
Chapter 1


The sound wasn’t supposed to be there.

Lisa de Vries sat in the corner of the town library’s computer wing, staring at the slim silver rectangle on the desk in front of her as if it had just grown teeth. Her laptop was supposed to be obedient, predictable, a machine that bent to her will when she typed lines of code with the precision of a watchmaker. Instead, it hissed at her.

Not a normal hiss, not the fuzzy background static you got from cheap headphones or a Wi-Fi hiccup. This was layered, textured, almost… intentional.

She shoved her earbuds deeper into her ears, closed the program she’d been working on, and reopened it. The hiss was waiting.

Her jaw tightened. Third time tonight.

Snap.

The laptop lid clapped shut with a sound that ricocheted across the quiet room. A few students glanced over, then quickly looked away again. No one wanted to get caught in the blast radius of Lisa’s temper.

She pinched the bridge of her nose, willing herself to breathe. She wasn’t dramatic, not usually. She liked machines more than people for a reason: they behaved if you treated them right. But this… this was a violation.

She pulled the earbuds out, and still the faint hiss seeped from the laptop speakers. Faint, steady, like a heartbeat under the noise.

Across the table, Eben Kruger didn’t lift his eyes from the glow of his phone. His thumbs flicked over the screen with lazy confidence, the way he did everything.

“What now, Lisa?” he drawled. “Your laptop is haunted again?”

Lisa pushed her curls back from her face and glared. “It’s not haunted. It’s interference.”

That got her nothing but a smirk. Eben leaned back in his chair, varsity jacket stretched tight across his shoulders, posture as relaxed as if he owned the place. His hair flopped artfully into his face — the kind of effortless perfection that made her want to throw something heavy at him.

“Maybe it’s not normal for you,” he said. “For the rest of us mere mortals, static means bad Wi-Fi.”

Before Lisa could let loose the retort sharpening on her tongue, something whizzed across the table. A pencil bounced off Eben’s arm.

“Would you two stop?” Inge Botha muttered, not looking up from the sketchpad balanced on her knees. She lounged two chairs down, paint-stained hoodie hanging off one shoulder, doodling lines that looked like they belonged in a gallery more than a homework assignment. “You sound like a married couple, and not the fun kind. The miserable kind. The kind that makes strangers uncomfortable in restaurants.”

Lisa felt her face heat. “I’m not married to him.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Eben shot back without missing a beat.

Inge’s pencil twirled between her fingers like a knife. “If I have to referee another round of Battle of the Brainiac and the Jock, I’m charging admission.”

“I’m not a jock,” Eben said automatically, which was when Lisa noticed — again — that he was literally wearing the school’s varsity jacket.

Her smirk slipped free. “You’re dressed like a walking sports cliché.”

He glanced down at the jacket, grimaced, then shrugged. “It’s comfortable.”

Lisa rolled her eyes.

From his perch on the table itself, Hugo van der Merwe finally looked up. He sat cross-legged, spine impossibly straight, like the library was his meditation cushion. His shaggy brown hair flopped into his eyes, but when he spoke, his voice was calm, deliberate, like he was always two steps removed from the chaos of the rest of them.

“Actually,” he said softly, “Lisa might be right.”

Eben snorted. “About what? That her laptop’s possessed?”

Hugo ignored him and lifted a squat, ugly-looking device from his backpack. Its casing was scratched, its antenna bent, but its green light blinked steadily. “I’m picking up the same anomaly on my scanner.”

Eben frowned. “Your what?”

“My portable RF scanner.” Hugo tapped the box like it was self-explanatory. “I was monitoring the band when Lisa started swearing. There’s definitely a repeating signal here. Consistent spike.”

Lisa’s heart lurched. “Exactly. It’s not me. Something’s broadcasting.”

Eben’s smirk faltered. “Broadcasting what? We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“Nowhere still has airwaves,” Hugo murmured, twisting a dial until the scanner beeped faintly. “And this isn’t background chatter. Not civilian. It’s deliberate.”

Inge’s pencil scratched across paper, her voice dry. “Deliberate how? Because this is giving me big-time horror movie energy. Flickering lights, creepy sounds, and then someone suggests splitting up. Just so we’re clear, I’m not that idiot.”

Lisa forced herself to breathe. The sensible choice was obvious: ignore it. Finish the history project. Avoid failing. But the static pulled at her, like an itch under her skin.

“No,” she said finally, flipping the laptop back open. “We’re recording this. If it’s some pirate broadcast, we report it. Or we decode it.

Eben groaned, running a hand through his hair. “Of course. Mission: Scooby-Doo.”

The library closed at ten. By midnight, they were in the school’s science lab, breaking a half-dozen rules without hesitation.

The room smelled of bleach and dust, the air too still. Fluorescent lights buzzed faintly overhead.

Hugo had his scanner hooked into Lisa’s laptop, wires sprawling like veins across the counter. Lisa typed furiously, her screen filled with lines of green text. Inge dozed on the counter, sketchpad sliding precariously from her lap. Eben paced, restless energy coiled tight in his long limbs.

“Remind me again why we’re risking suspension?” he muttered.

“Because the signal repeats every hour,” Lisa said, not looking up. “And the next cycle is due any minute.”

Beep

The laptop speakers hissed, sharp and brittle. Then, under the static, a rhythm emerged.

Not music. Not words.

Numbers.

Inge lifted her head, bleary. “Is that… Morse code?”

Hugo’s eyes widened. “Not exactly. But close. It’s a number station.”

Eben frowned. “A what now?”

“A coded broadcast. During the Cold War, spies used them. Everyone thought they were gone, but…” Hugo gestured at the hiss. “Apparently not.”

Lisa’s fingers flew. She saved every scrap of the transmission, translating the pulses into numbers, the numbers into data strings.

Pop.

The speakers snapped, and for a split second, a voice cut through.

A human voice.

Then silence.

Lisa froze. “You all heard that, right?”

“Oh, I heard it,” Hugo whispered, eyes gleaming.

Eben’s smirk was gone. “What did it say?”

Lisa shook her head. “Too fast. But it sounded like—”

The lights flickered.

The intercom crackled. Impossible — the PA shut down every night.

“You shouldn’t have listened.”

The voice was distorted, low, inhuman.

The intercom went dead.

Eben swore, grabbing his bag. “That’s it. We’re done. I’m not waiting for the ghost of science projects past to eat me.”

Lisa barely had time to register the words before her laptop screen flashed. Numbers scrolled rapidly, then rearranged into a countdown.

She backed away. “Uh, guys?”

Hugo leaned closer. “That’s not random. That’s a timed key.”

“A what?” Eben barked.

“A countdown to the next message. But why send it to us?”

Lisa’s voice was barely audible. “Because we answered.”

The hallway lights outside the lab flickered, then went dark one by one.

“Nope,” Inge whispered. “Nope nope nope.”

They bolted.

The night air hit like ice as they burst from the back exit. For a heartbeat, Lisa thought they’d escaped.

Then headlights swept across the parking lot.

A black SUV rolled in, silent and deliberate. It stopped. Two figures stepped out, dressed in black, flashlights cutting across the pavement with predator patience.

Eben yanked Lisa behind a tree, his hand iron around her arm. “Stay low.”

The figures moved slowly, scanning the lot. Their beams lingered, then slid on.

“Who are they?” Inge hissed, clutching her sketchpad like it could save her.

Lisa clutched her laptop to her chest, her pulse a thunder in her ears. “I don’t know. But they know we heard them.”

One flashlight paused.

Lisa held her breath.

The beam moved on.

The four of them crouched in silence, lungs burning, hearts pounding. The SUV loomed like a shadow of something larger — something waiting to swallow them whole.

Finally, Eben exhaled, voice low. “So. Who wants to explain to Principal Givens why we’re hiding from government agents in the bushes at midnight?”

No one laughed.

Lisa tightened her grip on her laptop. Whatever this was, it wasn’t curiosity anymore. It was a door they’d opened without knowing what waited on the other side.

And whoever had spoken through the intercom — whoever had sent that signal — wasn’t just broadcasting.

They were watching.


Chapter 2


They didn’t stop running until they reached the far end of the football field, breath steaming in the cold night air. Lisa clutched her laptop so tightly her knuckles turned white. Every distant sound — the crunch of gravel underfoot, the low hum of distant traffic — felt magnified, threatening to give them away.

“Okay,” Eben finally said between ragged breaths, “somebody needs to explain what just happened. Preferably before I have a heart attack.”

Hugo crouched, scanning the darkened street with his handheld RF scanner, its faint green light bouncing off his face. “We picked up a number station transmission. It sent us a direct digital key. That SUV? Not a coincidence.”

Inge’s eyes widened. “Wait — what? Number station? SUV? You’re telling me we just got involved in… espionage?” She rubbed her arms, trying to shake off the chill. “And you want me to feel calm about this?”

Lisa opened her laptop again, fingers trembling slightly. “First, we see what they sent.” She had already plugged the RF signal into her decryption software, watching lines of cryptic numbers scroll by in pale green. They weren’t random; she could feel the pattern under her fingertips, but it wasn’t deciphered yet.

Eben leaned over, dark eyes narrowing at the screen. “What does it mean?”

“It’s a cipher,” Lisa admitted. “Structured. Repeating sequences. Whoever sent this wants us to decode it.” Her voice trembled slightly; the adrenaline from the chase was giving way to a creeping fear.

Hugo’s grin was tight, almost manic. “We can crack it. It’s like a puzzle — one that could get us killed, but still a puzzle.”

Inge groaned. “Why does everything we do turn into a near-death experience? I was perfectly fine being bored yesterday.”

Ignoring her, Lisa’s fingers flew across the keyboard. The laptop hummed in the cold night air, a small beacon of light and hope. After a few tense minutes, the screen flashed and resolved into a line of text.

TUESDAY. 3:45 PM. CROSSROADS MALL. SE-42.

Eben blinked. “That’s it? Just a time, a place, and some letters?”

“No,” Hugo said quickly, his eyes scanning the data again. “SE-42 is a section of the parking lot. Coordinates, not nonsense. Someone expects us there.”

Inge’s mouth hung open. “So we’re literally supposed to show up at the mall and… wait? Like, amateur sleuths in a thriller movie?”

Lisa bit her lip. Every instinct screamed danger, but curiosity — that same stubborn curiosity that had led her to chase signals for hours — tugged at her. “If someone sent this to us,” she said softly, “there’s a reason. Maybe a warning. Maybe someone’s in danger.”

Eben rubbed his hands over his face, frustration and fear battling in his expression. “And you think we should just walk into a trap? Why us, Lisa? Why not call the cops?”

“Because the cops won’t understand the signals. They won’t see the numbers in the way we do. Whoever set this up knows that,” she said, her voice firmer now. “We’re… uniquely positioned to respond.”

Inge’s laugh was hollow, almost bitter. “Great. So we’re detectives now. Superheroes in hoodies and backpacks. Fantastic.”

Hugo glanced around, frowning. “If this is bait, we need precautions. Burners, backup, constant scanning. We can’t walk into this blind.”

Eben finally exhaled, tension leaving his shoulders in a slow wave. “Fine. We go. But we go smart. And the second anything feels off, we leave.”

The rest of the night passed in a haze of preparation. Phones on silent, extra batteries packed, backpacks loaded with laptops, scanners, snacks — everything that might give them an edge. Lisa checked and rechecked the signal, tracing its faint echoes across their devices. Every flicker, every tiny ping made her stomach twist.

By the early hours, the four of them were parked just out of sight of SE-42 at the Crossroads Mall, hearts thundering in unison. The lot was quiet, eerily empty for this time of day.

Lisa’s hands shook as she opened her laptop again, scanning for any digital footprints. “It’s live,” she whispered. “Someone’s here. Monitoring.”

Eben leaned back, eyes scanning the dimly lit lot. “We stick together. Move only when it’s safe. If anyone shows up… we bolt.”

Hugo nodded, scanning the area with his handheld device. “Signal’s faint, but there’s definitely a pattern — a pulse. Whoever left this knows we’re watching.”

Inge groaned again, but quieter this time. “I hate being watched. I hate it. And I hate that we’re here.”

Lisa didn’t answer. Her eyes were glued to the laptop as the pulse from the signal flickered faster. Lines of code streamed across the screen in green, almost too fast to read, before freezing on another message:

YOU’VE INTERFERED. THE NEXT SIGNAL WILL COST YOU MORE THAN TIME.

Her voice came out lower than she meant. “They know we were here.”

Eben’s head snapped toward her. “What?”

Lisa turned the screen so they could all see. The words glowed eerily in the dim cab of the truck, pulsing once before vanishing.

Silence settled over the group, heavier than the fog around them.

“That’s a threat,” Inge said finally, her usual sarcasm stripped away. “An actual, no-joke threat.”

Eben didn’t drive straight home after the message. He kept turning corners, glancing over his shoulder as if the city itself could hide someone following them. The neighborhood blurred past in streaks of shadow and streetlight.

“Eben,” Lisa said softly after a few minutes. “We need somewhere safe. Somewhere we can think.”

“Yeah,” he muttered, gripping the wheel tighter. “Someplace off the grid.”

Inge pointed ahead. “The old drive-in parking lot. Nobody goes there anymore.”

Eben didn’t argue. He turned in, tires crunching over gravel, and parked under the crumbling screen tower. For a moment, none of them moved. The air felt heavy, charged, like the entire world was holding its breath.

Lisa opened her laptop again, fingers shaking. “If they sent that message so fast, it means they’re monitoring our connection in real time. Which means…”
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