” a voice said beside him. Lewis Carner, Director of European Intelligence Division at the Pentagon, his face etched with frustration. “The Germans are getting restless. They’re demanding answers. And Bingen’s article is gaining traction.”

“The reporter?” Merriman asked, his voice devoid of emotion.

“He’s a gadfly. Persistent. He’s linking this to the satellite deal, accusing us of deliberately crippling their infrastructure to force them into a long-term contract.”

“And is he right?” Carner didn’t wait for an answer. “Find a way to discredit him. Quietly. We need to contain this before it escalates.”

Merriman nodded, already formulating a plan. Damage control wasn’t his specialty. He dealt in solutions. Permanent solutions.

Meanwhile, in a nondescript safe house on the outskirts of Frankfurt, Warren Drayton was already preparing. He wasn’t watching the news, wasn’t concerned with diplomatic fallout. He was checking his gear: the disassembled Sig Sauer P226, the suppressed MP5 submachine gun, the assortment of lock picks and breaching tools. He was a scalpel, not a surgeon. He didn’t diagnose; he excised.

He hadn’t been briefed on the details, didn’t need to be. A comms blackout in Germany. A reporter writing embarrassing articles. A termination order. The pattern was familiar. Too familiar.

He ran a patch on the ballistic gel vest, the fabric cool and reassuring against his skin. He hadn’t felt reassurance in a long time. Not since... well, it didn’t matter. Sentiment was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

The rain continued to lash against the windows, mirroring the storm brewing in his gut. It wasn’t the mission that bothered him. It was the messiness of it all. The layers of deception, the potential for escalation. The feeling that he was being used, not as a tool, but as a disposable component.

He finished packing, the weight of the gear a grim comfort. He was a ghost, and ghosts didn’t leave traces. He was good at disappearing. But even ghosts, he suspected, could be haunted.

The ICE train sliced through the Rhineland, a silver serpent winding past vineyards and half-timbered villages. Outside, the landscape was idyllic, a postcard of autumnal beauty. Inside, Warren Drayton was a tightly coiled spring.

He wasn’t looking at the scenery. He was cataloging the passengers. A young couple, heads bent close, engrossed in a shared tablet. A businessman, meticulously adjusting his tie, radiating self-importance. An elderly woman, knitting with unwavering concentration. Each one a potential variable, a source of unpredictable behavior. He scanned their faces, their body language, searching for anything out of the ordinary. It wasn’t paranoia, he told himself. It was professional courtesy. Years of operating in the shadows had honed his instincts, sharpened his awareness.

The contrast between the peaceful vista and the simmering tension within him was almost jarring. He hated this part of the job. The pre-mission lull, the agonizing wait for something to break. He preferred the clean, brutal efficiency of execution. This... this was just exhausting.

His encrypted phone vibrated against his thigh. A secure line. Colt Merriman.

“Drayton,” he answered, his voice a low murmur.

“Situation’s changed,” Colt said, his tone clipped and efficient. “Sebastian Bingen. Case is being reassigned.”

Warren barely blinked. “Reassigned?”

“Correct. The German government is applying significant pressure. Carner doesn’t want to escalate the diplomatic fallout. They’re sending in a team to ‘investigate’ the leaks. More suited to bureaucratic maneuvering than... our methods.”

So, the reporter was no longer his problem. A minor irritation. But the silence that followed felt... wrong.

“There’s more,” Colt continued, anticipating his question. “New assignment. Priority One.”

“Lay it on me.”

“We need you to acquire some hardware. Two military-grade strike drones. Black market. Discreetly. Ah, ‘Made in China.’”

Warren’s eyebrows rose slightly. Drones? This wasn’t a cleanup operation anymore. This was something else entirely.

“Who authorized this?”

“Lewis Carner. Director of European Intelligence. He’s overseeing the operation. Sensitive intel suggests a potential escalation of the comms sabotage. We need a rapid response capability. Something... deniable.”

Warren didn’t ask for details. He knew better than to pry. The less he knew, the less he could be held accountable. But the shift in gears was unsettling. From silencing a journalist to acquiring offensive weaponry. It smelled of a cover-up, a deeper conspiracy.

“Location?”

“Amsterdam. There’s a Balkan arms broker operating in the city, Nenad Brežan. Reliable, but expensive. You’ll need to establish contact. We’ve provided a cover identity: floral importer. Reasonable story, given the Dutch market. You’ll be operating under the name ‘Jan Vermeer.’”

“Vermeer?” Warren allowed a hint of amusement to creep into his voice. “A painter? You have a sense of humor, Colt.”

“Just stick to the flowers, Warren. And don’t attract attention.” The line went dead.

Warren switched off the phone and stared out the window. Iron rails, green fields, and a growing sense of unease. Amsterdam. A city of canals and clandestine deals. He’d been there before. It always felt... slippery. Like walking on ice.

The train pulled into Cologne Hauptbahnhof. He disembarked, blending seamlessly into the throng of commuters. He took a Thalys train heading north, towards Amsterdam.

Four hours later, he was checking into the Hotel Nieuw Sloten, a modern, minimalist structure on the outskirts of the city. The lobby was sleek and impersonal, the staff efficient and detached. Perfect. He requested a room on a higher floor, overlooking the canal. Privacy was paramount.

He sent a text message to the number Colt had provided: “Jan Vermeer. Arrived Amsterdam. Seeking Brežan.”

The reply came almost instantly: “Nienburgerweg 12. Tonight. 2200 hours.”

He glanced at his watch. 20:30. He had time to prepare. Time to shed the persona of a flower merchant and become the ghost he was born to be.

He ordered room service: a simple salad, a bottle of mineral water. He didn’t bother with alcohol. It clouded his judgment. He needed to be sharp. Focused.

The rain had started again, a steady drizzle that blurred the lights of the city. He stood by the window, watching the traffic flow along the canal. Amsterdam was beautiful, in a melancholic sort of way. But beneath the surface, he knew, lurked a darker side. A world of shadows and secrets.

And he was about to dive right in.

The address provided by Brežan led to Atlantic Sea Bridge Logistics Park, a sprawling complex of warehouses and loading docks on the edge of Schiphol Airport. The air smelled of diesel fumes and the faint tang of saltwater. It wasn’t a place for flowers.

Had agreed on the terms last night, this morning Brežan didn’t bother with pleasantries. He simply pointed to a low-slung building painted a faded shade of green. “European Planets Limited. Floral import/export. Don’t ask questions.”

Warren didn’t. He knew better than to pry.

The warehouse was surprisingly busy. Forklifts whizzed through the aisles, workers hustled with boxes and pallets, and the air was thick with the scent of fertilizer and decaying vegetation. It was a carefully constructed illusion, a facade designed to conceal something far more sinister.

They found Bram Van Dyke in a small office overlooking the warehouse floor. He was a large man, with a booming voice and a perpetually sweating brow. His suit looked expensive, but ill-fitting, as if it had been purchased off the rack. He greeted Warren with a wary smile.

“Mr. Vermeer, I presume?” Van Dyke’s accent was thick, Dutch with a hint of something else. Perhaps a history he preferred to keep hidden.

“That’s right,” Warren replied, keeping his voice neutral.

Beside Van Dyke stood a young Chinese man, impeccably dressed in a tailored suit. He was heavy-set, bordering on obese, with a pale complexion and watchful eyes. He didn’t introduce himself, simply observing Warren with silent scrutiny.

“And this is Mr. Wu,” Van Dyke said, gesturing towards the Chinese man. “He handles our... specialized imports.”

Warren nodded, offering a polite but impersonal greeting. Mr. Wu didn’t return the gesture.

The conversation was perfunctory, a dance of coded language and veiled implications. Van Dyke quoted a price – exorbitant, even by black market standards. Warren didn’t haggle. He transferred the agreed-upon sum via a pre-arranged cryptocurrency wallet.

“Excellent,” Van Dyke said, his smile widening slightly. “Mr. Wu will handle the details.”

Mr. Wu, without a word, gestured towards the delivery van. It was a windowless vehicle, its interior shrouded in darkness.

Van Dyke and Wu both climbed into the back of the van, settling into the windowless compartment alongside Warren. The burly driver didn’t acknowledge their presence, merely shifting into gear and pulling away from the loading dock. The interior was a tight, dark space, effectively sealed off from the outside world.

The journey took nearly an hour. They left the bustle of Schiphol behind, heading deeper into the Dutch countryside. Warren felt the van rise and fall with the gentle undulations of the road, a vague impression of rolling hills and open fields. But he couldn’t see anything. They were moving, that much was certain, but where, he had no idea. The air was stale and thick with the scent of dust and disinfectant, adding to the unsettling sense of isolation. Warren kept his senses on high alert, acutely aware of the two men beside him, but unable to gauge their intentions in the oppressive darkness.

Finally, they arrived at a remote industrial estate, hidden behind a curtain of trees. The warehouse they stopped at was even more nondescript than the last, a grey concrete bunker with no windows and a heavy steel door.

The interior was dimly lit, the air thick with dust and the smell of machine oil. Rows of metal shelves stretched into the darkness, filled with crates and containers of all shapes and sizes.

“This is where we keep our... more delicate merchandise,” Wu said, his voice echoing in the cavernous space.

He led Warren to a section at the back of the warehouse. There, carefully concealed beneath layers of plastic sheeting, were the drones. Two sleek, black machines, military-grade strike models, equipped with advanced targeting systems and lethal payloads.

Warren ran a gloved hand over the smooth, cold metal. He checked the serial numbers, verifying their authenticity. He inspected the onboard electronics, confirming their functionality. They were exactly what he’d been sent to acquire.

“Satisfied?” Wu asked, his eyes unreadable.

“They’re as advertised,” Warren replied, his voice flat.

He shook hands with Mr. Wu, specifying the delivery date and coordinates. Wu nodded, issuing instructions to his workers. The drones were carefully packed into reinforced crates, ready for transport.

The ride back to the logistics park was oppressive. The van’s interior felt even smaller in the darkness. Warren focused on regulating his breathing, trying to ignore the uncomfortable proximity of Van Dyke and Wu. He listened to the rhythmic hum of the engine, the crunch of tires on gravel, the unsettling silence between them.

As they pulled back into the Atlantic Sea Bridge Logistics Park, Warren felt a cold dread creeping into his bones. He was a ghost, yes. But even ghosts, he feared, could be consumed by the darkness.

The diesel engine grumbled a monotonous rhythm as the delivery truck chewed through the Polish countryside. Warren sat rigid in the passenger seat, the drone crates secured inside the truck bed covered by tarpaulin, a steel and plastic cocoon of potential destruction. The driver, a man named Janek with a weathered face and a permanent squint, barely spoke. Good. Warren preferred silence. It allowed him to observe, to assess.

The landscape was bleakly beautiful – rolling fields of stubble, skeletal trees reaching towards a grey sky. The closer they got to the German border, the more pronounced the military presence became. Checkpoints, patrols, the occasional flash of camouflage amongst the trees. It wasn’t overt, not a declaration of war, but a subtle flexing of muscle. Poland, it seemed, was playing its part in this charade.

He’d studied the route meticulously, memorizing every bend in the road, every potential ambush point. Years of experience had ingrained in him the habit of seeing threats where others saw only scenery. He wasn’t worried about bandits or roadside hijackers. He was worried about precision. About a surgical strike aimed specifically at him. Colt didn’t order a simple delivery; he ordered a blindfolded walk across a minefield.

“Budoradz is small,” Janek finally grunted, breaking the silence. “Nothing much there. Mostly farmers. A few tourists in the summer.”
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