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Chapter 1 – The Invitation
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The night Marcus Kane received the envelope, the city was already asleep.

He sat alone in his one-bedroom apartment on the twelfth floor of a half-condemned building, the kind where plaster peeled from the walls and the hum of broken fluorescent lights never truly died. His coffee had gone cold hours ago, untouched on the table. He stared instead at the framed photograph in front of him—a younger version of himself, decorated, uniform crisp, smile wide. A soldier before disgrace, before court-martials and scandal. Before the drink.

The knock on his door was so soft he almost dismissed it as his imagination. Nobody visited him. Nobody ever dared.

He opened the door. The corridor outside was empty, but at his feet lay a black envelope. No name, no seal. Just weight. When he picked it up, his fingers brushed something embossed inside—a card.

Marcus slit the envelope open with the edge of a combat knife he kept by habit. The card within bore only four words:

“You are chosen. Wait.”

He sat back in his chair, the weight of it far heavier than paper had any right to be.

Across the city, another man was laughing. Elias Grayson, master locksmith and professional safe-cracker, sat cross-legged on the floor of his workshop, surrounded by locks gutted open like corpses. The envelope had been slid under his door an hour ago. He studied the same words, running his thumb over the card like a gambler fingering a winning chip.

"Chosen? About time," he muttered, a crooked grin spreading. Elias had spent years waiting for the kind of job that would make his name immortal. He didn’t know who had sent this, but he already wanted in.

In a dimly lit shooting range at the edge of town, Victor Harkins paused mid-trigger squeeze. The single envelope lay on the counter beside a freshly assembled sniper rifle. His eyes narrowed.

Victor wasn’t a man for words. He didn’t need them. He opened the letter, read the message once and then burned it with the flame of his lighter. He smiled faintly in the glow. Whoever “chose” him clearly understood his talent. And he lived for the hunt.

Noah Quinn almost didn’t answer the knock. He had five screens lit in front of him, each running a different coded thread, his fingers flying across keys in patterns no ordinary eye could follow. When the knock came, he froze—paranoia was second nature.

He opened the door with caution, found the envelope and scanned it under ultraviolet light before touching it. No trackers. No powder. No obvious print. Finally, he read the card.

"Wait," it said.
Noah smiled thinly. “I’ve been waiting my whole life.”
In Mexico, Raul Alvarez thundered around a dirt track in a rebuilt muscle car, the roar of the engine drowning out his thoughts. He nearly didn’t notice the envelope taped to his steering wheel when he slowed. Pulling it free, he grinned at the boldness. Whoever left it knew exactly where he’d be.

“You are chosen.”
Raul kissed the card, laughing. “Damn right, I am.”
A man in a suit was sweating behind his desk. Daniel Ward, mid-level bank supervisor, already lived in fear. He knew too much about the Federal Reserve’s secrets, the back corridors, the timing of guard rotations. When he read the envelope, his knees went weak.

Someone knew.

Selina Cross was the opposite. She leaned back in her hotel suite, champagne glass in hand, staring at the card with a smirk. She’d conned diplomats, ruined CEOs and seduced her way into boardrooms, but this—this was different. The anonymous handwriting wasn’t asking. It was commanding.

Selina licked her lips. “Mysterious man behind the curtain... I like it already.”

In a junkyard outside Detroit, Jack Dalton nearly blew himself up testing a shaped charge. When the smoke cleared, the envelope was there, weighted under a brick as if dropped from heaven. He read it once and laughed loud and long. “Finally! Someone’s got the balls for real fireworks.”

Arjun Patel found his at the threshold of his robotics lab, slipped through the crack in the door. He frowned, nervously adjusting his glasses as he read. Not money, he thought. Whoever sent this wanted tech. Wanted drones. Wanted his machines. His fingers itched already.

Michael Kearns, known as the Cleaner, opened his envelope in silence. Motel room curtains drawn, gun on the nightstand, blood still drying on his gloves from the last body he erased. He read the words. Smiled coldly. Burned the card. Then went back to scrubbing blood from under his nails.

Ivan Drakov was different. His arrived not with subtlety, but with precision—handed to him in a leather case by a silent courier in Moscow. Ivan cracked his knuckles, opened the case, read the words and nodded once. No laughter. No questions. Only obedience.

And Raven... Raven had no envelope.

She already knew.

When the others opened their invitations, she was waiting in an abandoned cathedral in Prague, staring at a stained-glass window that cast her face in broken color. She whispered softly to herself, as if repeating an old promise:

“The game begins.”

By dawn, twelve professionals from twelve walks of life—all of them criminals, all of them specialists—had been summoned into a single orbit.

And none of them, not even Marcus Kane, knew who The Man truly was.
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Chapter 2 – The Warehouse
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The warehouse sat on the edge of the industrial district, a skeletal carcass of steel and rust where the city seemed to forget itself. Its windows were boarded up, its doors chained, but tonight a single floodlight glared across the cracked concrete outside, illuminating the way.

One by one, they arrived.

Marcus Kane was first, punctual to the second, military habits ingrained too deep to die. He scanned the perimeter with sharp, suspicious eyes, the kind that measured angles of fire, escape routes and sniper nests even in a place abandoned for decades. His jaw clenched as the second arrival’s engine growled into earshot.

Raul Alvarez slid from the driver’s seat of a gleaming, black Dodge Challenger, his grin as loud as his car. He offered Kane a hand. Kane didn’t take it.

“Not much of a talker, huh?” Raul shrugged, unfazed. “That’s fine. I talk enough for two.”

Soon after, Selina Cross arrived, heels clicking against the cracked floor like gunshots. She carried herself as if the warehouse was her ballroom, her dress a tailored mockery of formality. She offered Kane a slow, amused once-over.

“Military man,” she said, guessing before anyone introduced themselves. “The posture gives you away.”
Her smile widened. “The scowl, too.”
Before Kane could respond, Victor Harkins appeared from the shadows. He hadn’t driven. He hadn’t made a sound. He was simply there—a wolf among sheep. His eyes scanned the others, cold, dismissive, already measuring who would break first.

Then came Dalton, dragging in a duffel bag that clinked ominously. He dumped it on the ground and grinned like a pyromaniac child showing off his toys. “Relax, it’s not live. Yet.”

Arjun Patel followed, hunched and nervous, clutching a case of drones as if the machines were more alive than the people around him. Behind him, Elias Grayson sauntered in, hands in pockets, eyes twinkling with gambler’s mischief. “Quite the circus,” he muttered and then louder: “So which one of you is the clown?”

Michael Kearns entered without a word. Cleaner. His boots silent, his presence heavier than anyone’s. He said nothing, simply leaned against a pillar and watched, eyes sharp, memorizing every face.

Ivan Drakov came last of the visible arrivals. Broad, quiet, radiating menace, he moved with the steady rhythm of a man who had broken bones for less reason than a wrong look.

And then, Raven. No one saw her come in. One moment the group counted ten, the next eleven. She stood in the corner, her pale face unreadable, her dark hair falling across her eyes. Selina’s confident smirk faltered for the first time.

But where was twelve?

The answer came not in flesh, but in sound.

The loudspeaker crackled to life above them, its grille rusted and dust-caked, but the voice that spoke through it was crisp. Male, deep, calm. The kind of voice that carried authority without ever needing to raise itself.

“Good evening.”

All heads turned upward.

“You’ve all received your invitations. You’ve all accepted, whether you realize it or not. My name is not important. For you, I am only The Man.”

Noah Quinn, who had been lurking at the back with restless fingers twitching for a keyboard, finally spoke. His voice was a rapid-fire stammer of confidence masking paranoia. “Encrypted frequency, masked origin. Clever. Still traceable.”

The voice on the speaker chuckled softly. “Try, by all means.”

Noah’s fingers froze at the laptop strapped to his arm. He hadn’t even opened it. How the hell did the man know?

The Man continued, ignoring the tension. “You will be my twelve. Each of you was chosen because you are the best—or because you are the worst. It matters little. What matters is that you are here.”

Marcus Kane straightened, taking a step forward. “If you’re running this circus, then speak plainly. Why us? Why now?”

The voice hummed thoughtfully. “Because the world forgets what fear tastes like. And because twelve men and women, working together for the right prize, can shift history.”

“Prize?” Elias Grayson leaned forward, intrigued. “We’re talking cash, right? Piles of it? Enough to retire on a beach with a bottle of something expensive?”

“Money,” The Man replied, “is only the beginning.”

The words hung in the air, cold and heavy.

Harkins scoffed, spitting on the floor. “I don’t take orders from a ghost. You want me in, I need to see a face.”

The Man’s voice sharpened. “You don’t need to see me. You only need to obey. Those who don’t...”

A light flickered on the far wall. A projector snapped to life, showing grainy surveillance footage: Daniel Ward, the banker, sitting in his office. Then a second video: Daniel at home, his wife and son at dinner. The feed zoomed in on the boy’s face.

Daniel went pale, throat closing around his words. The Man spoke softly now:

“Obedience keeps them safe. Disobedience removes them. Clear enough?”

Silence fell, thick as concrete.

Kane’s fists clenched, but he said nothing.
Selina smirked, though her eyes had lost their mirth.
Raven didn’t blink.
Finally, The Man continued: “You will be assigned codenames. Use them. Real names have power and I do not tolerate weakness. Kane—you are Commander. Grayson, Locksmith. Harkins, Hawkeye. Quinn, Cipher. Alvarez, Roadrunner. Ward, Clerk. Cross, Viper. Dalton, Boomer. Patel, Gizmo. Kearns, Ghost. Drakov, Hammer. And Raven...”

A pause, deliberate.

“You are simply Raven.”

Raven’s lips curved into the faintest smile, as if the voice had just told her an old secret.

The Man concluded: “Tomorrow, you will receive the first blueprint. For now, learn each other’s faces. Study them. Know who will have your back when the world comes crashing down.”

The speaker crackled off.

In the silence that followed, Dalton laughed too loudly, breaking the tension. Harkins checked his rifle as if daring anyone to challenge him. Selina leaned against Ivan, testing his patience. Kane tried to impose order, barking at them like soldiers.

But no one listened.

And Raven, still in her corner, whispered under her breath:

“Twelve shadows. One master.”
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Chapter 3 – The Blueprint
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The warehouse stank of rust, oil and damp concrete. A map had been unfurled across a scarred wooden table in the center of the room, pinned down with bricks. It wasn’t any map of the city that most of them recognized. This one was sharper, more technical, stamped with government seals that had no business being in criminal hands.

Marcus Kane — now called Commander — stood at the table with his arms folded, eyes sweeping over the others as they gathered around. His military bearing radiated authority, but it also rubbed raw against the egos in the room.

“This,” Kane began, his voice firm, “is the target.”

The map depicted the Federal Reserve Branch. Layers of vaults. Corridors marked with red. Security cameras in neat little circles. Guard patrols drawn in looping lines.

“A direct assault is impossible,” Kane continued. “Even with explosives, even with brute force. The system is designed to repel military-grade assaults. That’s why each of you is here. The Man has chosen specialists.”

Selina Cross — Viper — leaned over the table, her perfume cutting through the stench of the warehouse. She tapped a manicured nail against the vault sketch, smirking. “Specialists, sure. But you make it sound like this is war. We’re thieves, darling, not soldiers.”

Kane’s jaw tightened. “War is theft on a larger scale. Don’t fool yourself.”

Victor Harkins — Hawkeye — gave a sharp laugh from the shadows where he leaned against a pillar, rifle case propped beside him. “Here we go
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