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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. 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 city never slept, but it wasn’t alive either. ​ Its veins pulsed with electricity, its heart beat in the rhythm of subway trains and traffic lights, but its soul had long since been sold off in pieces—one contract at a time. Chicago was a machine now, a sprawling network of glass and steel, humming with the secrets of the powerful and the desperate. ​ And Alex Vance knew better than most that machines could break.
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He had grown up in the shadow of OmnieCorp, the empire his father built from nothing. Elias Thorne was a man of ambition, a master of leverage, and a ghost in his own home. Alex had learned from him, not through lessons but through observation—how to calculate risk, how to find the weak points in a system, how to survive when the odds were stacked against you. ​ But he had also learned something his father never intended to teach: how to see the cracks in the foundation, the places where power faltered and the truth leaked out. ​
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The truth was what had brought Alex to the data center that night, though he hadn’t known it at the time. ​ He was just looking for parts, scavenging to pay the rent and keep his head above water. ​ But the moment he saw that blinking green light in the darkness, he knew he was about to cross a line he couldn’t uncross. ​ The file wasn’t just data—it was a weapon, a ticking bomb that could shatter the fragile balance of the city’s machine.
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And now, as the snow fell in heavy sheets outside the safehouse window, Alex stared at the map Ghost had left him, the list of names and places that promised a new game, a new chance. ​ He thought about his father, about Silas, about the bodies left behind in the wake of his choices. ​ He thought about the file, now scattered across the digital ether, and the chaos it had unleashed. ​
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The city was still a machine, but Alex wasn’t sure if he was a cog or a wrench. All he knew was that he wasn’t done. ​ Not yet. Somewhere out there, the game was still being played, and for the first time, Alex felt ready to make his move. ​
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THE STORY
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The crawlspace above the server racks stank of burnt dust, solder flux, and rodent piss. Alex Vance wedged himself between two crossbeams, feet braced on a groaning conduit, flashlight wedged under his chin so both hands could work. He steadied the oscillating multitool, sliced through a cable bundle, and yanked out the wiring harness in one practiced, ugly rip. Flecks of insulation rained down. Somewhere in the darkness below, a rat—maybe just a rat—made a sound like a laugh.
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It was the third Thursday since the electrical grid had gone brownout in his quadrant. The data center, once a name-brand node in downtown Chicago, now served mostly as a crypt for dead or dying machines. Most of the racks had already been stripped by crews with less finesse, but Alex had patience and desperation on his side. He’d learned from his father to treat every scavenging job as a problem set: solve for x, get the part, don’t get caught.
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