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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 hummed with its usual rhythm, a symphony of routine and chaos. Streetlights flickered against the backdrop of a restless night, casting shadows that danced across cracked sidewalks and weathered storefronts. Among the quiet churn of life, a single event would ripple through the lives of strangers, binding them together in ways none could foresee. ​
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Ernest Stewart, a man of habit and quiet resolve, began his day as he always did—at six forty-four, without fail. ​ The world outside his modest home was predictable, a steady beat of familiarity that he had come to rely on. But as the sun rose, unseen forces were already at work, setting the stage for a tragedy that would shatter his carefully constructed life.
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In another corner of the city, Mary Luna meticulously organized her thoughts, her world a patchwork of notes and observations. ​ She had learned to trust her instincts, to see the patterns others missed. ​ And on this particular morning, her mind was restless, tugged by a memory she couldn’t shake—a fleeting moment outside a convenience store, a detail that didn’t fit. ​
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Elsewhere, Samuel paced in the shadows of his one-room apartment, haunted by what he’d seen and the weight of what he knew. ​ The truth burned in his mind, but fear held his tongue. He was a man caught between the need to act and the danger of doing so. ​
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And in the heart of the city, Aisha Kaur sat at her desk, her fingers flying across the keyboard as she pieced together fragments of a story that refused to sit still. ​ She had a nose for injustice, a knack for finding the cracks in the system, and a determination that burned brighter than the fluorescent lights above her.
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None of them knew it yet, but their lives were about to collide in a way that would test their convictions, their courage, and their faith in the truth. The clock was ticking, and the city held its breath.
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THE STORY
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Ernest Stewart rose at the same minute every morning—six forty-four. There was no alarm, not even the suggestion of digital chirping; his eyes simply opened, conditioned by decades of construction work and years before that, a father who kept military time and expected the same. The sun hadn’t yet made it past the orange vinyl blinds in the kitchen, but a strip of light touched the Formica table by the window, laying out a roadmap for the day.
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He brewed coffee, rinsed out his mug from the night before, and stood at the counter reading the side of the cereal box. Sometimes, if he finished first, he’d re-read the insurance bill magneted to the fridge, or the “Reminders!” calendar his wife updated every Sunday evening. Today, the box was Frosted Shreddies, and the trivia was about baseball: Who holds the record for most RBIs in a single season? Ernest guessed, then checked the answer, then wondered how anyone could remember these things when the world felt so jammed with numbers—paychecks, grades, square footage, now this.
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The floor creaked behind him. He looked up from the counter to see his wife, Lara, tying her robe, eyes still half-shut but smiling like she’d found him somewhere unexpected.
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“Morning,” she said, the word shaped by a yawn. “Coffee ready?”
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He poured her a mug, set it near her elbow as she sat down. Her hair—graying now, like his own—fanned in wispy arcs against the blue of her robe. She always made the kitchen seem warmer, even in March.
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“Looks like you’ve got the early shift again,” she said, glancing at his phone lying face up next to the salt shaker.
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“Yeah. Foreman says the drywall’s late, so we’re just taping up until noon. Might be back before you.”
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“Mm.” She sipped her coffee, then set her hand atop his, thumb tracing the bone of his knuckle. “Try not to get in trouble today, Ernie.”
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He smiled. “I’m a model citizen, m’am.”
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She snorted, and the moment was as close to perfect as routine ever allowed.
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He checked his watch. Six fifty-eight. He rinsed his cup, wiped down the counter, and tugged his boots on by the back door. Lara kissed him once, twice—always in the same spot, just behind the jaw, just so he’d have to turn to look at her as he left.
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Outside, the air bit down hard, stinging his cheeks. He zipped his jacket, trudged down the front steps. At the sidewalk, he took a second to scan the block—same cars, same front stoops, nothing out of place except the garbage can kicked sideways in front of 1411. He righted it, then started the slow walk to the bus stop.
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He’d gone maybe thirty feet before the doorbell shrieked behind him.
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He turned, expecting it to be Lara waving a forgotten lunch or thermos. Instead: two shapes, backlit, their bulk filling the space beneath the front stoop’s overhang.
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The taller of the two men wore a black parka and carried himself like a man who filled every room by right. The other, a woman maybe a decade younger than the first, had her hands shoved deep in her coat pockets and the expression of someone already done with today.
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Ernest retraced his steps up the walk, a cautious smile pasted to his face. “Can I help you folks?”
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The man flipped a wallet, badge gleaming even in the soft light. “Detective Frias, Chicago PD. This is Detective Tardy. You Ernest Stewart?”
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Ernest blinked, processing. “Yes, sir. That’s me.”
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Frias’s eyes were dark, motionless as polished stone. “We need you to come down to the station. Couple questions about an incident last night.”
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“Incident?” The word hiccupped out of him, half-breathless.
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The woman detective—Tardy—glanced at her notepad, then up at Ernest. “There was a homicide, Mr. Stewart. At the O’Hare Mini-Mart.”
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The words slid sideways through his brain, not quite lodging. “Homicide? You mean—someone got killed? I—”
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Frias leaned in, close enough for Ernest to smell the coffee on his breath. “Best if we talk in private. You have a jacket?”
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“I—yes, I was just—” He gestured lamely at his own zipper. “I’m on my way to work.”
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“This’ll only take a minute,” said Tardy, not quite smiling.
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Lara had crept to the door, hands clamped together under her chin. Her eyes flicked from Ernest to
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