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For those who wear the badge with honor,
and for the ones we’ve lost far too soon.
Officer Courts—your spirit fuels every page.

And to every reader finding the courage in the shadows,
may your fire never burn out.
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Chapter 1: Ashes Never Lie
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The first bullet missed Darren Courts by an inch.

He didn’t flinch.

Not anymore.

The crack of gunfire bounced off the alley walls, waking the city like a devil's alarm clock. Detroit hadn’t changed much—maybe the headlines had, but the rot still ran deep beneath the asphalt. And tonight, the smoke tasted familiar. Gunpowder and lies.

He dropped behind a rusted dumpster, breathing shallow, scanning shadows. Whoever fired wasn’t just aiming to scare. They were hunting. And Darren, for all his new scars, still had an instinct for when he was being studied through a scope.

"Two o'clock," Clinton Johnson said calmly beside him. He adjusted his grip on his custom .45 like it was part of his hand, not something he carried. "Wind is favoring us. You ready?"

"Do I get a say in this?"

"Nope. Count of three."

Clinton moved like he’d been born in a firefight. Darren followed, trusting the man’s sharp eyes more than his own body’s warning signals. They emerged from cover with coordinated fire. Two shots. One grunt. Silence.

The body hit the ground hard.

"That's one of Vega's dogs," Clinton muttered, crouching beside the corpse. "Marked. Wrist tattoo. Same eyes as the last two."

Darren knelt, studying the man's open stare. Cold. Final. The syndicate was evolving. No more hired street muscle. These were trained. Ex-military. Possibly ex-agency. Ghosts.

"Vega's not just rebuilding," Darren said. "He's recruiting smart."

Clinton nodded. "Means this war's about to hit a different gear."

—-
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It had been six months since the city buried Frank Jenkins. Six months since Darren thought he could walk away, maybe find a desk, a quieter corner of law enforcement. But ghosts had long memories, and justice had ugly methods.

Trace Vega had been declared dead in a warehouse explosion during the final showdown. But intel leaks, intercepted chatter, and a growing list of bodies said otherwise.

And now Darren was back in the game.

Captain Monroe wasn’t thrilled. "You're not even cleared for full duty," he had barked earlier that morning.

"Cleared or not, I'm already in it," Darren said. "And Clinton's got my six."

Monroe had paused, chewing on the inside of his cheek. "Johnson... He's not like Jenkins."

"No. He's not. He shoots better."

The captain hadn't laughed.

—-
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Back in the alley, Darren stood and surveyed the area. Rain threatened overhead. The city always smelled of rust before a storm. He holstered his weapon and nodded to Clinton.

"Bag him. Get Ballistics and Forensics on site."

"Want me to call in Grace?"

Darren hesitated.

Detective Grace Molina. Once a friend. Once more. Now complicated. She had taken over Frank's old desk. And some part of Darren hated that. Not because she wasn’t good—she was damn brilliant. But because it was his partner's chair.

"Yeah," he finally said. "We might need her eyes on this."

—-
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Later that night, back at the precinct, the evidence board looked like a conspiracy theorist's fever dream. Strings. Photos. Burned files. The only clear thread was the name: VEGA.

Clinton tossed a protein bar at Darren.

"You look like you forgot food exists."

"Been living off coffee and unresolved trauma."

"Tastes like chicken."

They both smirked. It was how they kept the blood from freezing.

Grace entered the room with an evidence bag.

"Found this tucked into our dead guy's boot." She handed it to Darren. Inside was a charred business card. Barely readable.

But one word stood out:

SANDGLASS

Darren stared at it. "What the hell is Sandglass?"

Clinton leaned over his shoulder. "Sounds like a codename."

"Sounds like a countdown."

Grace was already pulling up her laptop.

"I'll run it through the encrypted archives. But if this is what I think it is, we're not chasing a drug ring anymore. We're stepping into something way deeper."

Darren exhaled slowly, staring at the burning ashtray beside the board.

Ashes never lie.

And sometimes, when you stir them—you find something still burning underneath.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Smoke Signals
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From Shadows and Smoke: Embers of Power
By S. Page
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The Detroit skyline had always known how to smoke.

From the car factories of yesterday to the shell casings of today, it was a city that signaled danger before it ever spoke it. Darren Courts knew the difference between smoke and steam—and this wasn’t the kind that faded in the cold. It lingered. It warned. It was saying “He’s back.”

Outside Precinct 9, a plume of gray rose from the alley behind the building. A flaming trash barrel—normally no more than a heat source for a few strung-out locals—was now a message. Stuck into the rim of the barrel was a charred DPD-issued evidence bag. Inside it? A burner phone, still warm.

Darren watched it flicker in the smoke as a uniformed officer handed it to him with tongs.

“No prints,” the tech said. “We’re pulling whatever’s left from the SIM, but...”

Darren took it with gloved hands. The phone vibrated—once.

Clinton Johnson stood at his side, arms crossed, lips pressed tight. “That’s not creepy timing at all.”

Darren pressed the screen. A video played.

It was grainy, black-and-white. Surveillance cam footage. Angle from above. A parking garage, level B3. Two figures. One familiar. One a ghost.

“Is that—” Clinton began.

“Trace Vega,” Darren finished, his voice low.

Vega wasn’t looking at the camera, but Darren could still feel the stare—like the man knew he’d be watching, like he was sending the signal himself.

In the footage, Vega dropped something: a black flash drive. The second man picked it up. The timestamp was from two nights ago. The location tag: Capitol Underground Parking, Washington D.C.

Darren inhaled slowly. “He’s not just back. He’s moving up the food chain.”

Clinton looked around. “We need to see who that second guy is.”

“Agreed. Send it to Jordan in Cyber Crimes. She’ll crack the footage filters and facial ID.”

“And what do we do in the meantime?” Clinton asked.

“We wait for Vega’s next signal.”

—-
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Back inside the precinct, the smell of stale coffee and copier toner couldn’t drown out the tension. Chief Aimes had been walking on eggshells since the last city council briefing. The brass upstairs knew something was boiling—they just didn’t know what.

But Darren did.

Smoke doesn’t rise without fire.

He stood at the corkboard wall in the squad room, tracing string from case photos to names, from red-inked evidence tags to blacked-out reports. Every old syndicate Darren and Jenkins ever tangled with had been strangely quiet.

Too quiet.

Except now, someone was poking them again—lighting small fires all over the city. Controlled burns. Draw attention in one place while the real damage happens somewhere else.

And it all pointed back to Vega.

—-
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Later that night, Clinton and Darren drove the Charger out to the Westside industrial zone, near the train tracks. The burner phone had pinged from here twice before going dark.

Rain misted the windshield like sweat from the sky. The wipers squeaked.

“You ever think about what you’d be doing if Vega never came back?” Clinton asked, voice lower now, thoughtful.

Darren kept his eyes on the shadows ahead. “I did. For about ten minutes.”

“Yeah?”

“Then I remembered guys like Vega don’t disappear. They just reload.”

As they pulled up to the old textile warehouse—burned out, condemned, perfect—they noticed something strange. The door wasn’t just unlocked. It was open.

Inside, smoke curled up from the center of the floor. A metal bucket filled with burning documents.

Darren moved fast, stomping out the bucket with a fire blanket he kept in the trunk.

Clinton scanned with his flashlight. “Man, we’re late. Again.”

But Darren reached down, pulling something half-scorched from the flames.

It was a photo.

Grainy, but clear enough: A high-ranking D.C. official, face-to-face with Trace Vega. Both smiling. Both shaking hands.

Clinton’s eyes widened. “Is that Senator Douglas?”

Darren didn’t answer. He was already piecing it together.

Smoke doesn’t just warn of fire.

Sometimes it hides something worse.

—-
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Darren pocketed the scorched photo as Clinton kept his flashlight on the rest of the room. The place looked abandoned—but only just. There were fresh boot prints in the ash on the concrete, and the air still carried the tang of burned paper and accelerant.

Clinton crouched near the door. “No cameras. No prints. But they left us that fire on purpose.”

“They wanted us to find it,” Darren said. “But not all of it.”

He turned toward a wall covered in old newspaper clippings, yellowed and curling with moisture. Most were mundane—sports stories, factory closures, fluff from the Detroit Free Press. But one stood out.

A missing persons report. From 2007. A black-and-white photo of a woman named Emily Barrett.

Darren stared at it.

“Wait,” Clinton said, coming closer. “Barrett? As in—”

“My first case,” Darren said quietly. “The one that got sealed. I was just a recruit. Jenkins and I weren’t even partners yet.”

“And now she shows up here?” Clinton whistled. “That’s not a breadcrumb. That’s a frickin’ fire trail.”

“Vega’s not just going after the system,” Darren muttered. “He’s going after me.”

—-
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Back at the precinct, Darren loaded the footage from the burner phone onto the task force’s private server. Jordan, the Cyber Crimes analyst, tapped furiously at her keyboard, enhancing, isolating, rerouting data through federal clearance levels Darren wasn’t supposed to have.

She paused. “Okay. The guy Vega handed the flash drive to? We got a match.”

Darren leaned over. Clinton sipped his ever-present espresso, not blinking.

“Name’s Adam Veers. Former CIA. Disavowed. Rumored connections to a rogue op called Project Glass Eye.”

Clinton raised an eyebrow. “That sounds super illegal.”

Jordan nodded. “It was. Off-the-books tech development. Surveillance through biometric lens implants. It disappeared from funding reports back in 2018.”

Darren was still staring at the screen. “Because it didn’t disappear. It went dark.”

Jordan handed him a printed file. “Guess who the original whistleblower was, back in the day?”

She flipped the file to the first page.

Emily Barrett. Former NSA data analyst. Reported missing. Presumed dead.

“Holy—” Clinton started.

“She never went missing,” Darren whispered. “She went underground.”

—-
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Later that night, Darren sat alone in his apartment, the lights dimmed, the city outside flashing with red and blue strobes far in the distance. He laid the old case file on the coffee table and reopened it.

Emily Barrett. The case that never sat right. Now it was unraveling—again. Vega had dropped the first match, and the whole thing was starting to ignite.

There was a knock at the door.

Clinton.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” Darren asked, stepping aside.

“I’m not here to talk dreams, man,” Clinton said, stepping in. “We got company.”

He handed Darren a photo snapped by a traffic cam outside DPD headquarters—an unmarked black SUV, windows tinted illegal dark. Plate number traced to a private contractor linked to Sandglass Corporation.

Darren’s jaw tightened. “They’re not supposed to operate domestically.”

Clinton smirked. “Exactly. So why are they sitting outside headquarters?”

The smoke was getting thicker now.

And Darren knew—it was only a matter of time before someone choked on it.
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Chapter 3: Clinton Johnson’s Rules of Engagement
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Rule #1: Never let ‘em see your reload.

Clinton Johnson always said it with a grin, like it was a joke — until someone realized they never saw him miss twice.

He’d been with DPD less than a year, but word spread fast. Transferred in after a two-year “consulting contract” with the military. Rumors said special forces, some whispered black-ops. Darren didn’t care much about his past — he only cared about the way Clinton moved during a takedown. Like a man dancing with death and always leading.

Now they were parked outside a boarded-up warehouse near the Greektown tracks. The SUV from earlier had been traced here. The building wasn’t listed in any records. No leases. No utilities. Just a ghost on a map.

Clinton chambered a round, then leaned over. “You know what I always say about surprise raids?”

Darren gave a half-smile. “Rule #6?”

“Yup. If the house looks empty, it’s probably full of bad ideas.”

—-
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They entered quietly. Flashlights low. Clinton swept left. Darren took right. The warehouse groaned with age, metal beams creaking in rhythm with the wind outside. But there were lights on inside—a soft pulsing blue glow from behind a steel partition.

“Looks like we found their server farm,” Clinton said, pointing toward a stack of humming towers connected by tangled wires. A small cooling unit hummed beside it.

Darren stepped closer, lifting his radio. “Jordan, we found something. Sending images.”

Clinton tapped him. “Company.”

Out from the shadows emerged two figures—gear that screamed private security, rifles high, laser sights dancing on the floor.

Clinton didn’t wait.

He pivoted, raised, and double-tapped the first shooter before the guy could blink. The second ducked behind a pillar and fired wildly.

“Rule #4!” Clinton shouted.

Darren ducked. “Remind me!”

“If they shoot like amateurs, bait ‘em like fish!”

He rolled a piece of metal toward the shooter, who stepped out for a cleaner shot.

Darren took him down clean.

—-
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After the dust settled, Clinton wiped sweat off his brow with a smirk.

“Man, I missed this kind of work.”

“You say that too often,” Darren muttered, scanning the bodies.

Clinton crouched and checked a patch on the downed guard’s sleeve. “Sandglass again. These guys don’t play by anyone’s rules.”

He held up a keycard.

“Guess who’s got a new toy?”

The server’s firewall was heavy-duty, but Clinton plugged in a decryptor flash drive and leaned back.

“Rule #12: If you can't outgun the system, outsmart the software.”

Darren raised an eyebrow. “You made that one up just now.”

“Maybe. But it worked.”

The screen flashed green. Access Granted.

—-
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What they found inside was worse than either expected.

Surveillance data on DPD’s internal affairs unit.

Redacted emails referencing something called Operation Scorch Coin.

Blueprints for city infrastructure—subway tunnels, electrical grids.

And dozens of profiles.

Including Darren’s.

Clinton stared at the screen. “They’ve been watching us since day one.”

Darren scrolled further.

There was a file marked 207B. It was locked under triple encryption.

“Think you can crack it?”

Clinton’s eyes gleamed. “Rule #9, baby.”

“What’s that one?”

“When in doubt—break everything until the truth screams back.”

—-
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As they exited, the warehouse exploded behind them.

A remote-triggered charge. Clean. Professional. Vega’s signature.

Darren ducked low behind a pillar, shielding his face. Clinton calmly sipped from his thermos.

“You good?” Darren asked, breathless.

Clinton nodded. “I told you, man. I don’t flinch. I aim.”

—-
[image: ]


Back at precinct headquarters, the buzz was louder than usual. Two officers were under review, a detective had gone missing, and whispers about a “leak” had started infecting every hallway conversation. But Darren and Clinton had something no one else did—a lead.

They brought the decrypted data to Jenkins, who looked older since the last case. Weathered. Worn. And angrier than ever.

“This file on 207B...” Jenkins began, looking over the schematics. “That’s not just an address. It’s a ghost case. A failed sting from five years ago. Everything about it went dark.”

Clinton tilted his head. “Ghost case? Why does that sound like a bad bedtime story?”

“It was supposed to take down Vega the first time,” Jenkins said. “Except someone tipped him off. Four officers died. One went missing. And one... turned.”

Darren narrowed his eyes. “Turned?”

Jenkins slid over a photo. Grainy. Blurred. But unmistakable.

The face in the photo was Kurt Langley — former DPD, Darren’s old academy buddy. He’d died in a fire. Or so they’d all been told.

Clinton looked at the image, then at Darren.

“Rule #13,” he said. “When the past shows up with a smile, shoot first and reminisce later.”

—-
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Later that night, Clinton and Darren reviewed the decrypted footage from the server. Most of it was surveillance: street corners, precinct entrances, courthouse garages.

But then—frame by frame—a face emerged from a crowd. Disguised, but not well enough.

Trace Vega.

“You see the way he moves?” Clinton said, slowing it down. “Still favors his left leg. Same walk from the old footage.”

“And the men around him?” Darren asked.

“Not syndicate muscle. Trained. Eyes up. Hands still. Ex-military or ghost agents.”

It hit Darren then—this wasn’t about running drugs or rackets anymore. Vega was building something bigger. And more dangerous.

—-
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The next day, Clinton took Darren to the local gun range. Not to shoot, but to meet someone.

Her name was Talia Quinn, a ballistic analyst with a sideline in digital forensics. She was quick-witted, sharp-eyed, and could trace a bullet from smell alone.

She greeted them with a smirk. “I heard you brought me something juicy.”

Clinton handed her a shell casing pulled from the warehouse.

She scanned it, frowned, then swore under her breath.

“This casing is custom. Military issue. But the rifling on the slug matches something way off the books. Something Sandglass.”

Darren’s stomach turned. “Sandglass again?”

Talia nodded. “These guys aren’t freelancers. They’re state-sponsored. Or worse—rogue cells using state tech.”

Clinton leaned against the wall, arms folded.

“Rule #17,” he said. “If the rabbit hole looks deep, make sure you’ve got grenades for the fall.”

—-
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Back at Darren’s apartment that night, the tension was palpable. Files open. Threads drawn. Pins and string mapped across the wall like a conspiracy theorist’s fever dream.

Vega. 207B. Langley. Sandglass.

They were all connected.

Darren stood silently at the board. Clinton handed him a beer.

“You okay, man?”

Darren didn’t answer right away. He looked at Langley’s picture again. “He was supposed to be dead.”

“He might still be,” Clinton said. “But the version walking around now? That ain’t your friend anymore.”

Darren nodded.

“Then it’s time we pay 207B a visit.”

Clinton grinned.

“Now that’s the Darren I signed up to watch blow things up.”

—-
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Location: DPD, Evidence Lock-Up

"Man, your precinct smells like regret and old coffee," Clinton muttered, his nose wrinkling as they followed Jenkins down the hall to the evidence room.

“Try working here for a decade,” Jenkins replied, swiping his keycard. The door buzzed open with a reluctant click.

Inside, metal shelves lined with brown evidence boxes stretched to the ceiling. Jenkins pulled one down labeled OPERATION: 207B—CLASSIFIED.

Darren opened the box.

Inside were half-burnt files, a warped flash drive, and—unexpectedly—a scorched DPD badge.

“Langley’s,” Darren said quietly.

Clinton whistled low. “Rule #21: If the skeletons are still warm, somebody’s feeding ‘em.”

Jenkins narrowed his eyes. “This badge was never logged as recovered. Somebody made sure it stayed buried.”

Clinton examined the badge. “Heat damage, maybe an accelerant. Vega wanted him erased.”

“No,” Darren said, more to himself. “He wanted us to think Langley was erased.”

—-
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Location: City Archives (Restricted Basement Vault)

Darren and Clinton descended into the underbelly of city hall, where the digital records of cold cases, botched ops, and “forgotten missions” were housed.

Clinton wiped sweat from his brow. “You ever notice how anything labeled ‘Restricted’ smells like mildew and government lies?”

They found a terminal connected to the internal archive. Darren keyed in the case number.

File status: REDACTED.

Another prompt appeared:


"ACCESS BY AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. CODEWORD REQUIRED."


Clinton leaned in and typed: SANDGLASS.

The screen blinked.

Files unlocked.

Dozens of surveillance logs, internal memos, and an old field report by Jenkins himself flooded the screen.

One phrase jumped out:

“Subject Vega may have had internal support from within the department.”

Darren froze. “There was a mole.”

“Or more than one,” Clinton said. “This isn’t just dirty cops. This is structural rot.”

“Exactly,” Darren said, printing out the logs. “And it means Vega didn’t just survive—he was protected.”

—-
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Location: Detroit Rooftops – 1:00 A.M.

Later that night, the partners watched a high-end condo from across the street. One of Vega’s old shell companies—resurrected.

A courier walked out, briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. Seconds later, a black SUV pulled up. Two men exited, covering the hand-off like pros.

Darren snapped photos.

But Clinton was already in motion.

“You gonna sit there or do the thing?” he grinned, snapping his gloves on.

“What thing?” Darren whispered.

“Rule #4,” Clinton said, pulling his sidearm. “Talk less, sneak more.”

They trailed the SUV through alleys and overpasses until it stopped at an old, seemingly abandoned postal facility.

Another black SUV was waiting.

Clinton and Darren took position behind dumpsters, peeking through scopes.

From the shadows stepped Langley.

Alive.

And smiling.

Clinton sucked in air. “Man’s back from the dead and looking like he got a government dental plan.”

Darren’s blood ran cold. “If Langley’s back—and working with Vega—we’re way outnumbered.”

“No,” Clinton said calmly. “We’re just the right number.”

—-
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Later: Darren’s Apartment

Maps spread. Digital files up. Clinton with a burrito in one hand and a Glock on the table.

“You know what this all means, right?” Darren said, pacing.

“We’re not just chasing a ghost,” Clinton replied. “We’re chasing a shadow operation.”

“Then it’s time to smoke them out.”

Clinton nodded, mouth full. “Rule #33: If you wanna find rats, burn down the maze.”

Darren chuckled despite himself. “You ever write these down?”

“Nope,” Clinton said, wiping his hands. “I live ‘em.”
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Chapter 4: The Ghost in 207B
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Location: 207B Penrose Street – 3:12 A.M.

The house was a two-story Victorian wrapped in soot stains and bad memories. The scene of the fire that nearly killed Darren Courts at the end of Book One—and where the syndicate’s hold on Detroit had supposedly ended.

But tonight, lights flickered upstairs.

"Thought this place was condemned," Clinton muttered, night-vision goggles strapped to his forehead. "What, the ghosts got a PG&E account?"

Darren didn’t laugh. His pulse thrummed in his throat.

Clinton raised his rifle. “Rule #17: Haunted houses are usually just homes with secrets and squatters.”

“No, this place was designed to burn,” Darren said quietly. “Jenkins once told me it was more of a coffin than a safe house. If someone’s in there now... they want us to know it.”

The partners approached, silent as smoke.

—-
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Inside 207B – First Floor

The house creaked like it was remembering pain. Charring still crawled up the walls. The wallpaper peeled like skin. Yet the floorboards? Clean. Recently swept.

“Someone’s been maintaining this place,” Darren whispered.

A click echoed behind them.

They spun.

But no one was there.

Upstairs, a record player started spinning.

Jazz. Scratchy. Faint. Billie Holiday.

Clinton gritted his teeth. “This is officially spooky as hell.”

Darren motioned upward. “Let’s go ghost-hunting.”

—-
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Upstairs – Bedroom Left Intact

They entered a room that hadn’t burned. Like the fire had respectfully skipped it.

On the bed sat a manila envelope.

Clinton checked for trip wires. “Clear.”

Darren opened it. Inside:

A Polaroid of Langley shaking hands with Councilman Virelli.

A page of coordinates tied to Blacksite Echo.

A USB drive.

And one single sentence on a sticky note:


"The dead tell no lies. But they sure as hell remember."


Suddenly, a crash came from downstairs.

Clinton raised his rifle. “We’ve got company.”

—-
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Downstairs – Shadows in the Firelight

The front door was wide open. A figure stood silhouetted—a tall man with a trench coat and a limp.

“Langley?” Darren hissed.

“No...” Clinton lowered his scope. “Too tall.”

The man turned and ran.

They gave chase.

Down the alley. Over fences. Past rusted-out sedans and into the belly of the forgotten side of Detroit.

But then, the runner vanished. Vanished like smoke in the cold.

Clinton caught his breath. “Did we just chase a damn phantom?”

Darren looked down.

A single matchbook lay where the man had stood.

It was from a strip club called Embers, long shut down.

Inside it, scrawled in clean pen:


“The Glass Eye watches. Don’t blink.”


—-
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Location: DPD HQ, War Room

Later that morning, Jenkins, Clinton, and Darren reviewed the USB contents.

Encrypted files.

Blueprints of 207B, both before and after the fire.

And schematics to a surveillance operation that predated Operation Sandglass.

“Someone turned 207B into a listening post,” Jenkins muttered. “This whole damn neighborhood may have been wired.”

Darren pointed to the timestamp: 12 hours ago.

Someone reactivated it.

"Vega’s not just rebuilding," Darren said. “He’s repurposing history."

Clinton cracked his neck. “That’s bad news.”

“Why?” Jenkins asked.

Clinton held up his phone and zoomed in on a freeze-frame from a street camera — catching the silhouette they chased outside the house.

He enhanced the image.

And there, just visible on the man's wrist?

A DPD-issued badge.

—-
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DPD HQ – Digital Crimes Division – 8:12 A.M.

The USB drive recovered from the envelope was no ordinary thumbstick. It had military-grade encryption and biometric read-access, which meant it had been tied to a specific fingerprint—one that no longer existed in any known database.

But tech wizard Kira Monroe was always up for a challenge.

“I bypassed the biometric. Kinda. Faked a thermal print from residue left on the casing,” she said, chewing a cinnamon stick like it owed her money. “You’re lucky I’m addicted to spy movies.”

Clinton raised an eyebrow. “What’s on it?”

Kira’s fingers danced across the keyboard.

A window opened.

A series of audio recordings began playing, grainy but clear.


Langley’s voice: “It’s not about control anymore. It’s about cleansing. Fire is clean. Fire doesn’t lie.”

Unknown voice: “We can’t move without Virelli. He’s got the Governor’s ear.”

Another clip: Gunfire. Screams. Someone yelling: “Get it to 207B! If Courts finds it—”


Kira paused the playback.

Darren’s face was pale.

“These weren’t just surveillance ops,” he muttered. “These were confessions.”

“Worse,” Jenkins added, arms crossed. “These were live backups. That house wasn’t a dead drop. It was a blackbox.”

—-
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Flashback – 207B Construction Archive Footage – 1999

One of the files contained archived blueprints, dated over two decades prior. Hidden in the wall insulation? Not wires.

Micro-circuit boards. Early listening tech. Shielded in fire-retardant housing.

And worse—there was a tunnel.

A reinforced escape hatch that led beneath the street, connecting 207B to an old Prohibition-era bootlegging tunnel system.

Jenkins slammed the table. “That’s how they vanished. They knew we’d chase ghosts, while they used the shadows.”

—-
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Later That Night – Back at 207B

Darren couldn’t sleep. He returned alone, flashlight in hand.

He moved past the warped steps, the record player now silent, and approached the living room wall. Something was nagging him—a spot just past the fireplace where the plaster bulged.

He chipped at it with a crowbar.

Behind the wall?

Another envelope. Sealed in wax. Red. Marked with a triangle and a glass eye at the center.

Inside were:

A black chess piece – the King.

A photo of a young Darren Courts and his mother, circled in red ink.

And a handwritten page:


“207B was never about Vega. It was always about you. You were born into the smoke. The fire just woke you up.”


—-
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Outside 207B – Surveillance Camera Angle – Unknown Location

The moment Darren left the house, a camera hidden across the street came alive. It streamed his every move to an unknown server.

On the receiving end, a man with salt-and-pepper hair and a surgical scar down his neck watched silently.

He turned to someone off-camera.

“Courts took the bait. 207B worked. Activate the next signal.”

The screen behind him flickered with a satellite image of a military-grade bunker in Nevada.

“Prepare Blacksite Echo.”

Darren’s Apartment – Early Morning Hours

The red wax-sealed envelope sat on his desk like a time bomb. Darren paced, eyeing the photo—him and his mother—from a time before the world burned.

The photo was taken at Belle Isle Park. He remembered that day. She wore a sun hat. He had just caught a fish and ran to show her.

But someone else had been there. In the background of the photo, now enhanced on his tablet, stood a man near the tree line... blurry, but now unmistakable.

Trace Vega.

“You’ve been in my life long before the force,” Darren whispered. “Before Langley. Before everything.”

A deep pit formed in his stomach. He grabbed his phone and called Clinton.

“You need to see something.”

—-
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Clinton Johnson’s Apartment – 6:47 A.M.

Clinton stared at the image, then back at Darren.

“So, he’s been watching you since childhood. But why? You’re not some off-the-books asset, are you?”

Darren shook his head. “I thought my father died in a car crash. My mother never spoke of him. What if it wasn’t an accident?”

Clinton leaned forward. “You’re thinking family ties?”

“I’m thinking... they raised me to become exactly who I am—to do exactly what I’m doing now.”

“Jesus.”

Darren nodded. “And now they’re watching. Guiding. Or worse—controlling.”

—-
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Hidden Military Archive – Location: Redacted

A shadowy figure walks through rows of stored documents and magnetic reels, stopping at a sealed container marked Project Firebrand.

Another agent appears beside him. “Courts has triggered the first node.”

The shadow nods. “Begin Operation Sandglass.”

—-
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Back at DPD – 9:12 A.M.

Jenkins met them at the station.

“I ran the symbol on the wax seal. That triangle with the glass eye?” He tapped on a monitor. “It’s the insignia of a defunct intelligence operation—Project Specter. Shut down in 1997.”

Kira chimed in. “Except it wasn’t shut down. It was privatized. Bought out by a group of ex-intel, private war contractors, and off-grid data miners.”

“Vega?” Darren asked.

“No,” Kira said grimly. “Vega works for them.”

—-
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Final Revelation of Chapter

The team received an intercepted message, decrypted through Kira’s AI-enhanced network:


To: Ember Node 1
“Phase II of Specter Protocol is green. Courts is to be allowed movement through the Blue Wall. Monitor responses. He must not be harmed—yet. He is the catalyst.”

Clinton stared at the screen. “So what the hell are we chasing?”

Darren answered without blinking. “A legacy. And we’re already inside it.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5: Beneath the Blue Wall
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“Sometimes the badge protects the people. Sometimes it just protects the secrets.”

—-
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Detroit Police Department – Internal Affairs Wing

The flicker of fluorescent lights overhead matched the hum of Darren’s unease. Clinton leaned against the wall, arms crossed, scanning the hallway like they were walking into a sting. In a way, they were.

They weren’t here for a routine check-in. They were here for File ZETA-207, a long-forgotten internal case that mysteriously went cold—a file Jenkins swore disappeared when Vega’s name first came up.

Kira had cracked into an internal log. ZETA-207 was still active, but sealed—accessible only by those with “Command Gold Access.”

There were only four people in the department with that clearance.

One of them was Captain Royce Martin. Darren’s mentor. His father figure after his real one died.

Clinton exhaled sharply. “You sure about this?”

“No,” Darren replied. “But if we can’t trust the department, we need to know who’s pulling the strings.”

—-
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Captain Martin’s Office – 3rd Floor

Martin sat behind his massive oak desk, a framed commendation for bravery on the wall, and the Detroit skyline behind him. He looked older than Darren remembered—grayer, worn.

“I didn’t expect you two,” Martin said, voice calm but guarded. “Shouldn’t you be working the Vega case?”

“We are,” Clinton said, all teeth and sarcasm. “And we hit a wall. A blue one.”

Darren stepped forward. “We need access to ZETA-207. You were the last name to touch it.”

Martin’s jaw twitched. “That case is buried for a reason.”

“Unbury it.”

Martin stood, walking to the window. “You don’t understand the weight of that file. If you open it, everything changes. The way you look at this department, at justice—it all burns.”

“Maybe it needs to,” Darren said coldly.

Martin turned around, sighed, and typed a sequence into his terminal. The wall behind him clicked—revealing a small, sealed cabinet. He reached in, pulling a manila envelope sealed in red wax, just like the message Darren received earlier.

Darren froze.

“This isn’t just an internal affairs file,” Martin admitted. “This is a map.”

“To what?” Clinton asked.

“To the rot beneath this department—and the truth about Project Specter’s grip on Detroit.”

—-
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What’s in the File?

Inside ZETA-207:

A list of officers once tied to Specter, including three currently active lieutenants.

A photo of a black site beneath the old Detroit Court Annex, now condemned.

Surveillance footage from 2002—Trace Vega speaking to a young officer... Frank Jenkins.

Darren’s stomach dropped. “What the hell?”

Clinton glanced sideways. “Did Jenkins know?”

Martin shook his head. “I don’t think he remembers. The footage predates his FTO days. But if he’s tied in, even unknowingly, you’ll have to be sure.”

Darren’s voice dropped to a whisper. “This thing’s been growing under our feet the whole time.”

—-
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Abandoned Detroit Court Annex (Later That Night)

They went in under cover of night—just Darren and Clinton. Clinton had a .308 sniper rifle slung over his shoulder, “Just in case.” The building was gutted, but beneath the floorboards, they found it.

A steel elevator shaft. Operational.

“It still works,” Darren muttered.

They stepped inside, descended six floors underground. When the doors opened, the smell hit them first—cold metal, mildew, and oil. The hallway stretched before them with red lights blinking along the walls.

“This isn’t just a hideout,” Clinton said. “It’s a command center.”

At the end of the hall, a vault door sealed tight. Painted across it:


SPECTER CELL B – DO NOT UNSEAL WITHOUT OVERRIDE 51-DELTA


Darren looked at Clinton. “We’re not just dealing with criminals, are we?”

“No,” Clinton said, loading a round into his chamber. “We’re dealing with soldiers—who forgot which side they were on.”

Underground – Specter Cell B

The vault door had no keyhole. No digital panel. Just a biometric scanner that blinked red, waiting for input.

“Guessing a crowbar won’t cut it,” Clinton muttered.

Darren examined the scanner. “If this place was active in the early 2000s, there’s only one way in.”

He reached into his jacket, pulling out a photo from ZETA-207: a young Jenkins with Vega. Darren pressed it to the scanner like a prayer.

Nothing.

Then he tried something else—his badge. The department insignia embedded with his digital ID. The scanner blinked yellow, processing... then green.

Clunk. Hiss. Click.

The vault unsealed. Cold air rolled out like breath from the past.

Inside: a control room, lights dimmed but still alive, screens lining the walls. Maps of Detroit, coded files, radio logs in frequencies Darren didn’t recognize.

One screen flickered on—camera footage.

They weren’t alone.

Live surveillance footage showed someone moving in the room above them—the courtroom they'd just passed through.

Clinton’s voice was tight. “Looks like someone’s expecting us.”

Darren scanned through the console. A file stood out:


PROJECT SANDGLASS – Contingency Activation Protocols


“I think this is it,” he said. “Whatever they buried down here wasn’t dead—it was dormant.”

Clinton looked around. “This place... it’s not old. It’s maintained. Vega’s been here.”

Suddenly, the screen scrambled. Then a familiar voice crackled through the speakers—digitally distorted, but unmistakable:


“You’ve found my cathedral of truth, Detective Courts. Good. Now let's see how well you pray under fire.”


The lights cut out.

—-
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Back Upstairs – The Ambush

Darren and Clinton sprinted up the shaft as backup generators rumbled to life. They reached the main floor of the courthouse just as bullets exploded into the walls.

A four-man kill team, masked and tactical, swept into the building. Silent. Efficient. Armed with suppressed rifles and Specter-grade equipment.

“They’re not cops,” Clinton growled, dropping into cover and returning fire. “They’re ghost ops.”

“I don’t care if they’re from the Moon,” Darren snapped, taking out one with a clean shot to the leg. “No one buries truth in my city.”

Clinton popped up, took two clean shots, and ducked back behind the overturned bench. “Two down.”

“Two left.”

Suddenly, smoke grenades rolled into the room—cover for retreat. When the smoke cleared, the shooters were gone.

But they’d left something behind.

A silver box, placed deliberately on the judge’s bench. Inside: a phone and a handwritten note:


“You’re on the clock, Courts. Tick-tock.
— V”

—-
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Back at the Station – War Room

Darren slammed the silver box onto the table as Kira, Jenkins, and Captain Martin watched.

“He’s baiting us,” Jenkins muttered, arms crossed. “This is all a game to Vega.”

“No,” Darren said, pulling up the PROJECT SANDGLASS file on his tablet. “It’s not a game. It’s a countdown. This entire project was designed as a reset protocol. A way to wipe the board clean if Specter was ever exposed.”

Martin looked pale. “You’re saying he’s planning to burn it all down?”

Darren met his eyes.

“I’m saying Vega already lit the fuse.”

—-
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Clinton’s Apartment, Late Night

Clinton cleaned his rifle in silence, but his mind wasn’t still.

He pulled a small photo from his wallet—a woman and a little girl. His daughter. Gone now. Collateral from an old op.

“You good?” Darren asked, standing in the doorway.

Clinton nodded slowly. “I am now. Because if Vega’s got this kind of firepower, then we’re finally in a war worth fighting.”

Darren nodded. “And we’re going to finish it.”

The camera panned out the window, over a city that had no idea it was about to burn.
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Chapter 6: Operation Sandglass
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Location: Classified Blacksite – Somewhere Outside Detroit, 2:14 a.m.

The night had teeth. A chill wind slithered through the rusted fences surrounding the compound that wasn’t supposed to exist. No signs. No guards on the perimeter. Just a single chain-link gate with a red biohazard sign long faded by rain and secrets.

Darren Courts pulled the SUV to a slow crawl.

Clinton Johnson leaned forward in the passenger seat, squinting through night-vision goggles. “If this place doesn’t say ‘illegal experiments and government nightmares,’ I don’t know what does.”

Kira’s voice crackled over comms from back at DPD’s off-the-books war room.


“Satellite’s giving us partial heat signatures, but they’re... weird. Static. Almost like decoys.”


Darren checked the file one last time—the declassified fragment of Project Sandglass they’d recovered beneath the courthouse.


Sandglass Protocol: Initiate blackout. Scrub personnel. Liquidate assets. Relocate core data.


What bothered him wasn’t the language. It was the date. The protocol had been activated two weeks ago.

Before Vega sent the message.

“This isn’t a mission,” Darren muttered. “It’s a cleanup job. We’re walking into a cover-up in progress.”

Clinton cocked his rifle. “So let’s get messy.”

—-
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Inside the Compound – Sector D

The place smelled of ozone and mold. The hallways were concrete veins—every door marked with barcodes, not names.

They reached Sector D, the heart of the site, where Project Sandglass supposedly ran its last operation.

Darren scanned a panel and the door unlocked with a hiss of pressurized air.

Inside: sterile lab. Flickering lights. One terminal still powered.

Clinton went to the far end to secure the exits.

Darren sat at the terminal. Static buzzed. Then, a line of code scrolled across the screen:


PROJECT SANDGLASS – FINAL EXECUTION SEQUENCE: PENDING OVERRIDE.


Another line blinked:


USER: D.COURTS [ACCESS GRANTED]


He froze.

“Clinton,” he called, voice tense. “They used my credentials... before I ever saw this system.”

“Means someone’s been watching you for a long time,” Clinton replied. “Or someone’s impersonating you.”

Just then, the monitor flickered and switched feeds.

A video loaded—grainy surveillance from five years ago.

Jenkins. Vega. And a third man: Captain Martin.

All seated around a war table.

Jenkins slammed a folder onto the table.


“Specter’s out of control. We built a monster.”


Martin replied:


“Then we let Sandglass do its job. Clean sweep. No leaks.”


Vega, calm as ever, leaned forward:


“Let’s make one thing clear: We don’t clean Specter up. We replace it. On our terms.”


The feed ended.

—-
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War Room – Back at DPD HQ

Kira played the clip again and again.

“Martin was part of Specter?” she whispered. “He authorized Sandglass?”

Jenkins stood silently, staring at the screen. “They never told me that part.”

Darren’s voice came through the comm:


“There’s more. Someone embedded my credentials into Sandglass as a fail-safe. If I found the truth—they knew I’d try to stop it. So they gave me
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