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NOTICE
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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE
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The world is a fragile place, held together by threads of trust, secrets, and the hope that justice will prevail. ​ But what happens when those threads unravel? When the very system meant to protect the innocent becomes the weapon that destroys them? ​

––––––––
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Danny Manning never asked to be a hero. At fourteen, he was just a boy trying to survive, counting seconds in the dark, clutching a penlight under his pillow, and running drills with his “dad” to prepare for a danger he didn’t fully understand. But when the unthinkable happened—when gunshots shattered his world and erased his family—Danny was forced to confront a truth that would change his life forever: the system had failed him, and the only way to survive was to fight back.
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With nothing but a backpack, a roll of cash, and a file of damning secrets, Danny set out on a journey that would take him from the shadows of Los Angeles to the icy streets of Chicago, and back again. Along the way, he found an unlikely ally in Jenifer Keel, a girl who saw the cracks in the world as clearly as he did. ​ Together, they uncovered a web of corruption that stretched from the Witness Protection Agency to the highest levels of law enforcement—a conspiracy built on greed, betrayal, and the silencing of those who dared to speak the truth. 
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​

But Danny wasn’t just a victim. ​ He was evidence. ​ And evidence doesn’t disappear without a fight.
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This is the story of a boy who refused to be erased, who turned fear into resolve, and who proved that even in the darkest moments, courage can light the way. It’s a story of resilience, of friendship, and of the unyielding power of truth.
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Danny Manning didn’t choose to be a hero. But when the world broke around him, he chose to rise.
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THE STORY
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The gunshots did not wake Danny Holms. He had not slept. He’d been counting the number of seconds it took for the neighbors’ dog to start barking at the shape moving behind the fence and then waiting for the next, then the next, cataloging every sound in the threadbare dark of his bedroom. His hand stayed on the penlight under his pillow, thumb brushing the rubber button until the blood stilled in his ears and the house returned to its shallow, midnight breathing.
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The shot came anyway, splitting the silence in half—a sound with authority, with intention. He counted the second report, then the third, mapped each echo to the hallway, the stairs, the living room tile. He heard a voice, deep and calm, almost conversational: “Clear.”
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Danny’s body, with no further input from his brain, got him out of bed. Bare feet on carpet. The baseball bat beside his nightstand was a joke, but his right hand closed over it just the same. He kept his weight on the balls of his feet, moved to the door, listened. Steps, heavy, two pairs. The light in the hallway flicked on, bright and surgical, and Danny stepped backward into the wall, breath slow and silent, eyes wide and dry.
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He knew the procedure. Hide first, escape if possible. He’d run the drills with “dad” every night for a year, then only on holidays, then only when Judy was out showing houses and couldn’t roll her eyes. The only thing they’d never practiced was the sound of one of them crying, short and strangled, as the next gunshot ended it. That hadn’t been part of the drills.
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Danny forced the door open a sliver, just enough to see the man in the hallway. The man was tall, shoulders squared inside a suit that looked cheap but fit perfectly. His head was shaved and the veins in his neck stood out like steel cables. He carried his gun low, not like TV cops, and there was a tattoo half-hidden under the white of his shirt collar—a faded flag, maybe Navy or Marines.
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