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Thirteen-year-old Richard Harris had always been a curious kid, the kind who couldn’t resist the pull of the unknown. Growing up in the NorthStar trailer park in Benzie County, Northern Michigan, he’d spent most of his life surrounded by dense woods, quiet streets, and the kind of stillness that made the nights feel endless. But in the recent months, that stillness had started to feel suffocating. Restless and bored, Richard had developed a dangerous habit: sneaking out of his bedroom window late at night. It wasn’t just the thrill of breaking the rules—it was the freedom, the sense of adventure, that called to him. The crisp night air, the crunch of gravel under his sneakers, the way the stars seemed to shine brighter when no one else was awake—it all made him feel alive.

But on this particular early spring morning, just after 2:30 a.m., Richard’s bad habit would turn into his worst nightmare.

He had barely made it 200 feet from his trailer, the faint glow of the porch light still visible behind him, when the sound of tires on gravel shattered the quiet. A large van, its dark exterior devoid of windows or any identifying marks, screeched to a halt beside him. Before Richard could react, the side door slid open with a metallic groan, revealing a yawning darkness inside. His heart leapt into his throat, his breath catching in his chest. He froze, his instincts screaming at him to run, but his legs felt like they were rooted to the ground.

The next few moments were a blur. Hands—rough and unyielding—grabbed him, yanking him off his feet and into the van. A coarse bag was thrown over his head, the fabric scratching against his face and cutting off his vision. He gasped, the air suddenly thick and suffocating, but before he could scream, his hands and feet were bound with something tight and unrelenting. Panic surged through him, hot and overwhelming, as he thrashed against his restraints. Tears welled up in his eyes, spilling over as he tried to cry out, but his voice was muffled by the strip of duct tape slapped across his mouth.

In that moment, Richard felt something he had never experienced before: complete and utter helplessness. The van’s engine roared to life, the vehicle lurching forward as it sped away from the trailer park. The darkness inside the van seemed to press in on him, suffocating and endless. He could hear the low murmur of voices—men’s voices—but the words were indistinct, drowned out by the pounding of his own heartbeat in his ears. Where were they taking him? What did they want? Questions raced through his mind, but there were no answers, only fear.

As the van hurtled down the empty roads, Richard’s thoughts turned to his family. His mom, asleep in their trailer, unaware that her son was gone. His little sister, who always looked up to him. Would he ever see them again? The weight of that thought was unbearable, and he squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the terror. But the darkness was everywhere, inside and out, and Richard knew one thing for certain: his life would never be the same. 

Minutes had turned into hours. Hours had turned into... Richard had no idea. Time had become a shapeless, meaningless thing, stretching and collapsing in on itself like a bad dream. He had no way of knowing how long he’d been in the van—whether it had been a day, two days, or more. The only constants were the hum of the engine, the occasional jolt of the tires over uneven roads, and the oppressive darkness that surrounded him. The bag over his head never came off, and the bindings on his wrists and ankles never loosened. His mouth was still sealed with duct tape, though his cries had long since dried up, replaced by a numb, hollow feeling in his chest.

He had taken several naps, if you could even call them that. They were more like desperate escapes, moments where his body and mind simply gave out from exhaustion. Sleep was the only relief he had, a temporary reprieve from the fear and uncertainty that gnawed at him whenever he was awake. But even in sleep, there was no peace. His dreams were fragmented and chaotic, filled with shadowy figures and half-remembered faces. He would wake up disoriented, his heart racing, only to realize that his nightmare was still very much real.

One thing was certain: he was still in the van. The same van that had snatched him from the quiet streets of NorthStar trailer park. The same van that had become his prison. He could feel every bump in the road, every turn the vehicle made, but they told him nothing. He had no idea where he was, where he was going, or why this was happening to him. The questions circled in his mind like vultures, picking away at what little hope he had left.

“What’s going on?” he would ask himself, over and over again. But there were no answers, only the suffocating silence of the van and the occasional murmur of voices from the front. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but the tone was cold, detached. It sent a chill down his spine.

Eventually, Richard stopped asking questions. It was easier that way. Easier to just close his eyes and let the darkness take him again. Being awake wasn’t going to change anything. It wasn’t going to stop whatever was coming. So he forced himself to sleep, even when his body didn’t want to. Even when his mind screamed at him to stay alert, to fight, to do something. But what could he do? He was just a kid—a scared, helpless kid.

To distract himself, he tried to think of home. His mother, with her warm smile and gentle hands. His little sister, who always looked up to him, even when he didn’t deserve it. He wondered if they were looking for him. If they were scared. If they missed him as much as he missed them. The thought of them brought a fresh wave of tears, but he swallowed them down, refusing to let himself break completely. He clung to their memories like a lifeline, replaying them in his mind until they felt almost real.

But even those thoughts were too painful to hold onto for long. Eventually, he would let them go, slipping back into the numb embrace of sleep. It was the only way to survive.

Somewhere in his nearly numb mind, a memory surfaced—faint at first, like a flicker of light in the darkness. It was something he had seen on Facebook, back when life was normal. Back when he could scroll through his phone without a care in the world. He remembered the headlines, the posts shared by worried parents, the comments filled with fear and outrage. Children were going missing. Not just one or two, but dozens, maybe even hundreds. It wasn’t just in big cities or faraway states—it was everywhere. The numbers were on a sharp rise, and no one seemed to know why.

Richard had seen the stories, but he hadn’t paid much attention to them. They felt distant, unreal, like something that could never touch him. After all, he lived in a small Northern Michigan town, a place where everyone knew everyone, where the biggest danger was slipping on ice during the winter. “Not here,” he had told himself. “Not from a place like this.” It was easy to believe that the world’s darkness couldn’t reach him, not in his quiet corner of the world.

But now, as the van rumbled on and the darkness pressed in around him, the memory of those stories felt like a cruel joke. Little did he know. Little did he know that the danger wasn’t just in the headlines or on the other side of the country. It was here, in his town, on his street, outside his bedroom window. It had been waiting for him, watching him, and he had walked right into its trap.

The realization hit him like a punch to the gut. He wasn’t special. He wasn’t safe. He was just another name, another face, another statistic. The thought made him feel sick, but even that feeling was dulled by the numbness that had settled over him. He wanted to scream, to fight, to do something—anything—but he was powerless. All he could do was lie there, trapped in the darkness, and wonder if anyone would ever find him.
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​Chapter 1
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“Sir!” Dr. Kennedy’s voice cut through the sterile air of the facility, sharp and unyielding. His lab coat was immaculate, his glasses perched precisely on the bridge of his nose, but his expression was anything but composed. His eyes scanned the room, narrowing as they landed on a group of laborers who seemed to be doing more lounging than working. One young man in particular—Shane—was perched on a stool, sipping lazily from a cup of water as if he had all the time in the world.

“What is your name?” Dr. Kennedy demanded, though he already knew it. This was less about identification and more about humiliation, a reminder of who held the power here. Shane froze, the cup halfway to his lips, as the doctor’s gaze bore into him. “We have a van coming in from Los Angeles, another from Michigan any second now, three from Canada, and two—possibly three—from Texas. All of them are expected today. And yet, here you are, sitting around like this is some kind of vacation. Do you think we’re paying you to do nothing?”

The facility buzzed faintly in the background, a low hum of machinery and distant footsteps. It was a strange hybrid of a medical clinic and a warehouse, a sprawling complex that felt both clinical and industrial. The warehouse section was eerily reminiscent of a jail, with solid metal doors lining the walls and heavy locks securing each one. Beyond that, the lab stretched out into a maze of aisles and rooms—some resembling emergency rooms with their bright lights and stainless steel tables, others filled with the cold, sterile equipment of a research laboratory. Surgical operating rooms sat at the far end, their doors closed but their presence looming like a silent threat.

Shane stood quickly, nearly knocking over the stool in his haste. “I’m sorry, Dr. Kennedy,” he stammered, his voice trembling slightly. He was young—only 22—and his face still had the softness of someone who hadn’t yet been hardened by the world. But the shadows under his eyes told a different story. “I just... I haven’t had any sleep since yesterday. I’m very sorry, Dr. Kennedy. It won’t happen again.”

Dr. Kennedy’s expression didn’t soften. If anything, it grew colder. “See that it doesn’t,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “We don’t have the luxury of incompetence here. If you can’t keep up, there are plenty of others who can take your place.”

Shane nodded, his throat tight. He had only been working at the facility for two months, but it felt like a lifetime. The weight of what he’d seen—what he’d been forced to participate in—was crushing. He thought about his family, his friends, the life he’d left behind. None of them knew where he worked or what he did. How could he tell them? How could he explain the things he’d seen without putting them in danger?

The stakes were impossibly high. Shane had watched coworkers vanish overnight, their desks cleared out, their names erased from the roster as if they’d never existed. The unspoken rule was clear: one wrong move, one careless word, and you were gone. The thought made his stomach churn. Every fiber of his being wanted to scream, to run, to tell someone—anyone—what was happening here. But he couldn’t. Not if he wanted to survive.

As Dr. Kennedy turned on his heel and strode away, Shane’s gaze drifted to the large bay doors at the far end of the facility. They were beginning to open, the mechanical whirring sound cutting through the silence. A van was pulling in, its dark exterior gleaming under the fluorescent lights. Shane’s heart sank as he realized it was the one from Michigan. He didn’t know what—or who—was inside, but he knew enough to dread it.

The facility was a well-oiled machine, cold and efficient, and Shane was just another cog in its gears. But as he watched the van roll in, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was running out of time—to escape, to act, to do something. The question was, would he find the courage before it was too late?

Shane’s thoughts flickered to his family—his mom, his younger sister, his grandparents. He pictured them going about their day, completely unaware of the horrors he witnessed at work. The thought of them being dragged into this nightmare, of them becoming “products” like the ones he unloaded from the vans, made his stomach twist. He clenched his fists, pushing the fear down as far as it would go. He couldn’t afford to think about it. Not here. Not now. If he let himself feel too much, he might break, and breaking wasn’t an option. Not in this place.

He forced himself to move, his feet carrying him toward the bay doors as the van from Michigan rolled to a stop. The doors hissed open, revealing the dark interior. Shane’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, and he saw the figure lying motionless on the floor of the van. Like all the others, this one had a black bag over its head, the fabric pulled tight around the neck. Its wrists and ankles were bound with thick zip ties, the kind that left angry red marks if you struggled too much. But this one wasn’t struggling. It wasn’t moving at all.

Shane hesitated, his breath catching in his throat. In the short time he’d worked here, he’d seen it all—kids thrashing against their restraints, others screaming through their gags, a few even managing to break free of a zip tie or pull the hood off their head. But this one was different. It lay there, utterly still, like a discarded doll. For a moment, Shane wondered if they’d brought in a corpse.

“We might have a problem,” Shane called out, his voice tight with unease. He didn’t wait for a response. Dropping to his knees, he crawled into the back of the van, the cold metal floor biting through the fabric of his pants. The figure was lying on its chest, its breathing so shallow that Shane couldn’t tell if it was alive or not. He leaned in close, pressing his ear to the fabric of the figure’s shirt. The material was damp with sweat, and he could feel the faint rise and fall of the chest beneath it. The breaths were slow, almost imperceptible, but they were there.

Scott, one of Shane’s coworkers, appeared at the edge of the van, his shadow falling over Shane. “What’s going on?” Scott asked, his tone casual, as if they were discussing a shipment of boxes instead of a human being.

“Scott,” Shane said quietly, not looking up. “I can hear them breathing, but barely. This one is not moving at all. I don’t know if he's hurt or...” He trailed off, not wanting to finish the thought.

Scott shrugged, unfazed. “Probably just sedated. They don’t always dose them right. Happens all the time.” He reached into the van, grabbing the figure by the arm and hauling it upright with a grunt. The body slumped like a ragdoll, the hooded head lolling to one side. “Come on, help me get them inside. We’ve got more vans coming, and Kennedy’s already on edge.”

Shane hesitated for a split second before reaching out to help. His hands trembled as he gripped the figure’s other arm, the weight of it feeling heavier than it should. He told himself it was just another job, just another day, but the lie rang hollow in his mind. As they dragged the figure out of the van and toward the facility, Shane couldn’t shake the image of his own family in its place. What if it was his sister lying there, limp and lifeless? What if it was him?

The bay doors loomed ahead, their cold, unfeeling metal a stark reminder of where he was and what he was part of. Shane swallowed hard, pushing the thoughts away. He couldn’t afford to feel. Not here. Not now.

Shortly after Scott and Shane had dragged the motionless figure out of the van, Shane crouched down, positioning himself to lift the “product” onto his shoulder. Scott helped hoist the limp body, and Shane adjusted his grip, the weight settling uncomfortably against him. The figure hung like a sack of potatoes, its head lolling awkwardly, the black hood obscuring any trace of humanity. Shane straightened up, his muscles straining under the weight, and took a moment to steady himself. He’d done this countless times before, but it never got easier. Each time, the weight felt heavier, the burden harder to carry.

Before heading down the hallway, Shane stopped at one of the desks near the bay doors. A clipboard lay on the surface, its pages filled with neat, clinical handwriting—room numbers, status updates, and other details that Shane tried not to think too hard about. He flipped through the pages, scanning for an empty room. His eyes landed on Room 52, its line blank and waiting. Perfect.

“Room 52,” Shane muttered to himself, more out of habit than necessity. He adjusted the weight on his shoulder and started down the hallway, his footsteps echoing against the sterile, tiled floor. The facility was eerily quiet, the only sounds the faint hum of fluorescent lights and the occasional distant clatter of equipment. The walls were a dull, institutional gray, broken only by the occasional door with a small, numbered window. It felt more like a prison than a medical facility, and Shane couldn’t shake the feeling that he was walking deeper into a nightmare with every step.

The only way Shane could keep going was to detach himself completely. He had to see them as products, not people. Not children. Not someone’s son or daughter. If he allowed himself to think about the human face behind the hood, the life that had been stolen, he knew he wouldn’t last much longer in this place. The guilt was already eating away at him, a constant, gnawing presence in the back of his mind. He hated his job. He hated what he was part of. But what choice did he have? If he left, if he spoke up, he’d end up just like the “products” he carried—hooded, bound, and forgotten.

As he walked, Shane’s mind wandered to the others he’d seen brought in. Some fought. Some cried. Some were so terrified they couldn’t even speak. He remembered the ones who had managed to break free of a restraint or pull off their hood, their wide, desperate eyes meeting his for a split second before they were subdued again. Those moments haunted him, the brief flashes of humanity cutting through the cold, clinical routine of the facility. But this one—the one from Michigan—was different. There was no struggle, no sound, just a terrifying stillness that made Shane’s skin crawl.

He reached Room 52 and shifted the weight on his shoulder, fumbling with the door handle. The room was small and sterile, with a single metal table bolted to the floor and a set of cabinets along one wall. Shane stepped inside, the fluorescent light flickering slightly as it buzzed to life. He moved to the table and carefully lowered the figure onto it, the metal surface cold and unyielding. For a moment, he hesitated, his hand hovering over the hood. Part of him wanted to pull it off, to see the face of the person he was helping to imprison. But he couldn’t. He didn’t dare.

Instead, he turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click. The sound felt final, like the closing of a coffin lid. Shane stood there for a moment, his hand still on the door handle, his breath coming in shallow, uneven gasps. He hated this place. He hated what he’d become. But most of all, he hated the part of himself that kept going, day after day, because he didn’t know how to stop.

—
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It had been a long day for Dr. Scott Kennedy. Three months into the project, the pressure was mounting, and it was starting to show. The facility was a hive of activity, but beneath the surface, nerves were fraying. The stakes were high, and the margin for error was razor-thin. Even Dr. Kennedy, who prided himself on his composure, found himself on edge more often than not. The project was ambitious, groundbreaking, and potentially revolutionary—but it was also fraught with ethical dilemmas that even he couldn’t entirely ignore.

When Dr. Hailstone, the head of the project, had first outlined the plan to him, Dr. Kennedy had been skeptical. The idea of transforming human children into cyborgs—merging organic tissue with advanced robotics—was something straight out of a science fiction novel. But as Dr. Hailstone had laid out the details, the potential had become impossible to ignore. The technology was there. The funding was there. And the demand—well, that was the part that had sealed the deal. Wealthy clients, governments, and private organizations were already lining up, eager to invest in a future where human potential could be enhanced by machines. The financial rewards were staggering, enough to make even the most ethical scientist reconsider their principles.

Still, Dr. Kennedy had felt a flicker of unease when he’d first seen the children brought in. They were just kids—scared, vulnerable, and utterly helpless. But he’d pushed those feelings aside. This was science, after all. Progress required sacrifice, and if a few lives had to be altered—or even destroyed—to achieve something greater, then so be it. The ends justified the means. At least, that’s what he told himself.

Walking back to his desk, Dr. Kennedy picked up the clipboard and scanned the latest updates. The new patient—the one from Michigan—had been moved to Room 52. Without hesitation, he set the clipboard down and made his way down the hall, his footsteps echoing in the sterile, fluorescent-lit corridors. The facility was a labyrinth of locked doors and security checkpoints, each one a reminder of the secrecy and precision required for their work.

When he reached Room 52, he paused for a moment before pushing the door open. Inside, the child sat motionless on the steel table, the black hood still covering its head. Dr. Kennedy closed the door behind him and approached the table, his movements calm and deliberate. He placed his right hand on the child’s chest, feeling the faint rise and fall of breathing. Good. At least this one was still alive.

“You’re going to be okay,” Dr. Kennedy said aloud, his voice steady but devoid of warmth. He wasn’t sure why he bothered speaking—the child was unconscious, after all—but it felt like the right thing to do. “I’m going to take that hood off you, and I want you to relax. Don’t freak out. Just stay calm, and everything will be fine.”

Deep down, he knew his words were meaningless. This child, like all the others, had been taken from their home, ripped away from everything they knew. They were exhausted, terrified, and probably traumatized beyond comprehension. Comfort wasn’t part of the process. Still, Dr. Kennedy reached out and gently removed the hood and the duct tape, revealing the face of a young boy—pale, sweaty, and unconscious. His breathing was shallow, and his skin had a sickly pallor. Dehydration, Dr. Kennedy noted with a frown.

Turning to the cabinet, he retrieved an IV bag and a set of needles. He set them down on the counter for a moment and returned to the boy, cutting away the zip ties that bound his wrists and ankles. In their place, Dr. Kennedy fastened leather straps lined with wool padding, securing the boy’s limbs to the edges of the table. The straps were more humane, he told himself, though the thought felt hollow. Once the boy was secure, Dr. Kennedy prepared the IV, inserting the needle with practiced ease and starting the flow of fluids. The boy’s body needed hydration, and fast.

“Damn it,” Dr. Kennedy muttered under his breath. “These drivers have got to start giving these kids water on the way here.” He made a mental note to bring it up at the next meeting. Losing a subject to dehydration was unacceptable—not just because it was a waste of resources, but because it jeopardized the entire project. Each child represented hours of planning, thousands of dollars, and countless risks. They couldn’t afford to lose even one.

As he watched the IV drip, Dr. Kennedy’s mind wandered to the bigger picture. This project was his ticket to immortality—not in the literal sense, but in the way that mattered most to him: legacy. If they succeeded, his name would be etched into the annals of scientific history. He would be remembered as a pioneer, a visionary who dared to push the boundaries of what was possible. And if a few children had to suffer along the way, well, that was a price he was willing to pay.

For now, though, there was work to be done. Dr. Kennedy glanced at the boy one last time before turning to leave the room. The IV would stabilize him, and by tomorrow, he would be ready for the next phase of the process. Dr. Kennedy closed the door behind him, the sound of the latch clicking into place echoing down the empty hallway. Another day, another step closer to the future.

—
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When Richard opened his eyes, the first thing he noticed was the darkness. It wasn’t the kind of darkness he was used to—the soft, familiar blackness of his bedroom at night. This was heavy, oppressive, and suffocating. He blinked, trying to adjust, but the room remained pitch black except for a thin sliver of light creeping in from under the door to his right. The light was faint, barely enough to see by, but it was there, and Richard clung to it like a lifeline.

His body felt strange, almost numb, but in a way that was oddly comforting compared to what he’d endured before. The zip ties that had bound his wrists and ankles were gone, replaced by something softer but no less restraining. He could feel the cool, smooth surface of a table beneath him, the cold seeping through his shirt and pants, making him shiver. His right arm felt heavy, and when he shifted slightly, he felt a tug—a thin tube connected to his arm, like the IVs he’d seen in movies. The realization made his stomach churn. Where was he? What were they doing to him?

Richard’s eyes darted around the room, searching for anything that might give him a clue. The blinking lights to his left caught his attention—small, red dots that pulsed rhythmically in the darkness. Machines, maybe? Monitors? He didn’t know, and the uncertainty made his chest tighten. He forced himself to stay still, to stay quiet. The last thing he wanted was to draw attention to himself. He could hear footsteps outside the door, muffled but distinct, passing by every so often. He strained to listen, hoping to catch a voice, a word, anything that might tell him where he was or what was happening. But the footsteps faded as quickly as they came, leaving him alone with the silence and the faint hum of whatever machines were in the room.

The trip here—wherever “here” was—had been a blur. He remembered the van, the rough hands, the hood over his head, and the suffocating fear that had gripped him. He’d tried to fight it at first, but exhaustion had taken over. At some point, he’d given up, forcing himself to sleep just to escape the terror. When he’d woken up, his mouth was so dry it felt like sandpaper, and his eyes were so sore from crying that he couldn’t produce another tear. He’d drifted in and out of consciousness, the hours—or maybe days—blending together until he’d lost all sense of time and place. For all he knew, they could still be driving around in circles in Northern Michigan. Or they could be on the other side of the country. There was no way to tell.

Now, lying on the cold table in the dark, Richard’s mind raced. He tried to focus on the sounds around him—the faint hum of machinery, the occasional footsteps, the distant clatter of something metal. He listened for patterns, for anything that might give him an advantage. How often did someone walk past the door? Was there a rhythm to it? He didn’t know, but he was determined to figure it out. He couldn’t afford to just lie there and wait for whatever was coming next.

Sleep was out of the question. He’d slept so much during the trip that his body refused to shut down now, even though every muscle ached with exhaustion. Instead, his thoughts turned to his mom and sister. He missed them more than he’d ever missed anyone in his life. He thought about his mom’s voice, the way she’d hum while making breakfast, the way she’d ruffle his hair when she walked past him on the couch. He thought about his sister, her laughter echoing through the house as she chased their dog around the living room. The memories were so vivid, so real, that for a moment, he could almost pretend he was back home. But the cold table beneath him and the IV in his arm quickly brought him back to reality.

Tears welled up in his eyes, but he blinked them away. Crying wouldn’t help him now. He had to stay sharp, stay focused. He didn’t know what was going to happen next, but he knew one thing for sure: he wasn’t going to give up. Not without a fight.

Time had become a strange, shapeless thing for Richard. Lying on the cold table, he’d fallen into a kind of numb routine, his body stiff and aching but his mind hyper-alert. He’d started to notice patterns—the footsteps outside his door, the faint creak of the floorboards, the way someone would peek through the small, covered window every half hour or so. It felt like a security round, like he was being monitored but not interacted with. The thought made his skin crawl, but he forced himself to stay calm, to keep his breathing steady. Panicking wouldn’t help him now.

Then, he heard it—a high-pitched female voice, growing louder as it approached his door. His heart leapt into his throat, his body instinctively freezing as the metallic click of the door handle echoed through the room. He held his breath, his eyes fixed on the door as it swung open. The sudden burst of light was blinding, and Richard squeezed his eyes shut, his head turning away from the harsh glare. When he finally opened them again, squinting against the brightness, he saw two figures standing over him.

The first was a woman dressed in a white lab coat, her expression cold and detached. She didn’t smile, didn’t introduce herself, didn’t even acknowledge Richard as a person. It was like he wasn’t even there—just another object to be examined. Behind her was a man, also in a lab coat, his voice sharp and authoritative as he spoke.

“...And we need to tell the drivers to start giving these kids water on the way here,” the man was saying, his tone leaving no room for argument. “I don’t care what it takes or what excuse they give. If we lose one of these kids, Dr. Hailstone, it could risk everything we’re doing.”

Richard’s eyes darted between them, his heart pounding. Dr. Hailstone—was that the man’s name? He didn’t know, but the way they talked over him, like he was nothing more than a piece of equipment, made his stomach churn.
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