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CHAPTER 1
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Grant worked the perimeter of the warehouse the way he’d once swept a minefield: deliberate, calculating, never trusting the silence. His boots left black scuffs on what passed for a walkway—years of concrete, now glass-sharded and pulpy with old char and water runoff. The whole building sagged in on itself, venting thin blue smoke through splits in the roof. In the air: burnt paper, the sweet acid of accelerant, the tingle of insulation melting off steel.
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He paused at the first blast entry, a steel fire door left torqued and ugly on its hinges. Grant pressed his palm to the cooled metal. Overlapping pressure marks, too many to be the crew that pulled the overnight. He crouched, knees grinding, and ran a thumb over the threshold. Embedded in the soot were smears of orange, the telltale for potassium nitrate. Standard issue for kids making pipe bombs, but this—he swept his gaze up to the overhead beams, spotted the precision of the cut—this was not amateur hour.
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He moved on. Twenty feet away, Torres worked a tight grid: every step measured, every gesture sharp and economical. The man had a profiler’s posture, head tilted just enough to let him survey without seeming to. Torres shot digital stills of the blast radius, then knelt to tag the next evidence marker at the base of a structural column. It was Grant’s habit to read a scene, Torres’s to dissect it, and in the years they’d spent pushing each other up the federal ladder, neither had ever bothered with the fiction of teamwork for the sake of it.
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Rivera trailed Torres, logging data points on a battered agency tablet. She wore her hair tight to her scalp, uniform black, eyes hooded and unblinking. When Torres straightened, Rivera handed him a fresh marker. They worked together in a silence that had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with ritual.
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Torres broke first, voice pitched low. “Entry points are textbook, but the placement of these—” he nudged the marker with his shoe, “—is surgical. They knew where the beams were weakest.”
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Grant grunted, noncommittal.
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“Means a copy of the floor plans, minimum. More likely a walkthrough before ignition.”
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Torres’s eyes tracked the scorch patterns up the wall, then flicked sideways to Rivera. He jerked his head toward a slumped shelving unit at the far end. Rivera caught the signal, glided over. Torres followed, then leaned close enough to speak without broadcast.
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“You see the storage alignment?” he asked her.
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Rivera nodded once.
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“They didn’t just hit the archive. They went straight for the bays housing organized crime evidence. Digital and physical.”
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Rivera keyed in a note, thumb moving in silent shorthand.
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“Rotation schedule was off last week,” she said. “Two extra shifts for the flood recovery. Only way you know that is inside. Or a mole.”
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Grant tuned out the rest. He worked through the next room, reading the remains. The floor here was dry, meaning the fire had eaten up before the sprinklers finally got their act together. Case files were nothing but pitted ash. A half-melted evidence box sagged off its shelf. Inside, the ghost of a DEA log sheet, corners crisped but the header intact: Grant’s own handwriting, a date from two years back. He turned away from it and kept moving.
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The back of the warehouse was where the smoke had pooled thickest. Kim worked the cinder-block annex with gloves up to his elbows, face half-buried in the collar of his windbreaker. He’d wedged himself into the secondary security station, a cubicle-sized afterthought, and was wrist-deep in the burnt wiring that festooned the control panel.
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Grant stepped up to the threshold, voice carrying. “How’s it look?”
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“Like a crematorium for microchips,” Kim said, not looking back. “But the fire didn’t reach the backup battery for the surveillance DVR.”
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He gestured at a scorched but recognizable metal box, still clinging to the wall. The cables were fused together in grotesque braids, but Kim picked at them with tweezers and a kind of obsessive focus. On the battered desktop behind him, a laptop flickered through boot cycles, coughing up strings of digital static.
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“Pull anything yet?” Grant asked.
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“Maybe,” Kim said, and snapped a thumb drive into the laptop’s port. He waited, eyes narrowed, as the screen stuttered, then froze on a single, degraded frame. “Here.”
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The picture showed a corridor in the main bay, time-stamped three hours before the alarms. A figure in workman’s coveralls, carrying a duffel, head turned just enough to throw the face into shadow. Not one of the regular security contractors—Grant had made a habit of memorizing their builds, walks, tells. This was someone who wanted to be seen and not-seen at the same time.
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Grant stared at the frame for three seconds. He took in the height, the shape, the way the man’s left hand curled as if bracing for a blow. He said nothing, just let the moment calcify.
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Kim waited, then said, “It’s all that’s left. Next second, feed goes white. They knew the grid.”
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Grant nodded. “Copy it. Twice.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Kim’s fingers worked the keyboard, expression going flat. Grant left him to it.
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In the blackened ribcage of the building, Novak hunched over what used to be the evidence management server. The man looked like he’d been exhumed from a startup’s basement, shirt sleeves rolled past the point of dignity, wire-rimmed glasses steaming in the haze. He had a flathead and a forensic reader set up on a case file box, picking at the fused plastic of a server module. He didn’t notice Grant until the older man’s shadow blotted out the little cone of headlamp he was using.
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“You’re contaminating my micro-scene,” Novak said, dry as bone.
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“Find anything?”
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Novak gestured at the server rack, which looked like a collapsed row of dominoes. “Most of it’s toast, but the fire melted the supports first, so the good stuff dropped to the bottom before the real heat hit. Can’t promise, but...”
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He twisted something loose with the flathead, then drew out a palm-sized drive, its casing warped but not fully destroyed.
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Grant grunted his approval, but Novak wasn’t watching. He flicked a switch on his portable reader and let it cycle up, fingers drumming the side of the drive with nervous impatience.
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Grant watched him for a beat, then turned to walk the main bay one last time.
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The place was quiet now. Torres and Rivera had retreated to a corner with their backs to the remains of the fire, voices just out of earshot. Kim worked at his laptop with hunched shoulders. Novak was silhouetted by the faint blue of his device, head bowed, the glow painting his face in sharp relief.
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Grant finished his circuit and stepped outside into the raw morning air. He scrubbed the back of his neck, feeling the old ridge of scar tissue, then looked up at the sun barely clawing through the overcast.
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He pulled out his phone and keyed up the number for headquarters. As it rang, he stared back at the building, a ruined tooth on the riverfront, and tried to imagine what it had been like just hours earlier—order, purpose, the brittle confidence that comes from thinking you’re protected by walls and badges.
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When the call connected, he said only, “It’s gone.”
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He ended the call and pocketed the phone.
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Inside, Novak watched the forensic reader tick through corrupted data, then blinked as it hesitated on a single string of directory names. He smiled, a quick, private thing, and pocketed the drive without a word.
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The warehouse’s loading bay was the only section with its dignity intact. Grant picked it for the impromptu briefing because the walls still stood straight and the roll door, battered but operational, sealed out the worst of the smoke and the smell. The floor was scored with old tire tracks and oil stains, which Grant preferred to the wet, black mud creeping in from the ruined interior.
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He called the team in, said nothing until they circled the hood of the black SUV. Torres, arms crossed and stance loose, waited with that profiler’s patience. Rivera leaned on the car’s fender, tablet tucked under her arm. Kim hung back, notepad in hand, but Grant clocked the kid’s eyes: alert, jumpy, reading Grant for tempo. Carter and Monroe came last, emerging from the warehouse’s east access, their walk purposeful and in step, Monroe half a pace ahead.
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Grant let the silence settle. Then: “We lost everything. Three years of evidence, paper and digital. Every piece of leverage we had on the syndicate, gone.”
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He let it hang, counted off the beats. Torres’s jaw twitched. Kim’s hand hovered over his notepad, but he didn’t write.
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Grant continued. “Whoever did this didn
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