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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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Ethan Shaw, a seasoned investigator, works late into the night, analyzing suspicious traffic logs and waiting for a critical drop. The atmosphere is heavy with fatigue and routine, punctuated by the arrival of a disturbing video file from a contact named Marcus. The video, posted by an enigmatic figure known as 'the Overseer,' shows a man bound in a concrete room, marked by the number 87, with no audio and no overt plea for help—only methodical, silent resistance.
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As Ethan and Marcus dissect the file, they uncover hidden GPS data pointing to a derelict industrial site in Romania. The urgency escalates with the realization that the video is being intentionally propagated across the dark web, not for ransom but for maximum exposure and analytics—someone is watching the watchers. The prologue ends with Ethan and his team racing against a calculated timeline, each new clue deepening the mystery and raising the stakes. The narrative sets a tone of relentless pursuit, psychological warfare, and the chilling sense that every move is anticipated by an unseen adversary.
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CHAPTER 1
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1:17 a.m. The lights in the building were off except for the rectangles leaking under a few doors: the cleaning crew, the tech bullpen, and Ethan Shaw’s office at the end of the hall. He sat hunched at his desk, two monitors pushing cold blue light across the paperwork dead zone. The rest of the room could have been a crime scene itself—unsettled, barely touched by comfort, shelves lined with binders rather than personal effects. The coffee in his cup had gone stone cold two hours ago, but he drank from it anyway, routine refusing to break even when flavor and warmth were long extinct.

––––––––
[image: ]


The battered watch on his wrist showed the right time, but that was never why he checked it. The glass was clouded from years of impacts—drop, scrape, once a bullet graze that chipped the case but missed his skin. He checked it out of rhythm, a tick compulsive, the anchor that kept his mind from drifting when fatigue tried to sink its teeth in.
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He was watching the traffic logs, waiting for the next drop, when the secure line on his phone pulsed awake.
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He didn’t answer right away. Another sip, a glance at the screen. Caller: MARCUS.
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He picked up and said nothing.
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“Hey,” Marcus said. He always sounded as if he’d just run a marathon while shotgunning espresso. “You up?”
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Ethan ignored the question. “What do you have.”
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“Check your secure. Just dropped a file through the relay. It’s—” A flurry of keystrokes, a distracted pause. “It’s live. Not a repost. Came through a deep-net aggregator I monitor, bucketed as high-probability threat.”
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Ethan’s eyes flicked to the inbox, saw the blinking red, and downloaded the attachment. An encrypted video file, sixty-three seconds long. He ran it through the airgapped laptop, bypassing every protocol Marcus had set for him except the bare minimum. Trust, but only after verify.
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Marcus, still on the line, was talking in fragments. “User handle is ‘the Overseer.’ Only posts on zero-day accounts. Footprint’s weird—like, intentionally inconsistent to trip off heuristic scraping. And it’s working. Three forums, all mirrored within the last two hours, same payload. You want a running commentary?”
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Ethan muted him. He pressed play.
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A bare concrete room. Camera locked in static, high angle, probably a wide-lens CCTV repurposed for one job. Center frame: a man lashed to a metal chair. The number 87 was stenciled black on the wall behind him—big, crooked, blocky. The man’s head lolled, hair stuck to his forehead with sweat or water, but his eyes were sharp, darting to the lens and away in restless sequence. Clothes: gray t-shirt, dark jeans, both soaked to patchwork. Bruise along the left temple, swelling just starting. No audio, just the hum of equipment. At first pass, it looked like any number of cartel proof-of-life clips, except this wasn’t proof-of-life. The subject didn’t plead, didn’t perform distress for the camera. His eyes scanned the geometry of the room, methodical, measuring.
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Ethan ran the file again. Slower. This time, he looked at the edges: concrete seams, floor stains, a drain near the right foot of the chair. He watched for shadows, for the little shiver of movement that gave away a hidden observer, but the camera never shifted, and the man never spoke.
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After the third viewing, Ethan set the playback to frame-by-frame. The man flexed against the zip ties at 0:24, testing. He blinked something out of his right eye at 0:39—maybe blood, maybe sweat. At 0:58, a red light flashed at the bottom of the frame. Security trip? Or a deliberate signal?
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Each time, Ethan checked his watch—not for time, but to feel the movement under his thumb, to feel something human and mechanical in concert.
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Marcus’s voice was back, running a mile a minute. “Text block attached to each upload—quotes some Nietzsche shit, very edge-lord, but context is about ‘the illusion of rescue.’ The forum mods haven’t flagged it, which means they’re either in on it or scared. I ran the video through hash comparison. No hits. It’s original content.”
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Ethan unmuted. “Source IP?”
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“Seven layers of proxies. First four are onion nodes, next two are rented out of Moldova, last hop is a shell ISP in Bucharest.” A pause, then: “If you’re about to ask about embedded clues, I already checked the easy stuff—EXIF stripped, steganography in the clear. But—” Another pause, longer this time. Marcus didn’t like being interrupted in the chase.
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“Run the file raw through your toolchain,” Ethan said.
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Marcus made a tsk sound, like Ethan had just asked if he’d remembered to put on pants. “On it. But it’s not going to—wait.” The typing stuttered, a microsecond of stunned silence. “Well. That’s new.”
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Ethan listened, eyes still locked on the man in the chair. He rewound the tape, let it play again. He looked at the wall behind the chair, the angle of the stenciled 8 versus the 7, the overpaint at the edge, a little drip of black that didn’t match the rest.
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Marcus broke in. “They buried something in the compression layer. Not payload—header manipulation. GPS coordinates, or a partial. Like a...fuck, a ghost signature. It resolves to somewhere in Prahova Valley. Industrial sector, like an old plant or warehouse.” He rattled off the numbers.
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Ethan wrote it by hand on the pad next to him, page already a scrawl of prior dead ends and half-legible leads. He watched the numbers as if they might, at any moment, rearrange themselves into a message he could read.
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“Want me to send it to local authorities?” Marcus asked.
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“Not yet,” Ethan said.
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Another tick of the watch. He looked at the time, then back at the man onscreen, looping in place.
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Marcus’s voice dropped to a slower register, like he knew the answer already. “This feels wrong, Ethan.”
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“It always does,” Ethan said, and ended the call.
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He let the video run, muted, while he scanned his notes. Every thirty seconds, he glanced at the frozen face on the monitor, waiting for the pattern to emerge.
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It would. It always did.
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By 2:11 a.m., the building was even quieter. Elevator lights off, the hum of HVAC less than a whisper. Ethan dialed Carter direct—no intermediary, no encryption beyond what Carter’s own phone provided. The line didn’t even ring.
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“Yeah?” Ben Carter’s voice was gravel and cold air, an audible shrug.
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“Got a priority case. Man on video, unknown location, could be Romanian industrial. Need a field response, covert. You available?”
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Ben didn’t hesitate. “Send me everything.”
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“I’ll push the packet in ten minutes.”
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A pause, then a sigh. “Copy. Anything else?”
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“Bring winter gear.”
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A low chuckle. “How’d you know I was in Vienna?”
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“I know everything.” Ethan hung up, waited a second to make sure Ben had done the same, then set to work.
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He opened a new file on the main screen: CLIENT #23-381, and typed out the initial intake in perfect block capitals. For the next three minutes, he moved with the discipline of someone trying to outrun his own thoughts. The video. The transcript. The coordinates, as close as Marcus could pin them. He started the timeline in a blank spreadsheet, color-coded the intervals between video postings, annotated every anomaly. When that was done, he made a second cup of
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