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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. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The desert night was a void, vast and unyielding, swallowing sound and light alike. ​ In the heart of Mesa, Arizona, the city slumbered, its streets empty save for the occasional flicker of a streetlamp or the distant hum of a passing car. But beneath the surface, secrets churned—dark, tangled threads that refused to stay buried. ​
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In the basement of a modest home, Lora Mann hunched over her workbench, her world reduced to the glow of twin monitors and the hiss of her soldering iron. ​ The air was thick with the acrid tang of melted insulation and the bitter bite of stale coffee. ​ Her fingers, scarred and ink-stained, danced over the keyboard, isolating fragments of sound from a decades-old 911 call. ​ The voice of a frantic woman echoed through her headphones, breaking off into static, leaving behind a haunting void. ​ But it wasn’t the silence that gripped Lora—it was the faint, mechanical whisper buried beneath the chaos. ​
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“Tell Romero it’s done.” ​

––––––––

[image: ]


The words sliced through her like a blade, sharp and cold. Her heart pounded as she froze the waveform, rewound, and played it again. ​ There was no mistaking it. This wasn’t a glitch. ​ It was a message—a ghost in the machine, a secret encoded in the static. ​ And it was a secret someone had gone to great lengths to hide.
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​

Lora’s mind raced, memories flooding back like a dam breaking. ​ Her father’s face, blurred and distant, the flash of police lights, the hollow promises of justice that never came. ​ She had spent years chasing shadows, piecing together fragments of a puzzle no one wanted solved. ​ Now, she had a name. ​ Romero. The man at the center of it all. ​
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Her hands trembled as she ripped the file to a thumb drive, copied it twice, and sent it to herself. But she knew better than to trust the system. ​ She added one more recipient to the email—a name she had never spoken aloud but had written in her notebook a hundred times. ​ Then, with a deep breath, she pressed SEND. ​
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The city above was silent, but Lora knew the storm was coming. She flicked off her soldering iron, the filament glow fading to black, and stared at the corkboard on the wall. The name “Romero” stared back at her, circled in red, surrounded by a decade’s worth of clippings and unanswered questions.

For the first time in years, Lora felt the weight of her solitude lift. She wasn’t alone anymore. The truth was out there, and someone was listening.
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But as she climbed the basement stairs, her heart heavy with the burden of what she had uncovered, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the city’s silence wasn’t empty. ​ It was watching. ​ Waiting. And somewhere in the shadows, the ghosts of Mesa were stirring. ​
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THE STORY




[image: ]




At 1:28 AM, the world shrank to a rectangle of fluorescence, the hiss of powered circuitry, and the slow drip of cooling solder. The studio’s walls crowded in, lined with mismatched shelves sagging under the weight of reel-to-reels, tape decks, jury-rigged amplifiers, and cracked plastic bins of wire. Lora Mann sat hunched at her battered workbench, illuminated only by the blue-green cast of twin monitors and the yellow blink of her soldering iron’s tip. An empire of sound, she called it—her little kingdom in the unfinished basement, redolent of flux, coffee gone cold, and the synthetic tang of melted insulation.

––––––––

[image: ]


Behind her, a corkboard sagged with a dense patchwork of newspaper clippings. A decade-old headline—MESA’S DARKEST HOUR: SUSPECT STILL AT LARGE—was at the epicenter, with concentric rings of smaller cutouts radiating outward: Victim’s family pleas for answers. Police confident despite ‘setbacks.’ Anonymous tip lines. Each clipping held in place by color-coded pins—yellow for “official sources,” red for “media,” blue for “off the record.” A single, grainy photo of the victim, unsmiling, gazed past Lora’s shoulder with that flat, hollow look only the dead could maintain.
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