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The camera in Damian Cole’s apartment blinked red. Recording.

The walls around him were littered with notes, maps, and photographs, each pinned in a chaotic web of string and ink scribbles. A corkboard leaned against a cracked window where rain hissed against the glass. The city outside pulsed with neon lights, but in here, only the frantic scratch of Damian’s pen filled the silence.

He checked the lock on the door—twice—then sat in front of the camera, running a trembling hand through his disheveled hair. His eyes were bloodshot, haunted by days without sleep.

“This isn’t a story,” he whispered hoarsely, staring at the lens. “It’s a machine. A machine built to make us think we’re free... when we’re not.”

He slid a flash drive across the table. Its metal casing glinted under the dim lamp. “If you’re watching this, it means I’ve failed. They’re closer than I thought. But I can’t let it die with me. Someone else has to finish it.”

Thunder cracked outside, rattling the apartment. Damian flinched. He leaned closer to the camera, his voice low, urgent.

“Find her.” His lips quivered as he repeated it, this time a whisper. “Find her. She’s the only one who can open it.”

Suddenly, the lights flickered. The building groaned as if something massive pressed against its frame. Damian froze. His gaze darted to the door. Shadows moved beneath the crack of light on the floorboards—silent, deliberate.

His breathing quickened. He snatched the flash drive, shoved it into a padded envelope, and scribbled a single name: Dr. Elara Voss.

He barely sealed it before the door exploded inward. Men in dark gear stormed inside—faces masked, weapons raised. The camera toppled to the floor, capturing only fragments: boots stomping across papers, a chair crashing, Damian’s desperate grunt cut short by a dull thud.

The recording ended in static.

Two days later.

Elara Voss adjusted her glasses as she unlocked her apartment door. The hallway outside smelled faintly of rust and old varnish, the kind of scent clinging to buildings that had outlived their purpose. She carried her laptop bag over one shoulder, still preoccupied with unfinished reports from the forensics unit.

A small package lay on the floor. No sender. No stamps. Just her name written in hurried black ink.

Her first thought: wrong address. Then she saw the precision of the lettering—her name spelled perfectly, with the kind of careful urgency that didn’t belong to junk mail.

Inside her apartment, she tore open the envelope. The flash drive slid out, clinking against the table.

Something about its weight unsettled her. Too heavy, too cold. She inserted it into her laptop. The screen flickered, and then—nothing. Just black. Then lines of code streamed across the monitor, too fast for her eyes to catch. Her speakers hissed with a distorted voice.

Fragments of words bled through: “...trial... mind... control... not safe...”

Then an image froze on screen. Damian Cole. His eyes staring directly into the camera, lips forming a single phrase.

“Find her.”

The screen went dark.

Elara’s pulse quickened. She tried to eject the drive, but her laptop froze, fans whirring as if in panic. On the screen, a faint message appeared before everything shut down:

DO NOT TRUST ANYONE.

A sound from outside snapped her attention. Tires squealed in the street below. She rushed to the window and spotted a dark SUV idling across the block, engine running, its headlights dimmed.

Her apartment lights flickered once, twice, then cut out.

Elara stood frozen in the darkness, clutching the useless flash drive in her hand. She didn’t know who Damian Cole was, or why this was sent to her. But one truth settled over her with chilling certainty:

Someone already knew she had it.
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The First Code


[image: ]




The morning came restless. Elara had barely slept, her mind replaying the message like a broken record: Do not trust anyone. Every creak of her apartment during the night had felt amplified, each car outside a possible threat.

At dawn, she brewed black coffee, hands trembling as she poured it into a chipped mug. The flash drive lay on the table beside her laptop, its metallic casing catching the weak light. She stared at it, torn between throwing it away and plugging it back in.

She worked in cyber-forensics, after all—her entire career was built on breaking into locked systems. But this was different. This wasn’t an assignment from her unit or a case handed down by a superior. This was personal, unsolicited, dangerous.

And yet, curiosity gnawed at her like a hunger she couldn’t silence.

With a steadying breath, she reconnected the drive. The laptop hummed to life, the familiar boot-up screen flickering oddly, like an old film reel burning at the edges. Instead of her desktop, a series of encrypted files appeared, each labeled with nonsensical strings:

VX_4011Z

S3-R7

D.Journal_Fragment

The last one caught her attention. A journal. She opened it.

The screen filled with disjointed text—words scattered, numbers interlaced, and fragments of sentences. It looked less like writing and more like someone had shredded a diary and glued random pieces together.

—they watch everything—

control is not persuasion—it is programming—

if I disappear, it means they’ve begun the trials again.

Elara leaned closer, her eyes scanning furiously. She copied a block of numbers into her decoding software. The system spat back gibberish, then froze. A warning message appeared in red across her screen:

Her heart skipped. This wasn’t just data—it was active. Someone had designed this file to monitor whoever accessed it. She yanked the Ethernet cable from the port, disconnecting her internet instantly. The warning vanished, but her hands still shook.

She tried again, running the numbers through an offline decryption algorithm. This time, the fragments began to take shape: a sequence of coordinates and a date scrawled across the screen.

40.713° N, 74.006° W

09/27 – 1900 hrs

Her throat tightened. Those coordinates were in Manhattan. A public location—Delancey Street subway station. And the date? Tomorrow evening.

The drive wasn’t just a record. It was a trail.

Before she could process, the laptop beeped. The screen flickered again, and a distorted video feed appeared—Damian Cole, the missing journalist. His face pale, lips moving as though he were speaking directly to her.

Except the words were broken, fragmented by static.

“—they know—look for the mark—don’t—trust—”

The feed cut abruptly, leaving the screen black. Elara sat frozen, her breath caught in her chest.

Her phone rang suddenly, its shrill tone slicing the silence. She jumped. On the display: Unknown Caller.

She hesitated, then answered.

A voice came through, low and distorted, as if funneled through layers of digital scrambling.

“Elara Voss. You’ve opened the file.”

Her blood turned cold. “Who is this?”

A pause. Then the voice: “You’ve taken the first step. That means they’ve already marked you.”

“What do you want from me?” she whispered.

“Not me. Them. They’ll come for you. Leave the drive where it is and walk away if you want to survive.”

The line went dead.

Elara lowered the phone slowly, her pulse pounding in her ears. Her apartment suddenly felt smaller, suffocating, every shadow too deep, every silence too loud.

She turned back to the laptop, staring at the coordinates glowing faintly on the screen.

Tomorrow. Manhattan.

Something in her gut told her that walking away was no longer an option.

Outside, a car engine roared to life. She went to the window and saw the same black SUV from last night. This time, it wasn’t idling—it was parked directly across from her building, its tinted windows reflecting the morning light.

Someone inside was watching.

Elara reached for her bag, slipped the flash drive into her pocket, and whispered to herself:

“Fine. If you want me marked... let’s see where the trail leads.”
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The Archivist’s Call
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The city had grown restless by nightfall. From her apartment window, Elara watched the skyline pulse with neon and storm light. The storm had rolled in from the coast, thunder growling above as if echoing the unease that coiled inside her chest.
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