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The
  message arrived without a sound.




  
Ethan
  Cross noticed it only because the glass on the café table
  reflected
  the faint glow of his phone screen. No vibration. No alert tone.
  Just
  a line of text on a device that was supposed to be dark and
  dead.




  

    
UNKNOWN
    SENDER:
    


    
  


  

  


  

    
You
    have been terminated.
  




  
For
  a moment, he didn’t move.




  
The
  café in downtown Norfolk was loud with lunchtime noise—cutlery
  clinking, low conversations, the hiss of the espresso machine.
  Outside, rain traced slow lines down the windows, blurring the
  city
  into smears of gray. It was the kind of place where no one looked
  twice at a man sitting alone with a black coffee and an unread
  newspaper.




  
Ethan
  lifted the phone carefully, as if sudden movement might trigger
  something. The device was a burner, used once, wiped clean, then
  destroyed. He had turned it off an hour ago. It should not have
  been
  able to receive anything.




  
He
  opened the message. No attachments. No follow-up. Just the
  sentence.




  

    
You
    have been terminated.
  




  
In
  his line of work, those words had weight. They didn’t mean he’d
  been fired. They meant the system had decided he was no longer an
  asset. And assets that outlived their usefulness became
  liabilities.




  
Ethan’s
  pulse slowed instead of quickening. Panic wasted time. He took a
  slow
  sip of his coffee, letting the bitterness ground him. Then he
  glanced
  around the café.




  
Two
  college students arguing over something on a laptop. A woman in a
  navy suit scrolling through emails, her expression tight. A man
  near
  the window reading a paperback, tapping his foot to music only he
  could hear. No one watching him. No one obvious.




  
That
  didn’t mean he wasn’t already in someone’s sights.




  
He
  slid the phone into his jacket pocket and folded the newspaper.
  The
  headline was about city budget cuts. It felt like a joke written
  just
  for him. Budgets always had room for cleaning up loose
  ends.




  
Ethan
  stood, left a few bills on the table, and walked out into the
  rain.






  
He
  didn’t head back to his car. Predictable routes were how you
  ended
  up on the wrong side of an unmarked van. Instead, he turned left,
  then right, then crossed the street without checking the light.
  He
  merged into a cluster of pedestrians and let the crowd carry him
  half
  a block before peeling away into a narrow side street.




  
The
  city felt different when you knew you were being hunted. Sounds
  sharpened. Every reflection in a window looked like a watcher.
  Every
  engine rev made his muscles tighten.




  
He
  ducked into a convenience store, grabbed a bottle of water he
  didn’t
  need, and paid in cash. The clerk barely looked at him. Outside,
  Ethan took the long way around the block, then stopped beneath
  the
  awning of a closed storefront. He pretended to fumble with his
  jacket
  zipper while scanning the street behind him.




  
Nothing
  obvious.




  
Which
  meant everything could be obvious, if you knew how to
  look.




  
The
  message wasn’t random. Burn notices were never random. They came
  from a network that existed in layers—handlers who never met
  their
  superiors, analysts who didn’t know what their data was used for,
  operators who were told just enough to complete the mission and
  forget the rest.




  
Ethan
  had lived in that network for twelve years.




  
He
  thought of the last job. The extraction in Prague. It had gone
  clean—too clean. No alarms. No pursuit. The target had walked
  into
  the safe house as instructed, carrying a briefcase that was
  lighter
  than it should have been. Ethan had noticed the weight
  immediately.
  Habits like that never went away.




  
The
  briefcase had been empty.




  
The
  target had smiled.




  
Two
  hours later, the safe house was ash and twisted metal. Ethan
  survived
  because he’d gone to the bathroom. A small decision. A stupid
  human
  need. The kind that kept you alive while better men died.




  
After
  that, everything had felt wrong. Messages delayed. Safe routes
  changed at the last minute. A handler who suddenly stopped
  responding.




  
Now
  this.




  
He
  stepped away from the storefront and headed toward the parking
  garage
  where he’d left his car. He didn’t rush. Running marked you. He
  walked like a man late for nothing in particular.




  
The
  garage was dim, the kind of place where shadows pooled between
  concrete pillars. Ethan’s footsteps echoed too loudly for his
  liking. He reached his car—a gray sedan, forgettable by
  design—and
  paused before unlocking it.




  
Glass
  reflection. Quick scan of the back seat. Clear.




  
He
  unlocked the door, slid inside, and immediately felt it.




  
The
  faint shift in air. The sense of presence.




  
Ethan
  rolled out of the car as the passenger-side window exploded
  inward.




  
The
  shot was clean, suppressed. The glass shattered into the seat
  where
  his head had been a second earlier. He hit the concrete hard,
  pain
  flaring through his shoulder, and rolled behind the nearest
  pillar.




  
Another
  shot cracked through the garage, the round chewing into concrete.
  Dust rained down.




  
Ethan
  drew his pistol as he moved. He didn’t fire blindly. He
  listened.




  
Footsteps.
  Controlled. Two sets, maybe three. They were moving to cut off
  exits.
  Professionals.




  
So
  it was official.




  
He
  took a breath, then another. Fear was there, sharp and cold, but
  it
  stayed where it belonged. Under control.




  
Ethan
  counted to three in his head and broke from cover, firing twice
  toward the muzzle flash he’d seen. The shots weren’t meant to
  hit. They were meant to force movement.




  
It
  worked.




  
Someone
  cursed. Someone else shouted a command.




  
Ethan
  sprinted between cars, using the maze of metal and concrete to
  break
  lines of sight. He reached the stairwell and slammed through the
  door
  just as another round punched through the space his shoulder had
  occupied.




  
He
  didn’t stop until he was three levels up and out in the rain
  again,
  lungs burning, heart finally hammering in his chest.




  
The
  city swallowed him.






  
He
  ducked into an alley, hands shaking now that the immediate danger
  had
  passed. He forced them still. He pressed his back to the brick
  wall
  and slid down until he was sitting on damp concrete.




  
The
  burn notice wasn’t a warning.




  
It
  was a courtesy.




  
Someone,
  somewhere, had signed off on erasing him. The system he’d
  trusted,
  served, bled for—it had moved on.




  
Ethan
  closed his eyes for a moment and let the reality settle in. Then
  he
  opened them, standing again.




  
If
  the network wanted him gone, he couldn’t run forever.




  
But
  he could disappear long enough to find out who had given the
  order.




  
And
  cancel it.
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Ethan
  Cross moved through the backstreets until his legs began to shake
  with exhaustion. The city lights blurred at the edges of his
  vision,
  and every shadow seemed to stretch toward him. He didn’t stop
  until
  he reached a narrow stairwell tucked between two closed shops,
  the
  kind of place no one noticed unless they were looking for
  somewhere
  to disappear.




  
He
  climbed to the top floor and pushed open a door that led to a
  flat,
  empty rooftop. The wind cut across the concrete, cool and sharp,
  drying the sweat on his skin. From here, the city looked distant,
  almost peaceful. The illusion made his chest tighten.




  
Ethan
  sat with his back against a low wall and pulled the portable
  drive
  from his pocket. The small piece of plastic held fragments of a
  system designed to erase people like him. He stared at it as if
  it
  might speak.



“

  
Shadow
  assets,” he murmured.




  
That
  was what operators became when they were no longer officially
  acknowledged. Not alive. Not dead. Existing in a space the system
  could deny if asked. Ethan had worked with shadow assets
  before—people who’d lost their handlers, their teams, their
  names. They survived by becoming useful to someone else.




  
He
  had sworn he would never become one.




  
The
  wind carried the distant sound of traffic. Somewhere below,
  laughter
  drifted up from a bar patio. Life continuing, untouched by the
  small
  war unfolding above it.




  
Ethan
  powered on the burner phone. He kept it low, shielding the screen
  with his body. No signal. Good. He needed time to think.




  
The
  data he’d pulled wasn’t enough to expose Shadow Protocol
  publicly. It was proof of activity, not proof of intent. Enough
  to
  interest someone who knew what to look for. Enough to get him
  killed
  faster if the wrong person found out he had it.




  
He
  needed leverage.




  
Which
  meant he needed people who lived in the cracks of the
  system.






  
There
  was a woman in Baltimore who specialized in disappearing things
  that
  didn’t want to be found. Files. Identities. Sometimes people. Her
  name was Lila Moreno, though that was unlikely to be the one
  she’d
  been born with. She had once rerouted a government audit so
  cleanly
  that three departments spent months blaming each other for the
  missing records.




  
Ethan
  hadn’t spoken to her in four years.




  
He
  walked to the edge of the rooftop and scanned the street below.
  Nothing out of place. Still, he waited until a freight train
  rumbled
  past in the distance before turning the phone back on.




  
A
  signal flickered to life.




  
He
  dialed the number he’d memorized long ago.




  
It
  rang once.




  
Then
  again.




  
Then
  her voice came through, calm and wary. “This line doesn’t exist
  anymore.”



“

  
You
  always say that,” Ethan replied. “Yet here we are.”




  
Silence.
  Then, “You’re supposed to be retired.”



“

  
So
  are you.”




  
A
  soft laugh. “Retirement is a rumor people tell
  themselves.”



“

  
I
  need help,” Ethan said.



“

  
That’s
  disappointing,” Lila replied. “I was hoping you were calling to
  apologize.”



“

  
I
  can do both,” Ethan said. “But help first.”




  
Another
  pause. “If they’re burning you, you’re radioactive. You know
  that.”



“

  
I
  do.”



“

  
Then
  don’t say my name again.”




  
Ethan
  looked out over the city. “I have something you might want to
  see.”



“

  
I
  don’t want to see anything that gets me erased,” Lila
  said.



“

  
You
  already live erased,” Ethan said gently. “You just do it better
  than most.”




  
The
  line was quiet long enough that Ethan wondered if she’d hung
  up.



“

  
Where
  are you?” she asked.



“

  
Norfolk.”



“

  
Stay
  there,” Lila said. “I’m not meeting you in person. Not
  yet.”



“

  
Then
  how do we talk?”



“

  
You’ll
  get instructions,” she replied. “If you’re still breathing in
  an hour.”




  
The
  call ended.






  
Ethan
  turned the phone off again and slipped it into his pocket. He
  didn’t
  trust hope, but he allowed himself a small breath of relief. Lila
  was
  cautious. That was good. Careless allies got you killed faster
  than
  enemies.




  
He
  stayed on the rooftop longer than he should have, letting the
  wind
  cool his thoughts. When he finally left, he took the stairs down
  quietly and exited through the back alley, merging into the
  city’s
  low hum.




  
An
  hour later, the burner vibrated once.




  
Coordinates.
  No message. Just a pin dropped on the map.




  
Ethan
  didn’t go straight there. He doubled back twice, changed jackets,
  and took a bus for three stops before getting off and walking the
  rest of the way. The location was a derelict laundromat with
  boarded
  windows and a flickering sign that hadn’t been repaired in
  years.




  
He
  slipped inside through a side door that had been left
  conveniently
  unlocked.




  
The
  air smelled of dust and old detergent. Rows of silent machines
  lined
  the walls like tombstones. At the far end, a single light burned
  over
  a folding table.




  
On
  the table sat a laptop and a small metal case.




  
Ethan
  approached slowly.




  
The
  laptop screen lit up as he drew near. Lila’s face appeared,
  grainy
  but sharp-eyed.



“

  
You
  look worse than the last time I saw you,” she said.



“

  
Good
  to see you too,” Ethan replied.




  
She
  studied him. “You brought the proof.”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Put
  it in the case,” Lila said. “Don’t open anything else.”




  
Ethan
  placed the drive inside the metal case. The lid closed with a
  soft
  click.



“

  
I’ll
  analyze it from my end,” Lila said. “If it’s what you think it
  is, people are going to panic.”



“

  
That’s
  the idea,” Ethan said.




  
Lila’s
  expression softened, just slightly. “You always did have a talent
  for making powerful people uncomfortable.”



“

  
That
  talent is trying to get me killed.”



“

  
It
  usually does,” she replied. “Stay mobile. Don’t trust anyone
  who offers you safety. And if I go dark—”



“

  
I’ll
  assume the worst,” Ethan said.



“

  
Good,”
  Lila replied. “It means you’re still thinking clearly.”




  
The
  screen went black.






  
Ethan
  stood alone in the laundromat, the silence pressing in around
  him.
  The metal case vanished into the floor panel beneath the table,
  hidden by a mechanism he didn’t try to understand.




  
Shadow
  assets didn’t rely on understanding systems.




  
They
  survived by knowing when to let go of control.




  
Ethan
  stepped back into the night, lighter by one dangerous secret,
  heavier
  by the knowledge that the game had widened.




  
And
  there were more players now.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 10 – False Allies
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 







  
Ethan
  Cross didn’t trust offers of help.




  
In
  his world, help came with strings, and strings were just softer
  forms
  of restraints. Still, he’d learned that refusing every
  outstretched
  hand was another way to die alone. The trick was knowing which
  hands
  were already holding knives.




  
He
  moved along the upper floor of the warehouse, keeping to the
  shadows
  between broken windows. The city lights below cast long, uneven
  shapes across the floor. Somewhere beneath him, footsteps echoed
  through the empty space.




  
Cleaners.




  
He
  needed an exit. Preferably one that didn’t look like an
  exit.




  
Ethan
  slipped into a stairwell and descended two levels, then crossed
  through a corridor filled with abandoned office furniture. He
  pushed
  open a side door and stepped into a narrow alley that smelled of
  rust
  and old rain.




  
That’s
  when a voice said, “Easy, Cross. We’re not here to finish the
  job.”




  
Ethan
  froze.




  
Two
  figures stood at the mouth of the alley, hands visible, weapons
  holstered but within easy reach. They wore plain clothes—no
  tactical gear, no obvious signs of affiliation. One was tall and
  lean, the other shorter, broader at the shoulders. Their posture
  said
  trained. Their calm said dangerous.



“

  
Who
  are you?” Ethan asked.



“

  
People
  who don’t like Shadow Protocol,” the taller one said. “Name’s
  Keller. This is Boone.”




  
Ethan
  didn’t lower his guard. “Funny. Everyone says that right before
  they sell me out.”




  
Boone
  smiled thinly. “We’re not selling you. We’re offering you a way
  out of Norfolk.”




  
Ethan
  studied their faces for tells. Micro-expressions. The small
  movements
  that betrayed nerves or rehearsed lines. He saw confidence. Too
  much
  of it.



“

  
Why?”
  Ethan asked.



“

  
Because
  if Shadow Protocol gets comfortable running ops in a U.S. city,
  it
  won’t stop there,” Keller said. “Some of us would prefer the
  mess to stay contained.”



“

  
You’re
  some of us?” Ethan asked.



“

  
Freelance,”
  Keller replied. “Let’s call it that.”




  
Ethan
  laughed quietly. “Freelance is just a polite way to say
  unaccountable.”



“

  
True,”
  Boone said. “But right now, unaccountable is better than
  erased.”




  
Ethan
  didn’t argue with that. He took a step back, keeping distance.
  “What’s the offer?”



“

  
We
  have a safe corridor out of the city,” Keller said. “Routes
  Shadow Protocol isn’t watching. We move you tonight.”



“

  
And
  in exchange?” Ethan asked.




  
Keller
  hesitated. Boone glanced at him, a flicker of tension passing
  between
  them.



“

  
There’s
  always an exchange,” Ethan said. “So don’t insult me by
  pretending otherwise.”




  
Keller
  exhaled. “We want the data you pulled from the relay hub.”




  
There
  it was.




  
Ethan
  felt the familiar tightening in his chest. False allies never
  asked
  for nothing. “You want proof of Shadow Protocol’s
  activity.”



“

  
We
  want leverage,” Boone said. “Same as you.”



“

  
Then
  why not let me keep it?” Ethan asked.



“

  
Because
  you’re a liability,” Keller replied. “You’re burned, hunted,
  and unpredictable. We can protect the data better than you can
  protect yourself.”




  
Ethan’s
  eyes narrowed. “You mean you can disappear with it
  better.”




  
Keller
  didn’t deny it.






  
The
  alley felt narrower, the darkness heavier. Ethan shifted his
  weight,
  calculating angles and distances. Two men. Both trained. Both
  armed.
  The fight would be messy. Possible. Costly.



“

  
Let
  me guess,” Ethan said. “If I say no, you take it anyway.”




  
Boone
  shrugged. “We’d prefer not to get our hands dirty.”



“

  
But
  you will,” Ethan said.




  
Keller’s
  jaw tightened. “We’re trying to keep this from
  escalating.”



“

  
You’re
  trying to control the narrative,” Ethan replied. “Same as Shadow
  Protocol. Different language.”




  
Keller
  took a step forward. “We’re not your enemy.”




  
Ethan
  raised his pistol just enough to make the point without pulling
  the
  trigger. “Neither am I. But we’re not on the same side.”




  
For
  a moment, no one moved.




  
Then
  Keller lifted his hands slightly, palms out. “You don’t have to
  decide now. Think about it. The city is closing in on you. You’re
  tired. Hurt. Alone.”




  
Ethan
  felt the weight of those words. They weren’t lies. They were
  truths
  shaped into a trap.



“

  
I’ve
  been alone before,” Ethan said. “It didn’t kill me.”




  
Boone’s
  smile faded. “It might this time.”




  
Ethan
  stepped past them, keeping his weapon trained until he was out of
  reach. “If you wanted to help, you’d have offered a way out
  without asking for my leverage.”




  
Keller’s
  voice followed him into the darkness. “You’re making this harder
  than it needs to be.”



“

  
That’s
  my specialty,” Ethan replied.






  
He
  moved fast, breaking into a run once he cleared the alley. The
  encounter left a sour taste in his mouth. Not because of the
  threat,
  but because of how close the offer had come to sounding
  reasonable.




  
False
  allies were the most dangerous kind. They didn’t lie outright.
  They
  just framed the truth in ways that benefited them.




  
Ethan
  cut through a row of loading docks and slipped into a side
  street,
  then another, until the warehouse district thinned into
  residential
  blocks again. He slowed only when his lungs burned.




  
He
  ducked into the entryway of an apartment building and pressed his
  forehead against the cool glass of the door. The city reflected
  back
  at him, distorted and fractured.




  
Keller
  and Boone weren’t working for Shadow Protocol. He was certain of
  that. But they weren’t fighting it either. They were trying to
  profit from its chaos.




  
The
  world wasn’t divided into good and bad. It was divided into
  people
  who wanted control and people who didn’t want to be
  controlled.




  
Ethan
  pushed himself upright and stepped back into the night.




  
He
  still had his leverage.




  
And
  that meant he still had choices.




  
Even
  if every choice came with blood on it.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






