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    To every reader who thrives on suspense, impossible mysteries, and the excitement of unraveling a perfect crime.
To those who know that every clue matters, every secret has a cost, and every sunrise brings the promise of truth.
May this story keep you guessing until the final page and remind you that courage, perseverance, and integrity can shine even in the darkest hours. As each twist unfolds and every hidden motive is revealed, may your love for thrilling crime fiction continue to grow.
This book is dedicated to all readers who believe the greatest mysteries are worth pursuing until the very end.
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Chapter 1: The Night Watchman
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The Grand Metropolitan Vault stood like a fortress in the heart of the city.

By day, thousands of people walked past the massive structure without giving it a second glance. They admired its polished granite walls, its elegant architecture, and the gleaming glass panels that reflected the surrounding skyline. To most citizens, it was simply another impressive financial institution.

Very few knew what lay beneath it.

Several levels underground, hidden behind reinforced steel, titanium barriers, and state-of-the-art security systems, rested billions of dollars in cash, priceless diamonds, rare collectibles, confidential documents, and private fortunes belonging to some of the world's wealthiest individuals.

The vault had earned a reputation that bordered on legend.

People often joked that it was easier to rob a military base than the Grand Metropolitan Vault.

No one was laughing that night.

Marcus Hale adjusted the collar of his security uniform as he stepped out of the cold evening air and into the brightly lit lobby.

The large digital clock above the reception desk displayed 7:00 PM.

His shift had officially begun.

Marcus had worked security for nearly twenty-five years.

At fifty-eight years old, his hair had turned mostly gray, and fine lines marked the corners of his eyes. Years of night shifts had left permanent traces of fatigue on his face, but his posture remained straight and disciplined.

Many of the younger guards relied on advanced technology.

Marcus relied on experience.

Experience had taught him that machines failed.

People lied.

Instincts mattered.

The lobby receptionist smiled as he passed.

"Evening, Marcus."

"Evening, Linda."

She handed him a clipboard.

"Nothing unusual so far."

Marcus chuckled.

"Then it probably won't stay that way."

Linda laughed.

"You always say that."

"And one day I'll be right."

Marcus continued toward the security operations center located behind multiple restricted-access doors.

The room served as the nerve center of the entire facility.

Rows of monitors covered the walls.

Live feeds from more than three hundred surveillance cameras displayed every corridor, entrance, loading dock, elevator, stairwell, and restricted area.

Several guards occupied workstations.

Some drank coffee.

Others stared at monitors.

A few looked bored.

Marcus signed into the system and took his usual seat.

His supervisor, Alan Briggs, approached carrying a tablet.

"Ready for another exciting night of watching empty hallways?"

Marcus grinned.

"Living the dream."

Alan handed him the evening report.

"Everything's normal. Scheduled maintenance on a few server units, but nothing major."

Marcus nodded.

"Any deliveries?"

"Two armored transports arrived earlier. Everything checked out."

"Visitors?"

"Just the usual."

Marcus reviewed the report carefully.

Nothing immediately caught his attention.

Still, something felt slightly off.

Not dangerous.

Just different.

Like a familiar song being played slightly out of tune.

He couldn't explain it.

After a few minutes, Alan left the room.

Marcus settled into his routine.

Monitor.

Record.

Observe.

Repeat.

Hours passed.

Outside, darkness spread across the city.

Traffic lights blinked.

Office buildings emptied.

Restaurants filled with customers.

Meanwhile, deep within the Grand Metropolitan Vault, silence ruled.

At approximately 8:43 PM, Marcus noticed the first glitch.

One of the camera feeds flickered.

Just for a second.

The image distorted before returning to normal.

Marcus frowned.

He zoomed in on the affected monitor.

Nothing appeared unusual.

A hallway.

Closed doors.

Empty space.

He checked the system log.

No alerts.

No warnings.

No errors.

Strange.

He made a note and continued monitoring.

Fifteen minutes later, another camera flickered.

Then another.

Each disruption lasted less than a second.

Most guards ignored it.

Marcus didn't.

Technology usually left clues when something was wrong.

Glitches rarely appeared without reason.

He contacted the IT department.

A technician answered.

"Systems support."

"This is Marcus Hale in security."

"What's up?"

"I'm seeing intermittent camera interruptions."

The technician typed for several moments.

"We're running diagnostics now."

"Find anything?"

"No. Everything looks clean."

Marcus glanced at the monitors.

"Keep looking."

The technician laughed.

"You always expect trouble."

Marcus leaned back in his chair.

"That's my job."

After ending the call, he continued watching.

The glitches persisted.

Small.

Random.

Almost insignificant.

Yet they bothered him.

At 9:30 PM, he took his first patrol round.

Security policy required physical inspections every few hours despite extensive electronic monitoring.

Marcus preferred them anyway.

Walking the building gave him a better sense of what was happening.

Machines showed images.

Patrols revealed details.

He moved through quiet corridors illuminated by soft overhead lighting.

Every door appeared secure.

Every checkpoint reported normal status.

He inspected access panels.

Verified lock mechanisms.

Checked emergency exits.

Everything appeared exactly as it should.

Yet the strange feeling remained.

As Marcus approached Elevator Sector C, he paused.

Something caught his attention.

A faint scraping sound.

Metal against metal.

He turned immediately.

The corridor was empty.

The sound stopped.

Marcus waited.

Silence.

He walked toward the area where he thought the noise originated.

Nothing.

No signs of tampering.

No visible damage.

No unauthorized personnel.

After several minutes, he returned to his patrol route.

But now his instincts were fully awake.

Back in the operations center, he reviewed recorded footage from the corridor.

Nothing appeared unusual.

No movement.

No intruders.

No explanation.

At 10:47 PM, another odd event occurred.

One of the access-control systems briefly showed an unauthorized authentication request.

The system automatically rejected it.

When Marcus investigated, the record disappeared.

He stared at the screen.

The event log should have retained the entry.

Instead, it had vanished completely.

His concern deepened.

He called Alan.

The supervisor arrived moments later.

Marcus pointed at the monitor.

"I saw an unauthorized access attempt."

Alan frowned.

"Where?"

"Sector C."

"Any record?"

"It disappeared."

Alan folded his arms.

"Could be a software issue."

"Could be."

"You think someone's trying to get in?"

Marcus hesitated.

"I don't know."

Alan studied him carefully.

"You've got that look again."

"What look?"

"The one that says you're convinced the world's ending."

Marcus smiled slightly.

"The world's probably fine."

"Good."

"But something isn't."

Alan sighed.

"You want me to call senior management over a few glitches?"

"No."

"Then what?"

Marcus looked at the wall of monitors.

"I want everyone paying attention."

Alan nodded reluctantly.

"I'll notify the team."

The hours continued.

Midnight arrived.

Then one o'clock.

The city outside grew quieter.

Inside the vault, tension slowly built.

Marcus felt it.

Like pressure gathering before a storm.

At 1:17 AM, an unusual figure appeared briefly on Camera 118.

Marcus spotted the movement instantly.

A shadow crossed the edge of the frame.

Then vanished.

He immediately rewound the footage.

Frame by frame.

The image quality deteriorated during the exact moment the figure appeared.

Almost as though someone had intentionally interfered with the recording.

Marcus enlarged the image.

Nothing recognizable.

Just a dark shape.

Human-sized.

Gone seconds later.

His pulse quickened.

He contacted nearby patrol officers.

"Check Corridor 18 immediately."

Several guards responded.

Minutes passed.

They found nothing.

No signs of intrusion.

No unauthorized access.

No evidence whatsoever.

Marcus replayed the footage repeatedly.

The shadow remained.

A mystery frozen within distorted pixels.

At 2:00 AM, heavy rain began falling outside.

Thunder rolled across the city.

Rainwater streaked down the building's glass exterior.

Most employees had gone home hours earlier.

Only security personnel remained.

Marcus poured another cup of coffee.

The bitter taste did little to reduce his growing unease.

The glitches increased.

Cameras flickered more frequently.

System clocks briefly displayed incorrect times before correcting themselves.

Several monitors rebooted unexpectedly.

IT insisted everything remained secure.

Marcus no longer believed them.

At 2:42 AM, he noticed something even stranger.

A maintenance door on Sublevel Three appeared slightly open.

The camera feed showed a narrow gap.

Nothing alarming.

Except Marcus personally remembered seeing that door closed during his patrol.

He immediately dispatched two guards.

They arrived within minutes.

The door was closed.

Locked.

Secure.

Exactly as it should be.

Marcus stared at the monitor.

The recorded footage still showed it partially open.

Yet reality disagreed.

For the first time that night, a chill traveled down his spine.

Someone—or something—was manipulating what security personnel could see.

The question was why.

At 3:15 AM, Marcus initiated a full system review.

Hundreds of diagnostic reports appeared.

Most looked normal.

One section did not.

Several internal network routes showed activity patterns that shouldn't exist.

Encrypted data transfers moved through security channels.

The source remained hidden.

The destination remained hidden.

Someone was inside the network.

Marcus was now certain.

He called Alan again.

The supervisor arrived looking exhausted.

Marcus pointed at the reports.

Alan studied them.

His expression slowly changed.

"What am I looking at?"

"An intrusion."

Alan swallowed.

"You're sure?"

"No."

A pause.

"About ninety-five percent."

Alan stared at the screen.

"What do we do?"

Marcus answered immediately.

"We notify management and lock everything down."

Before Alan could respond, several monitors flashed simultaneously.

The room fell silent.

Every guard turned toward the screens.

A warning message appeared briefly.

Then vanished.

No one managed to read it completely.

"What was that?" one guard asked.

Nobody knew.

Marcus moved rapidly between terminals.

System responsiveness slowed.

Commands took longer to execute.

Something was happening.

Something big.

And it was happening now.

At 3:47 AM, Marcus requested direct communication
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