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For anyone who has ever trusted the wrong person.

In every line of code, there is a ghost. The question is whether it is the ghost of what was, or the ghost of what is yet to come.
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The world was on fire, and Lucas Walker was the man holding the matchbox.

For seventy-two hours, he had been a prisoner in the glass-walled cage of his own corner office, a king surveying the ruins of his kingdom. Down below, on the rain-slicked streets of San Francisco, news vans swarmed the entrance to the Cygnus Technologies tower like vultures circling a kill.

On the twenty-seven screens of his central workstation, his life’s work was imploding in real-time.

CYGNUS TECH CEO “UNAWARE” OF NANITE DEPLOYMENT, screamed a headline from the Wall Street Journal. WALKER TO TESTIFY BEFORE SENATE OVERSIGHT COMMITTEE, declared the New York Times. A cable news pundit, her face a mask of practiced outrage, was demanding his arrest. His company’s stock had ceased to be a line; it was a cliff.

He was, at this precise moment, the most hated man in the world. And the worst part was, he deserved it.

Reid Jennings, the architect of this global nightmare, had named him in his final, insane broadcast from that dying mountain fortress. He’d called Lucas a “pliable nature,” a useful tool. It was the understatement of the century. Lucas hadn’t just been pliable; he’d been a willing, handsomely paid accomplice. He’d built the digital infrastructure for Project Obsidian. He’d designed the global software update that had become the delivery system for the nanites. He had, of course, known that it was a surveillance program. He had soothed his conscience with the familiar excuses of the morally bankrupt: national security, patriotic duty, and a government contract so large it could fund his company’s R&D for the next fifty years.

He had never imagined this. Genetic harvesting. A madman’s quest for immortality. He was a software engineer, not a bioterrorist. But the distinction was lost on the screaming masses and the grim-faced men from the Department of Justice who had been interviewing him for the last three days.

“Mr. Walker,” said a voice from the doorway. It was Agent Carter, a humorless slab of a man from the FBI’s new Obsidian Task Force. “The Secretary of Defense is on a secure line for you.”

Lucas nodded, running a hand through his already disheveled hair. He hadn’t slept. He hadn’t eaten. He was running on coffee and a raw, corrosive guilt that was eating him alive from the inside. He straightened his tie, a useless gesture of order in a world of chaos and walked to the secure video-conferencing station.

The face of Secretary Thompson appeared, his expression a mixture of exhaustion and cold fury. “Walker,” he began, dispensing with pleasantries. “I’ve just come from a briefing with the President. The data dump from Jennings’s fortress was a treasure trove. We have teams all over the globe rounding up his co-conspirators. But we have a problem. A big one.”

“The nanites,” Lucas said, his voice a hoarse whisper.

“The nanites,” Thompson confirmed. “They’re in everything. Phones, servers, medical equipment. We can’t just shut them down without crashing the entire global infrastructure. We need a kill switch. A way to neutralize them without triggering a digital apocalypse. Your people built the delivery system. You need to tell us how to un-build it.”

“My team is already working on it,” Lucas said, the lie tasting like ash in his mouth. His team was working on it, yes, but the nanite code was a masterpiece of biological and digital engineering, a Gordian knot he had no idea how to untangle. “We’re analyzing the source code from the data dump, looking for a vulnerability.”

“Good,” Thompson said, though he didn’t sound convinced. “Because as of right now, you are the government’s most valuable asset and its number one suspect. To that end, I’m assigning you a permanent liaison from the task force. Her name is Mia Sorensen. She’s one of our best technical analysts. She will have full access to your labs, your personnel, and you. She will be your shadow until this is over. Am I clear?”

“Crystal,” Lucas said, a cold knot of dread tightening in his stomach. A shadow. A warden.
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