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Prologue
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The basement smelled of sweat, blood, and cheap industrial cleaner. The kind of cleaner that couldn’t quite erase what had seeped into the walls over years of being scrubbed over spilled secrets. A single overhead bulb flickered erratically, casting long, jittery shadows across the gray concrete.

Nathan Kane leaned against the cold wall, his arms crossed over his chest, trying to ignore the metallic stench that clung to his nostrils. His suit jacket was unbuttoned, his tie hanging loose around his neck like a noose he hadn’t yet tightened. He lit a cigarette—strictly against protocol down here, but who was going to stop him? Protocol didn’t mean shit in this place anymore. Not since the new leadership had taken over and turned the rules into suggestions.

In the center of the room sat a man, Hector Ramirez, bound to a steel chair bolted to the floor. His head hung low, blood dripping from his split lip onto his tattered shirt. Sweat plastered his dark hair to his forehead, and his chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. His wrists were raw from the handcuffs, which dug into his skin with every futile movement he made.

Across from Hector, Agent Morales stood with his sleeves rolled up, fists clenched, his knuckles already bruised and wet with blood. Morales was a big guy, bigger than most, and he carried the weight of his frustration in his fists. He was breathing heavily, his lips pulled back in a snarl.

“He’s not talking,” Morales spat, his voice a low growl that echoed off the damp walls.

Nathan took a slow drag of his cigarette, exhaling the smoke in a lazy stream. His gray eyes never left Hector, who was mumbling something in Spanish, too low for anyone to hear.

“Maybe he just doesn’t know,” Nathan said finally, his voice calm, almost indifferent.

“Bullshit,” Morales snapped, stepping closer to Hector. “They all know. All of them. They just need the right... encouragement.”

Nathan said nothing. He’d seen this before, countless times. Back in the day, there would’ve been procedures. Lawyers. Paperwork. These days? Encouragement meant Morales’s fists, or worse. And if Morales didn’t break him, they’d bring in someone else. Someone meaner.

“Let me make it real simple for you, Hector,” Morales barked, grabbing the man by the hair and forcing his head up. Bloodshot eyes met Morales’s glare, and for a moment, Hector’s lips curled into a faint, defiant smile.

“You think I’m scared of you, cabrón?” Hector muttered, his voice thick with pain but steady.

Morales grinned, a nasty, toothy thing. “Not yet, you’re not. But you will be.”

Nathan stepped forward, dropping his cigarette to the floor and grinding it under his shoe. “Enough, Morales,” he said, his voice low but firm. “He’s no use to us dead.”

Morales turned to him, his expression incredulous. “You kidding me, Kane? You’re getting soft.”

“No. I’m thinking,” Nathan replied, his tone cold. “We push too hard, he clams up for good. Then what? We’ve got nothing. No intel. No leads.”

Morales stared at him for a moment, then stepped back, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Fine. Your call.”

Nathan crouched down in front of Hector, resting his forearms on his knees. For a moment, the room was silent except for the steady drip of water from a nearby pipe.

“You’ve got kids, Hector?” Nathan asked, his voice almost conversational.

Hector flinched at the question but didn’t answer. Nathan continued, his tone as steady as a metronome. “See, I’ve got a theory. Guys like you, you’re not scared of getting hurt. You’re not even scared of dying. What scares you is what happens to the people you leave behind.”

Hector’s jaw tightened, and Nathan saw the flicker of fear in his eyes. Gotcha, he thought.

“I know where they live,” Nathan said softly, leaning in closer. “Your wife, your little girl. Nice neighborhood, by the way. Shame if something... happened.”

“You wouldn’t,” Hector whispered, his voice cracking.

Nathan’s gaze hardened. “I wouldn’t. But them?” He gestured toward Morales, who was cracking his knuckles in the corner. “They don’t play by the old rules anymore. Nobody does.”

For a moment, it was as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. Hector stared at Nathan, his breath coming in shallow gasps.

“I’ll talk,” he croaked finally. “I’ll tell you what you want. Just... leave them out of it.”

Nathan stood and nodded, motioning for Morales to step back. “Smart choice.”

As he walked out of the room, the sound of Hector’s trembling voice spilling secrets followed him. Nathan’s stomach churned, but his face remained impassive. He told himself it was just another day, another job.

But deep down, he knew the truth: this wasn’t the Bureau he had joined. This was something else. Something rotten. And he was drowning in it.
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The morning sun cast a harsh glare over Washington, D.C., its light reflecting off the marble facades of government buildings and illuminating the tension that had settled over the city since the inauguration. President Trump's return to the Oval Office had been marked by a flurry of executive orders, each one sending ripples through the nation's capital and beyond.

Nathan Kane navigated the crowded sidewalks, his mind preoccupied with the latest directives from the top. The President had wasted no time in implementing his agenda: withdrawing from the World Health Organization and the Paris Agreement, reinstating the "Remain in Mexico" policy, and ordering the immediate resumption of border wall construction. The most recent move, a 20% reduction of U.S. troops in Europe, had caught many off guard, signaling a significant shift in foreign policy. 

As an FBI agent, Nathan was accustomed to political shifts, but this time felt different. The Bureau itself was undergoing a transformation. The new Director, a hardliner appointed by the President, had made it clear that the FBI's priorities were changing. The focus was now on internal threats, with a broad mandate that left much to interpretation.

Entering the J. Edgar Hoover Building, Nathan was greeted by a palpable sense of unease. Colleagues whispered in hushed tones, casting wary glances at one another. The recent executive orders had emboldened some agents while instilling fear in others. The line between law enforcement and political enforcement was blurring, and everyone felt it.

In the briefing room, a group of agents had gathered around a television, watching a news report on a recent Immigration and Customs Enforcement raid in Newark. Conducted without warrants, the operation had resulted in the detention of both undocumented residents and citizens, sparking outrage and raising constitutional concerns. 

"Can you believe this?" Agent Morales muttered, shaking his head. "They're not even pretending anymore."

Nathan remained silent, his gaze fixed on the screen. The raid was part of a broader crackdown, one that the Bureau was expected to support. The new directives emphasized the identification and neutralization of "domestic threats," a term that seemed to expand with each passing day.

"Kane," a voice called from the doorway. He turned to see Special Agent in Charge, Linda Harris, motioning for him to follow.

In her office, Harris closed the door and gestured for Nathan to sit. "We've got a situation," she began, her tone clipped. "The new directives from the top are... broad, to say the least. We're being asked to investigate individuals and groups that have been critical of the administration."

Nathan frowned. "Are we talking about legitimate threats, or are we being used to silence dissent?"

Harris sighed, rubbing her temples. "That's the problem. The lines are blurred. We're receiving lists of names, some of whom are activists, journalists, even former government officials. The implication is clear: find something on them, or make something up."

A heavy silence settled between them. Nathan felt a knot tighten in his stomach. This wasn't what he had signed up for.

"What do we do?" he asked quietly.

Harris met his gaze, her expression hardening. "We do our jobs, but we do them by the book. We don't fabricate evidence, and we don't target innocent people. But be careful, Nathan. The climate has changed. Trust is a luxury we can't afford right now."

Leaving her office, Nathan felt the weight of her words. The Bureau was changing, and he would have to navigate this new landscape carefully. As he returned to his desk, his phone buzzed with a new assignment: a surveillance operation on a local journalist known for her critical articles on the administration.

He stared at the screen, a sense of dread creeping over him. The line between right and wrong was becoming increasingly blurred, and he was standing precariously on the edge.

Outside, the sun continued to shine brightly, oblivious to the shadows lengthening within the halls of power.
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NATHAN PARKED HIS CAR a block away from the modest townhouse where the journalist lived. The street was quiet, lined with old oak trees whose bare branches swayed in the cold January wind. The assignment felt wrong, hell, it was wrong, but walking away wasn’t an option. Not if he wanted to keep his badge. Not if he wanted to keep breathing.

The dossier had been clear: Jessica Rowe, 35, independent investigative journalist. Critical of current administration. Possible ties to foreign funding. Nathan had skimmed the file twice and found nothing but circumstantial conjecture. She was vocal, sure, and her reporting had ruffled feathers in the administration, but there wasn’t a shred of real evidence to suggest she was a threat to national security.

Still, he sat there, watching her front door, feeling the weight of the Bureau’s expectations pressing down on him. Across the street, a black SUV idled with tinted windows—Morales was in there, probably grinning that wolfish grin of his, eager to pounce the moment Jessica made a wrong move.

Nathan adjusted his earpiece. “Anything?”

“Nothing,” Morales replied, his voice crackling over the comms. “She’s been holed up all day. Probably working on her next hit piece about how we’re all fascists.”

Nathan didn’t respond. Instead, he glanced at the small notebook in his passenger seat, flipping it open to a fresh page. It was a habit he couldn’t break—writing things down, sketching out the bigger picture. It helped him focus, gave him something to cling to when everything else felt like quicksand.

At 7:04 p.m., Jessica finally emerged. She was bundled in a thick coat, a messenger bag slung over her shoulder. Her auburn hair caught the glow of a nearby streetlamp as she locked the door and headed down the steps.

“She’s on the move,” Morales said, and Nathan could hear the excitement in his voice.

“I’ve got her,” Nathan replied, starting his car. He let her gain some distance before following, keeping his headlights low.

Jessica walked with purpose, her
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