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Part 1



Any resemblance to actual or fictional persons, living or dead, busi-
ness establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Also, the science is really wonky and the philosophy as deep and
sophisticated as Miss Teen South Carolina. This book is more like an
oversugared candy bar than a full meal. 1tOs poolside entertainment. Pro-
ceed with care.

(Which means, despite the beach novel focus, some of the sentences
are rather long. Sorry, not all writing styles have to accommodate for
rising ADD statistics, so- HEY, THERE, A SQUIRREL

Also, Schemata is not signed for publication yet. You can get into con-
tact with me at michael.markefka@gmail.com



Part 2
Void



OPatterns, patterns everywhere!"
-a scientist, a drunkard, a sage, a hippie

Tagebucheintrag, 17.01.1982, 22:47, -SB

in mir brYllt zerbochene leere und wYtet krallend gegen ihren kSfig.
auf das wSlder verkohlen, berge zerbersten und ISnder auf schwarzen
Klippen zerschmettern msgen. soll doch die welt untergehen und nichts
als dreckiger staub bleiben wenn jegliches sein weggewischt wird, wenn
shivas kilotonnenwelle endlich erlSsung bringt, wenn eine furche des
baren nichts hinterlassen wird.
verrecket. verrecket alle. verrecke alles.



Part 3
Cause



Chapter 1

Gray stared hard, very hard, at the pointy pencils on his desk, his eyes
focusing on the pearly, spiky endsin atunnel vision that blurred and ex-
cluded his other surroundings. He reckoned that if he could jam one
pencil eachfar enough up his nostrils and then ram his head down onto
the table, he might just treat the dull ache of writing his report with a
short blast of sweet, sweet pain. Right then he knewthat lobotomies had
been invented for a reason: Escape.

Slowly, the telephoneOsshrill ringing seeped through to him, asif a
thick cloth muting it was lifted, and when Eric Gray snapped out of his
catatonia, he found himself in his living room, at the desk, in front of his
computer and still clothed in the suit he had worn to work the day be-
fore. The house was empty, silent and deserted, exceptfor the phone de-
manding his attention and the running PC humming along under his
desk, the screenpainting blue plains and black voids that broke sharply
against any angle, the view as harsh and desolate as a forsaken moonOs
surface, into the otherwise dark room.

He rubbed his face and stretched his back asthe dizziness slowly wore
off and left him with a deep pounding in his forehead, while the annoy-
ing ringing did not go away. A glance onto the clock on his PC screen
revealed the bitter truth when he reached over to the phone: 3.22am.

For a moment, Gray expected the call to be an enthusiastic tele-
marketer trying to raise his chancesat catching somebody at home and
evading the competition. But, the ID belonged to the office. The Office.
Capital OTO, capital ®®@hought and took the call. OGray.O

OHey Eric, Tom here!Ohe heard a familiar, gravelly voice. OScramble
to the office! Screw shaving, showering! All hell broke loose! No time
for explanations. We have a Code Red! Just get here ASAP!Othe man
hammered through the line, struggling to raise his voice above the sonic
chaos of bustling background activity audible on his side.

With a hollow click the line went dead, and Gray was left with the
phone in his hand and an idle mind listening to the hypnotic silence of a




broken connection. For a moment he was much too perplexed to process
what he had been told. Or blink. Or breathe.

Then, he put the phone down as his brain decided to not just flee into
unconsciousness and fall asleep with open eyes, and got up from his
chair.

Code RedLovely. Who the hell comes up with those tacky emergency labels?

Paranoid about his data and dreading repeat work, like any work
really, Gray started another backup on his computer and made his way
to the bathroom, where he swallowed the words of protest and com-
plaint, asalways coming to mind much too late and being denied deliv-
ery, under silent curses. With cold water splat onto his face, letting most
of it drip off by itself, and the tinny, cheap bathroom radio bawling, he
stared into the mirror while the remaining water ran down his neck. The
recent sleep, and general lack thereof, were clearly visible on his face and
his back ached from having slept in a knotted posture that would have
made the most battle-hardened of Yogis squirm and blush like a hor-
monally confused teenager self-consciously eating a banana for the first
time all over again.

The eyeswere reddened and swollen and the arm on which his head
had rested had made a lasting impression on his reddened, puffy skin.
His short brown hair was in disarray and he felt about asrefreshed as he
looked: Not at all. Like, never.

He had passedthe threshold towards adulthood three years ago, and
now, at thirty-three years of age, faint crowOsdeet cornered the clear am-
ber eyes he saw in the mirror. Below, deep, hard lines on each side
framed the thin, livid lips that did not seem to smile easily or often.

The face was painted in dark craters by the wall-mounted lamp above
the mirror, and the single light emphasized the stark lines of his edged
cheeksand square jaw, with a bony and slightly hooked nose adding to
his perpetual impression of gravenessand seriousness,layered by what
looked like a constant headache making him tense his eyes slightly.

Gray proceeded with his catlick and took the pendant Sarahhad given
him, a small metal object looking like a flat futuristic key, from his neck
and put it aside, remembering how she had called it the Okeyto her
heartOwhen she had given it to him, before he muttered, Olneed a vaca-
tion,Oto his mirror self. He pinched his pale cheek, felt up his own gray
skin, and took a closer look at the wide pores in the mirror. There was
no reason for him to be very pleased with the rundown sight he made,
and while getting closer to the mirror did not make things better at all,
Gray wondered about the size of the global market for blurry mirrors.



He would call it the OThirty PlusOmirror, and the male version would
come bundled with a preview edition of the BuyerOsGuide for used Cor-
vettes, while the female version had a sample from OPoolboy seduction
for DummiesO. Both would have the free brochure OThirty: Everything
fun is behind you. At least you are not incontinent. Yet.O

Regular workouts were part of his job at the agency, supposedly sweat
saving blood, yet he deemed them just a measure to lower health insur-
ancecosts. Being able to run for a few miles would not do him any good
when pierced by bullets he was not unlikely to encounter on the wrong
end of agun. Perhapshe had just to try harder to outrun them. His boss
would have loved him for it. It caused less paperwork. And failure to
do sowould be filed asthe socially responsible kind of early retirement.
A win-win situation. For somebody at least.

The bright, clean bathroom did the rest in sobering Gray up as he fo-
cused back on his minimal maintenance routine and listened to the ra-
dio, which did not give anything away on any major cataclysmsor any-
thing newsworthy at all except for some background babble about the
winter storms, consecutive traffic incidents and a local plane crash that
had happened the day before.

About to finish, he reached for the pendant he had put aside, when it
slipped his wet grip. With the same divine inevitability of sugar-crav-
ings coming after brushed teeth, and the most promising Internet search
results always ending in 404s,it headed for the sinkOsdrain, reporting
from its downward travel with scraping noisesand coming to restin the
obstructed depths of the siphon.

Brilliant, mate. Just your luck.

Sighing, but without the time for retrieval, he put it off for later.
Whenever that would be.

Ready to leave the house, Gray caught himself at the doorstep and
suppressedthe impulse to turn into the room again and tell Sarahthat he
would be back in a few hours.

Sarah would not have listened. Sarah was not there anymore.

She had not been for years.

Unknowing whether the lack of major news meant that things were
not too bad or that things were really bad, Gray headed out into the cold,
snowy, black-skied January night, not quite distracted enough to forget
about times when he had been seenoff at the door, no matter the time,
no matter the issue.

Back then.



Chapter 2

Unconcerned with speed limits as he barged southwards through the
solemn and starless night, the kind of forlorn night best spent sleeping
and not remembered, Gray weaved through what little traffic he en-
countered. Speeding had been a great plan until a roadblock, still some
miles off Washington, DC, brought him to a halt, where red taillights
stared like eyes of nocturnal predators at him as far as he could see.
Angry, he cursed himself for not having paid attention to the traffic re-
port while listening for news that could have had relevance to his call.

Right, if this isnO&an emergencyl, donOknowwhatis. He checked his mir-
rors, backed off and swerved onto the emergency lane, where he crept
along, careful not to run over any people having left their cars or gone
off the snow-covered lane into the ditch. Car after car he drove by wait-
ing people. Families on their way home, business people on duty, stu-
dents on road trips. Some looking to get somewhere, others looking to
get away from something, all waiting, all together forming a string of di-
oramas, the faintly illuminated cabins a series of still lifes as his car
pulled him slowly along. Lost in thought and watching the other carsO
passengersas he drove by, Gray reached the reason for the congestion:
An electricity pylon had beenuprooted in the storm and swept onto the
road about two hundred yards from the road block, cablesstill dangling,
right to the side of deep holes in the ground, where the metal construc-
tion had torn the road into open trenches like a giant plough.

With his eyes on the service personnel and police force Gray slowly
inched forward to the road block, where aworker foreman waved him to
a halt and spun a hand to signal the lowering of a window.

Gray flashed his badge and cleared his passagewith the man in charge
before navigating the debris, machines and remaining road like a captain
would navigate the sea and avoid reefs and icebergs, carefully sailing
throughNwhile noticing the handful of fire trucks on the largely unaf-
fected emergency lanes.

To not make matters any worse or get the workers into trouble, Gray
was careful to not cause an accident, more aware of any painful
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administrative troubles than trivial physical ones. Once he had passed
the sceneand was on the other side of the road block he checked his mir-
rors, made sure the obstacleswere behind, and put his foot down, not
wasting a second thought on the ruined piece of road.
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Chapter

Having parked his car at the street, Gray jogged through the snow to-
wards the DHS building, where the 13Nhis agencyNwas located and
thought he should have applied for a branch on Hawaii along time ago.
The doorOshreshold engulfed him with dry, warm streams of air at the
entrance, much like standing under a ridiculously oversized blow dryer
of stale and overheated air, which still felt comfortable and pleasing in
comparison to the outside conditions as he stretched his frozen face to
get some feel for it back.

Still pondering that he had seenthe carsof Clemenceand Jonesparked
outside, he sprinted towards the elevators and headed for their office.
Those senior analysts rarely cameinto the office at all, and never at these
hours. Seeing the cars, Gray had known that things were bad.

When the doors slid open at the departmentOdloor, he stepped out in-
to what felt like a modern performance interpretation of a twelve-tone
music orchestra frantically tuning their instruments. People ran around
all over the open-plan office, printouts wildly fluttering in their hands,
some with phones squashed between jaw and shoulders, others not pay-
ing attention to anything while studying their pageson the run, skipping
hastily between cubicle openings, their feet always endangered to clip or
trip somewhere. Chatter and phone ringing permeated the air and had
rolled themselves out over the scenelike thick carpets of sound, drown-
ing the office in a clash of noises as printers, copiers, voices, telephones
and furniture in use all competed for airwaves and attention in one
single cacophonic crescendo.

Gray was blown away.

This was different from everything he knew. Much different.

Usually there was a sereneatmosphere about the office, where brains
were racked in sedate meetings to come up with solutions and ideas
while a vast amount of coffee found its existential purpose: Poisoning
that part of the brain that thought rest or sleep were anything but
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weaknesses,on par with hunger and feeling cold. This was the thinking
side of their operation and it was not supposed to be like this.

He let go the breath he had held to appear exerted by his effort and ex-
ertion. Nobody would notice. Gray scannedthe crowd for people who
could tell him more about what the hell was going on and with his eyes
narrowed, wandering the lines, he strained to put them into groups.

At last he saw Jeromeand Shanein a corner at a water cooler. Both
were actively engaged in a deep conversation by the looks of it and as
Gray approached, he heard Jerome say, OThinking of the world only in
terms of lies and deceptions and motives and agendas,and then develop
psychosis is probably typical for agents. Work usually coins the meta-
phor through which we make senseof the world and ours teachesus
that nothing is asit seems. As Kissinger claimed, in Washington you are
either paranoid or crazy. Have your pick. Most here prefer paranoia. |
bet writers think of the world in terms of dramatic arcs, narrative struc-
tures and character motivations. Programmers in terms of classes,ob-
jects, instances, properties and methodsNsome published, some
private.O

OYeah,right,0 Shane snorted. OAnd the designer of the iPod thinks
that breasts are just another kind of interface, and that foreplay is just
track three on his play list. Track two being having his pick from the
horde of zealous Apple groupies that want to do him, and track one is
having sent the male half home.O

They did not notice Gray approach until he was close enough to reach
through between them and get a cup of water from the cooler. He raised
his left hand in a short greeting and took position at JeromeQOside, leav-
ing room for other personnel running dry and demanding water to keep
their brains suspended in liquid and not just coffee, noise and stress.

Jerome, Special Agent Jerome Wilson, looked as immaculate as ever:
Cleanly dressed, well rested and freshly shaven he made every Ken doll
look like The Big Lebowski, even at this hour. This only covered up an
incredible lazinessin every other field though. He called it Ohaving an
extensive genetic predisposition towards energy conservationOand Oan
important survival instinct.O

His partner, Special Agent Keller, did not look quite as positively
pleasing to the eye or prospective mother-in-laws. His suit satloose and
wrinkled, the tie was opened, and the bright stubble on his chin pointed
out that at times there were more important things than personal groom-
ing, which to him was the worldOsmost regular annoyance and proof of
GodOsjuestionable humor anyway. Justlike the annoying pimple on his
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brow that did not got away and he had affectionately dubbed Ohisthird
eyeOtwo years ago. Besides,he was pale. Really pale. The kind of pale
that tempted photographers to calibrate their cameraOsvhite on him.
Unkind tongues told that after he had given a TV interview early in his
career, the national organization for albinism had sent him an applica-
tion form and prompted him to "come out of the hypopigmented closet".

OHeyJerry, hey Shane. WhatOsjoing on? Tom rang me and called me
in without telling me anything. And after | make my way through this
freak appearance of a winter | find the whole section busy like Babel
after the tower came down. What gives? Even Clemence-O

OWow, hold on there for a second,OShaneinterrupted him, cutting the
ever-quickening barrage short. OHow about some room for answers?0

OOh,sorry. Got carried away there. The circumstances, the chaosE
Anyway, |0l listen. Shoot.O

Jerome, who had just emptied his cup and put it away into the bin
took over and started explaining.

OThechief called all of us in after he got the directive from the direct
line: A red phone call. There hasbeensomekind of intrusion and critical
data breach. The briefing should start any minute now, after the chief
delayed it until everyone arrived so he wouldnOt have to repeat
everything. All we know so far is that it is about crypto on some classi-
filed documents and the rest has just been speculation. The phone calls
here are the agenciesand government offices turning to us for advice on
procedure. But, all we can do is to put them off until later, becausethe
situation isnOtclearing up and many keep calling. We just keep Oemas
mushrooms.O

Mushrooms: Okept in the dark, fed bullshitO.

OAcrypto breach?OGray repeated. OBrilliant, so in the best casescen-
ario they know that Fort Maddox orders the most super-sized army
pants and therefore has the most lard-asses.Or that Rush Limbaugh is
RosemaryOs BabyE although, no, wait, those arenOt secrets.O

OHah,you wish! Bestcase! | donOthink weOveever had those. | think
the other agenciespull a German on us and put their towels on them
during the night,0 Shane snorted. OlOnsorry, but we are always fresh
out of best-case-scenarios.O

Just as Gray was about to ask another question, the noise died down
and leaked away through the roomOs openings and crevices.

And then everything went really quiet when the ODoctorCstepped for-
ward. Doctor Stephen Baystead, the inconspicuous looking director of
13. While of slight build and usually low voice, he seemed neither soft
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nor gentle, but rather had the compressed presence of a steel dagger.
People joked behind his back that his stare made Sirens swallow their
tongues in self-protection as not to risk annoying him. With everyoneOs
attention he addressedthe room. OlOnsorry, Ladies and Gentlemen, that
| had to call you in at this hour. Many, even most of you, should not be
here right now, | know, whether by schedule or becauseof prior commit-
ments.O His gaze had passedGray on those last words. OBut,itOsot all
peacheshere and thereOserious work to do, so bear with me. Now, for
the heart of the matter. At 03151 got a call from the Secretary. There is
an intrusion into a Data Recovery and Storage facility. Older classified
documents, deteriorating from aging, had been moved there days ago to
recover their content and write onto digital media.O

He raised his hand and the quiet murmur that had developed in-
stantly ceased. BaysteadOsoice grew graver and sterner, concern visible
in his eyes and magnified through his rimless glasses. OGoing by the
timing it seemsasiif this information has leaked and opened a window
of opportunity to an interested party. At the moment we donOtknow yet
which data is still at the DRS, so we donOtknow what they might be
after. According to the latest information the entry is still ongoing,Ohe
said and cut the rising murmur again with his hand, when in this small
pause they heard the door to a nearby office open up and finally Tom
Rue, the agent who had called Gray in, entered the scene. Without pay-
ing attention to the assemblance he showed an upwards thumb to
Baystead, who nodded and continued his briefing.

ODespitethe difficult weather conditions, we now have the clearance
for an emergency flight from DCA to MDW. Agent Starling and Agent
Bremer have already been briefed and will organize the transport to
DCA. Further briefing will happen on site. Thank you for your atten-
tion.O His words hung in the air before people started chatting again
and the crowd dissolved. As the gathering dispersed Gray headed
straight for atalk with Tom Rue, picking up words of disbelief and spec-
ulation as he passed other agents.

OHeyTom! What do you make out of all this?Ohe asked curiously as
he strode towards his hulking partner.

OCould be anything really. Keep up if you want to hear more,ORue
replied hurriedly, nearly dragging Gray along as he went to enter anoth-
er office where some open drawers and casesindicated last-minute pack-
ing. Between hectically stuffing files and taking side glances at the stir-
ring activity in the main hall he explained more details.
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OOur response was fairly quick. The intrusion was detected at 0300
and itOsnow,O he had trouble deciphering his watch, O0415.The surveil-
lance showed a single intruder, sometimes appearing on cameras and
then disappearing again just like a ghost. If it wasnOtfor the fact that
weOveseenhim at all, heOdbe a real professional. Still, it looks like itOs
not going to be easy as he still has not been apprehended.O

OWeOll have to get him?!0

OMaybe.O

Rue finished packing the two briefcases with different paperwork,
ready to go. It took Gray a few moments to not make sense of the
explanations.

OWhy isnOthe local chapter of the police or FBI taking over? Chicago
is two hours from here. They should be able to take care of that.O he
stated, puzzled.

OShouldnOthat be obvious?ORue asked amused. OGuesswhat all the
paperwork is for!O

Gray was blissful.

OThatOsute, Eric. How long have you been here now? That facility
doesnOofficially exist. YouOllbe told the rest when we get there and as
need be. LetOs go.O
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Chapter

She ducked around the corner just in time to get out of the guardOs
way, and more importantly, sight.

ODonOslip up now, you stupid bitch. Get it together!Oshe snapped at
herself. It had all gone reasonablywvell: entering through the ventilation
shafts, using the surveillance systemOsreboot and then proceeding
through the staircasewhere she had hidden explosives to reactto anyone
going after herNin an adequately final manner.

Escaping other guards had worked out so far, even though she had
been forced to hide in alocker at one point and a crate at another. And
yet time was already running out before the new guard shift would
checkthe complex as she hunched into the corner, wrapped in her body-
hugging leather suit, and became nigh-invisible in the gloomy corridor.

Shehad prepared well for this assignment. Her name, said the opera-
tion file, was JaneDoe, until changed or revoked. And then there was
her code name.

OMantis. Named after a small, green insect. Mighty impressive. And
threatening,Ohad been her thoughts asshe had brooded over the file and
its contents while memorizing it all.

Building plans, guard routes, shift times, type and location of safety
devices. Everything. All memorized.

And asfar asthe timing was concerned at least, she still had been off
to a bad start. The ventilation plans had been out of date as the office
rooms had beenrestructured and she had had to find a different route,
making her miss one guard duty cyclein her carefully orchestrated plan.
Valuable minutes had beenwasted asshehad to wait cowering in a cold,
blank steel shaft for the complex choreography of guard patrols to pro-
gress. But then again, no plan survived first enemy contact.

At this point, hiding in her corner and staring onto the corridor, she
heard the guard approach with slow, carefree steps.

Too regular to be paying attention or in fact checking anything.
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And indeed the guard passedwith a slow stroll, thumbs hooked into
his belt and closed eyes. He tilted his head from one side to the other as
if listening to some slow pulsing music in his mind. JaneOdisdain grew
as she saw the guardOsact and Osubpar performanceOas she thought of
it. She considered herself used to sub par performances by men.

As the guard was about to pass her at a couple inches distance, she
pressed herself into the niche, tensed up and held her breath. She
wanted to avoid conflict at this stage,but would not hesitate either if un-
avoidable. Of course she had weighed her options. Run, hide and wait
anothercycle? Not enoughtime. Standoff? Not preparedo handleseveratar-
getsat once. Abort mission? As goodasslitting my throatNright here,right
now.

His shadow went ahead as he approached, step by step, slowly but
steadily.

He came into sight, went by for a little and then, to her dismay,
stopped.

WhatO&edoing? Did | doanythingwrong? Did hespotmeafterall? Did |
give myselfaway?JaneOsantic mind rattled. Shedid not dare breathe as
she watched the guard.

For a moment the guard stood there in the middle of the passage,asif
he listened to something Janedid not hear, or asif he tried to remember
something that had just slipped his mind, before he finally and suddenly
raised his handsNJane got ready to jumpNto his face and sneezed
loudly, the echo wandering down the deserted passagesand bouncing
along the empty walls. He snuffled noisily ashe rubbed his hands clean
on his pants, cleared his throat and just took up his slow, swinging stroll
again.

Air swashed down JaneOthroat into her lungs as she relaxed and al-
lowed herself to breathe again, drinking in the oxygen newly available to
her.

She watched the guard disappear and waited for the sound of his
steps to die away before she left her hideout.

Well, that went perfectly. YouOdeally deserveo fail, shetold herself. She
hoped her target objective would be easierand faster convinced to com-
pliance than her schedule accounted for. If notE  she did not know
what to do yet. Aborting was not an option. Neither was failure. She
would have to improvise and do what the job took to get done, but the
hardest part was still to come asshe silently ran on, adrenaline pumping
through her veins and with a slight sheen of fresh sweat glistening on
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her skin when she reached the door to the data processing centre and
laboratories.

Now unlikely to encounter any chancepassers-by,shefound herselfin
adim hall, only illuminated by emergency escapelights near the ground
and distant fire escaperoute signs, but did not grant herself a pause be-
fore pushing on. Sheturned and looked around to orientate herself and
realign with her mental map, noticing the squeamish cleanliness of the
place and inhaled the acrid smell of cleaning agents potent enough to at-
tract the attention of UN Weapons Inspectors. With the few fake plants
standing around on the PVC floor this area had all the inviting and
charming character of a hospitalOsintensive care unit. And, personally,
she even preferred cemeteries to hospitals, preferred settled peace to
thinly veiled misery.

She quickly traversed the different floors, wary of anything unexpec-
ted, until shereachedthe glassdoor that marked her final waypoint, be-
hind which she found a large assembly space with vending machines
and sofas placed about the room.

Clever,she thought, aware of the hidden security devices, before she
took the specially prepared, electronic visor out of her thigh pocket and
put it to use. The sight was constricted, and with atap on one of the but-
tons her view changed colors, become darker, brighter, Dblurry,
sharpNone after the otherNuntil it went back to normal again, just with
one exception: She now saw laser lines moving and fluctuating
throughout the room, the dense mesh of light otherwise well hidden by
the casual atmosphere of the surroundings.

Sheobserved the light show until she felt she could discern a pattern
in the way the single emitters were activated and moved, while she
tightened and closed her clothing, secured her equipment, and then got
into the position of a sprinter waiting for the gun to start the race. If
thereOd been at least some Pink Floyd to accompany the show.

Watching the lights she let one cycle pass, another cycle, and then
sparked into motion. Ducking and weaving like an Aikido master she
went over, between and beneath the dancing lasers like he would have
went among swords. Shedanced her way in a wild mix of circus acro-
batics, Capoeira and Limbo danceNand nearly got swiped by one
sweeping laser she had miscalculated due to her perspective, but caught
herself just in time and whirled through the remaining laser field in a
furious ballet to arrive on the other side, closing her performance in a
kneel from her final back flip, with a blank mind, panting, and with her
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heart thumping heavily in her chest, pulsing her blood in a wild rush
through her veins and sweat onto her skin. It had been elating.

With a swift movement she rose from her position and took another
look around, spotting the door she had to enter next, being close to her
destination, and put her ear to it and listened closely. There was a dis-
tant noise of what shethought to bea TV setor radio broadcasting some
talk show. The guard had to be behind the door.

Sheopened it and stepped with all the authority she could muster into
the room, which was just like her mission briefing had described it:
Square, about ten yards to each side, one big heavy set door at the op-
posite end and a security desk in-between. Perfect.

The guard sat there, his fat legs up on the desk, a bag of chips resting
on his sizeable belly, the chair tilted back and watching TV and laughing
stupidly to himself as she came into room like Artemis herself, a code
name she would have much preferred.

Surprised by the sudden rush and somebody entering his domain the
guard uttered a short OWhattheE ?QOas he barely managed to keep his
balance, more falling to his feet like a hefty tomcat than standing up, the
bag of chips flying aside. When he went around the desk and saw that
some unknown woman had entered the room he instantly relaxed a tad.
Just a woman.

OYouare not supposed to be here,Ohe furrowed his brow with atinge
of confusion and reached for his gun.

OYesyes, thatOscorrect,0Janereplied with a smile that did not reach
her eyes,at all, and then widened into a grin that would have sent small
game running for the woods. OAreyou able to open the door to the serv-
er room?Oshe asked the security guard that had made his way around
the desk. Her file had not been clear on that. It would save her some
time if he could.

With regained composure after the surprise, a smirk had worked its
way into the guardOsface as he replied, OHeh,who knows? | still donOt
know who you are and there is no server room accessplanned on my
schedule and your clothing doesnOmake you look like you have an ap-
pointment either, so whatOs DaddyOs il girl doin® here?0

DaddyOs little girl?

She indignantly raised an eyebrow. As she saw it she had indeed
taken some traits from her father, just not those most people would have
expected. Cruelty, unscrupulousness and manipulative calculation
would be those she traced back to the male side of her genetic makeup,
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and she would not exactly have called that two-faced bastard OfatherO
either. She found OdonorO much more appropriate.

The guard approached her with raised gun, Olthink |Ollhave to ask
you to stay here until the security forces arrive and take you in.O

As he stepped into her range, attempting to secure her, she quickly
brought her right leg up and kicked him straight in his stomach, to meet
his descending chin with her knee in a shattering collision as he
buckled. He lost control of his legs, gun and bladder alike. While the
guard fell stiffly to the ground like a lopped tree and took his time to re-
gain consciousness,Janetook out the silenced FN-57 from her hidden
side holster and held the small, elegant gun out of the guardOssight, who
propped himself up on his elbows, fear and confusion fighting for con-
trol over his face.

OlOltepeat my question again: Are you able to open the door?0Jane
asked.

The guard began stammering as he tried to snail his way away from
her, OYou know, | really canOt, my boss would, you have no-O

While he went on, Jane pulled the gun in front, brought the laser
pointer up to his right shin and quickly squeezedthe trigger twice. The
shots needled the air and with crunching and splattering tore at the leg,
ripping it open before the pain kicked in and the guard started scream-
ing and clutched at it.

Empathically unaffected, Jane stepped over the guard and drew the
laser point onto the manOdorehead before she explained, Olreally donOt
have time for that. Although my phraseology was exact and unmistak-
able, | will repeat my question. Justthis once more. Are. You. Able.
To. Open. The. Door?0

Shehad drawn out the last words and stressedevery single one while
she looked at the guard, who was on the edge of crying, with snot and
saliva running from his face during his reply. OYes! | can open the
door. Please, just donOtkill meO he pressed out under sobs, caught
between repulsion and the need to keep looking at his leg, lest it might
suddenly disappear or rot away. Ol-,| just have to put my hand on the
pad and look into the retinal scanner.O

OThengo ahead and do so. And donOteven think about raising an
alarm, unless you donOtvalue your life. Get moving,O she snapped at
him and walked towards the door, her leather-clad body moving away
in seductive swings. The man slowly made his way following her and
supported himself on the handles of the computer pad and retinal
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scanner,where he threw quick, unsure glancesat Janeas he raised him-
self to a stand, fearing that she still might shoot him any second anyway.

With his hand on the computer pad and his head fixed in the scanner
he activated the entry process,the system producing an approving beep
immediately before the heavy door in front of them slid open and air
was blown out in a wave of decompression. The guard removed himself
from the apparatus and leant sideways against the wall, talking to Jane
with pleading eyes, OThere,l did what you wanted. The door is open.
There is no need for you to-O

OLetyou live any longer? Absolutely. Glad we cameto some mutual
agreement at last,Oshe ended the speechas she put two bullets into his
head. The guard sacked into a lifeless heap onto the floor, eyes still
open, but as broken and unmoving as those of a wooden puppet.

DaddyOs little girl, eh?

She put the gun away and stepped into the server room, which was
like entering a computer itself. It was without any illumination except
for LEDs and displays giving off synthetic, colored light in strong blues
and reds with constant clicking of hard drives and the hiss of many fans
in harmonic unison filling the room.

At the main terminal she immediately started analyzing the security
interface, recalling the file handles she had to retrieve and was relieved
to find acritical weaknessthat would allow her to enter the system faster
than previously planned. The downside was that it would destabilize it
enough to make it crash shortly thereafter, so even if she had planned
one, no silent retreat would be possible. And her escapewindow might
shorten. A risk she had to take.

She plugged her PDA into one of the com ports and ran the exploit
software she had bought from a Korean hacker a few days earlier, bust-
ing the systemOssecurity open and leaving it vulnerable to her access.
50,000 dollars.Well spent.

Her fingers flew over the keyboard and the screen reflected on her
eyes, overcast her whole face with blue light as she worked the node,
scanned files, read synopses, quickly checked contents, ran search
routines. A few minutes in, she found the files she had come for and
started the copying process, but with them being larger than expected,
the data trickled through the line just like its on-screenrepresentation of
sand running through an hour glass:Perpetually too slow. Janestared in
trance at the progress bar, when her PDA abruptly switched windows
and brought up a warning prompt. The software bug her organization
had installed in backdoors of several government systemshad picked up
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her target address in a mission briefing and messagedher PDA, which
meant her current location would be under investigation now and
people would arrive any moment, even though she was sure of not hav-
ing raised an alarm. Shit. Theguard. He must haveuseda duresscodeand
triggered a remotealarm, she realized and felt like shooting him twice
more.

Being in a basement that deep down, her connection home was un-
stable and she did not know when the call had exactly been made, and
so did not know how much time had passed since then. Security could
even already be on this floor, and every second made it more likely that
they were.

The data did not move any faster for it, but it was time to bail.
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Chapter

Gray looked through his window at the blinking airport, lit like an
overcompensating Christmas tree and deeply covered under athick coat
of snow, when the machine setits wheels onto the ground in a soft land-
ing. As he unbuckled Rue held him back and made him sit through the
general rush. They were last to leave and trailed a few meters behind,
when Rue urged Gray to slow down on the stairway and towards the
waiting cars near the hangar, widening the gap to their colleagues.
Keeping them in his sight, he quietly spoke, OListen,there is something
else. We didnOtwant to shout it from the roof tops, butE ,Ohe hesitated
and looked around, Oanotheragency has been shadowing us pretty close
recently. The NSA. Baysteadtold me that they tried to grab jurisdiction
for some of the other casesweOvebeen handed and they were very, very
eager to get this one.O

OWhy?0

OldonOtknow. Their usual struggle to put their claws onto everything
they can reach aside, they have beentrying to undercut us in an unset-
tling way in recent times from what Baystead tells me.O

The two men silently walked afew stepsthrough the night air, the lay-
ers of snow crunching beneath their feet and their breath turning into
heavy mist as Rue sorted words. He stopped halfway between the plane
and the cars and spoke on, OThechief and | think that there might be
some rogue elements in the NSA. Some of the recent actions have been
ratherE erratic, and there has been some focus on us as investigative
task force. We might be treading on thin ice with this and we donOt
know yet whoOspulling the strings on these occasions,but we have de-
cided to let some agents in on our suspicions.O

Gray still remained silent for a moment, letting the words sink in, be-
fore he spoke. It was a heavy accusation after all.

OAnNd others not. Do you think thereOsa rogue element among us?0
Gray deployed the moose, addressing the big, unaddressed issue.
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OMaybe. It seemssomebody is afraid of what we might uncover any-
time soon.O

Peachy.

OWeare likely to encounter NSA people any time, so stay on your
toes. You got me?ORue asked, fixing his eyesin an insistent stare at his
partner.

OYeah,@Bray said and threw a longing look at the cars. He wanted to
get out of the cold.

OThedata we are about to seein that facilityE We actually know very
well what is at risk hereE ,ORue trailed off. OBiological warfare re-
search. Killer germs, viral engineering, epidemic behavior. It should not
be here, itOsnot that much of a high-profile facility, but due to the high
processing load everywhere else itOsbeen redirected here out of neces-
sity. Keep an eye on the others. We canOt allow this to slip.O

OOf course.O

OGood,CRue concluded the conversation, OletOget moving then. Our
car is waiting.O

The building they reached after their drive lay in a warehouse district,
among run-down houseswith decaying paint and chipping clinker, the
exteriors as charming as public school toilet interiors. The whole area
was deserted exceptfor a handful of catsout for midnight snacks. A few
transporters and black Lincoln Town Cars, government property, were
parked outside at the road and their own car drove into the designated
warehouse, where even more cars were waiting asthe roll-down gate of
the two-storied building closed behind them.

Gray and Tom Rue exited the car, whereon Baystead, already expect-
ing them and standing in front of the group of agents, promptly resumed
his speech.

OWhile it sounds like a bad joke, the intruder is still at large. He ap-
pears on the cameraswhenever no one is close, then appears on another
one once the security force closesin. Yet he seemsto be unable to escape
the site, so weOlljoin the hunt to comb this louse out. Apply non-lethal
means if possible. The information could be vital!O his loud voice rang
through the empty warehouse, while the facility, completely under-
ground on several levels below them, waited.

When the agents grouped, Gray and Rue did not need words to team
up.

OYoustill wearing that vest?0ORue asked with obvious doubt about
GrayOsanity. OYoudonOtake an umbrella with you everywhere you go
either, donOt you?0
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Ol would if rain was leaden nine millimeter caliber. Weather isnOt
what it used to be, the old folks say,OGray replied and skipped the
provided Kevlar vests. He never left home without wearing his own, all
too aware of the risk of being shot anywhere and anytime. But having
the stakes and probabilities raisedNthe wrong wayNthe vest did not
make him feel much safer.

Baystead led the agentstowards large, sliding metal doors, which re-
vealed the polished steel insides of an elevator when they opened, large
enough to transport at least a football team with its trainers, cheerleaders
and water bringers all at once. Or just their monthly steroid allowance.

ONice ride. WhatOsbeneath it to match the scale? The Taj Mahal?O
Gray asked.

ONo,OBaysteadsaid. OThatwould be too small.OHe put an unlabeled
electronic card into athin slot on the elevatorOsontrol panel, and despite
there being only buttons for the two surface levels, the elevator started
smoothly moving downwards.

According to its display the elevator only went down one level on its
twenty-second travel and nobody talked as they were carried deeper
than anyone usually wished to go. Six feet under was up from their pos-
ition, which did not help the nervous anxiety of the two dozen agents at
all.

And through it all, the situation nagged at Gray. The intrusion had
already been going on for an hour when they had met at the office, and
now, a bit more than two hours later, the intruder was still at large. So-
methingOsvrong about all of this. This doesnOmnakesense he thought to
himself, alone with his doubts in the overcrowded steel probe that trans-
ported them deep into the earth.

Then, to the noise of turbines winding down, the elevator cameto a
sudden halt and the agentsspilled out of the cramped spaceinto the hall,
where they were greeted by the facilityOsdirector: A short, stocky man
by the name of Abbot, with receding gray hair, whose eyes nervously
wandered behind his glasses, the group of agents a long awaited sight.

OFinally, thank God. We just donOtknow what to do anymore. This is
all so awkward,O he said and shook BaysteadO$iand. OYou have been
updated on the situation | trust,O he asked as he dabbed sweat from his
forehead with a folded handkerchief. Some of the agents solemnly nod-
ded, while Baystead gave a OYesCas answer. OFine,fine, very well. |
will lead you to the stairs. You can then accessour other underground
levels from there. The administration and security offices are on this
floor, sothe technical personnel should stay here. The rest, pleasefollow
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me,Ohe said, chronically out of breath and looking haunted. The situ-
ation had been tugging at his nerves like otherwise only alphabetically
unsorted CD collections could. His quasi-autistic need for order went so
far asto even measure every Lego block of a new box for production ac-
curacy. He was quite anal, really.

Rue though was his usual centered self-confidence impersonated. The
time in the military had left its mark on him, not just making him appear
as firm as a rock, but making him seem like an outright Archimedean
fulcrum as he steamrolled through the floors alongside Gray.

Before becoming responsible for training deployments of mixed-force
units, Rue had been a pilot with the US Navy. His call sign: Splash. As
OSplashOne!Owas the brevity radio code for having shot down a plane,
one could have assumed that Rue was a crack pilot and had earned his
name by way of an excellent combat record that required him to re-
peatedly radio this, effectively making it his name. But, in truth, he was
probably the only Navy pilot to have written off four F-14 birds on
botched carrier landings and still gotten his license. While not the best
pilot at landing the damn things, he indeed had the nervesNand already
excellent connections back thenNto try again and againNin cold blood.
If anybody wanted to get it boiling though, he just needed to sing
OHighway to the Danger ZoneO.

When they reached the door to the staircase Abbot nervously cleaned
his glasseswith his shirt, the little of his remaining hair a mess from
nervous ruffling, before he said, OThis is it, here are the stairs.O

Someonein the control room must have heard them as a slight click
escapedthe door when it unlocked. Abbot put his glassesback on, his
gaze darting between all present agents who went into the staircase.

All of them had immediately gone downstairs to head for the lower
levels, but Gray noticed an upper dead end, only afew stepshigh, which
he checked. Stairs goingup. ManOsnspiration to give womenright of way.
It was empty.

They cleared four of the remaining five underground stories without a
hitch, but could not find anything suspicious and so entered the last level
with unease. The staircaseitself had shown no signs of unordinary use
and no clues were left whether it had beenused during the intrusion. So
far, they were out of their depths.

OWejust had movement on one of the camerason floor 06, so be care-
ful. It seemsour suspectis present there,Othe voice in their com link
warned them on their way through the staircase. Everybody had the
buildingOs layout well memorized by then and the agents quickly
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progressed on checking the floor until they only had a few rooms left.
For some reason, there had been no video appearancefor a while asthe
agents supposedly circled the intruder.

At last, and oddly enough, they reached the last room, having found
nobody elseon the floor. It had to be this one. All effort boiled down to
this, a door with a sign reading OServerRoom #230,and so they got in
position in front of the door, where GrayOsheart ran amuck, his breath-
ing shallow from tension. Everyone was ready and waited for the move.

Gray breathed in deeply.

And then banged the door open with a kick in a sudden explosion,
bringing the gun in front to open fire at any eventual threat.

And all he was rewarded with was a look into a broom closet. The
doorOssign must have been outdated, mislabeled or a prank by some of
the workers. This level was different from the others.

Gray could not believe it. It had beenthe last remaining room and the
person they were looking for was not there, so he gathered himself and
turned towards his colleagues,whose facesasked for instruction, finding
the resolution as unexpected and unsatisfying as Gray found it.

But just as Rue opened his mouth to say something, they heard
BaysteadOsirgent voice shout on the com link, OMovementon Level 04,
movement on Level 04! On several consecutive cameras. Looks like our
suspect is making a dash somewhere. Get there, NOW!!O

The agentssetinstantly into motion and ran towards the staircase,but
it dawned Gray what this was all aboutNand he did not like his suspi-
cion one bit.
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Chapter

As soon asthe final bytes had run through the connection, Janepulled
out her PDA and stowed her equipment while she made her way out of
the computer cave and started running the way back, sprinting between
corners and doors, not caring for any other alarm she could raise, throw-
ing open the door to the staircaseand taking huge leaps up the stairs to
enter the second floor up from her current one. The destination floor
looked nearly exactly like the one she had been on just a few steps ago
and she ran through the same labyrinth of corridors, following the well
memorized escape map by mindless instinct, much like a bird going
south. Her plan of escapewas a magicianOglan of ending a show: With
a loud bang.

Unofficial cadastral records had revealed her current floor to have an
immediate connection to old sewer systemsshe could useto get into old
metro tunnels and make her escapefrom there. On her way she re-
motely ignited the first C4 explosive packets she had previously planted
in the staircase,on her way down, and deep thunder rolled through the
air asthe explosives detonated, laying waste and destruction to their sur-
roundings and slowing anyone down that had planned to go their way.
If it did not kill them first.
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Chapter

As the agents exited into Level 04, Gray kept running up the stairs,
dragging Rue by the sleeve, and before Rue could protest, urged him,
OTrustme. They are not going to find anything. IOmbetting my monthOs
pay on it. Just come along.O

While their colleaguescleared Level 04 again, Gray and Rue burst into
the security office where the facilityOsdirector Abbot, Baystead and two
agents were currently present and monitoring the situation.

Olthink | know what this is and whatOshappening right now,0 Gray
said. OTheagents are not going to find anything IOmafraid. Are any of
the computers logged onto the security console?0 he asked.

Abbot pointed at one of the terminals, below several screensmounted
to cover a wall and Gray grabbed a chair in passing, sat down and in-
structed the nearesttechnician. OPullup connection logs, user accounts,
file permissions, started processesand the peripheral control programs.
Match them.O The technician did so, and some finger tap dancing later,
found GrayOs suspicion confirmed.

OThiswas a setup. A trap. Thereis no intruder at all. All we have are
tampered cameras,O he let everyone in the room know.

OSomebody hacked the system and manipulated the cameras into
showing the overlays of somebody running around here?OBaystead
asked.

OYes. There was a hidden processrunning and some of the logs have
beenaltered. The processwas coupled to the motion sensorsin this facil-
ity and would play pre-recorded overlays on those cameras in areas
where no movement, ergo no security force was present. Somebody
fooled us,O Gray said.

OHow could we have been SO STUPID?!Owas BaysteadOssobering
question and realization as he fell back into his chair. OGODDAMN!
And the only explanation making any sense is that this-O
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OWasa diversion,O Gray ended the sentence. OSomebodyset us up to
pull another stunt somewhere else, assuming they knew we would be
called. And as people usually try to stay off cameras,no one really ever
checks to see whether someone is intentionally appearingonthem.O

Baysteadlooked asif would have shot the culprit without atrial when
he spoke. Olndeed,it seemsthat way. And we will find the one respons-
ible. Oh yes, we will,O was his thin-lipped, galled promise. OCallevery-
one back and prepare the return trip. There is nothing left for us to do
here.O

ONothing at all,O Gray said. OExceptto wait for the news of what
happened somewhere we are not.O
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Chapter

Still running until she kicked open the door to the menOsest room,
Janeslapped an explosive packet on the wall left from the entry, ran and
jump-rolled out of the room as she blew it up, sprang to her feet again
and passedthrough the splinters and whirling smoke until she reached
the hole. After a quick peek to check her exit, she climbed through and
was gone, only the sound of her steps remaining and echoing through
the tunnels and growing weaker as she disappeared, the data going with
her.

Nobody alive in the facility had seen her.

The two eyes outside of it had.
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Chapter

When Janearrived after a short nightOsrest, Frater Araneus was in his
garden, tending his flowers in the dawning morning. The premises of
their Order were extensive and Frater Araneus had made his garden in a
glasshousein what had been the atrium of the main building. Careful
not to disturb him, although she was sure he had noticed her presence,
Janestepped up and took seatat one of the many benchesat the neatly
graveled paths. Even now, in the deepestof winters, this garden was an
oasis of light and color, warmth and calm. The old, brittle master of The
Brotherhood wore his usual rough, brown garb, the hood pulled deeply
over his face,and Janewatched him walk amongst his flowers. He care-
fully checkedsome petals in his hands here, watered and talked in a low
voice to them there, sometimes forcefully jerking out weeds that sur-
faced by the slightest bit and threatened to insult and disturb the geo-
metric order of his clean rows. His stepswere careful and considerate.
There was no rush and he gave eachflower as much time as he thought
it needed.

Janehad setdown with the bestintentions, but after watching for sev-
eral minutes her patience slowly wore thin.

Flowers,old man, flowers. Millions of themwhereveryou go. Eachof them
just oneamongmany. Enoughalready she thought. Shecrossedher arms
and brooded, staring into the ground in boredom and anger, distracted
enough to forget where shewas when she suddenly noticed Frater Aran-
eus standing in front of her. He did not say a word and just looked at
her, which felt worse to her than any telling-off could have in the way it
showed his disapproval. Inattentive, she had not noticed him and did
not know whether he had been standing secondsor minutes there. The
rosy color of shame crept over her face as she realized her failing and
quickly looked back at the ground, afraid to look up into Frater Aran-
eusOs eyes and only see disappointment.
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A painfully big, denselump constricted her throat from within as she
listened to him speak, OYouhave done better in the past, my child,Oin a
deceptively gentle voice. OBut | see you are aware of that.Look up.O

On command Janeraised her head and involuntarily tilted back asshe
saw him wear his mask again. Its polished white surface only had open-
ings for the eyesand a few tiny holes to let his speechescape. All the
high ranking members of the Order wore it and it still disturbed her with
its look between being made out of human bone and shaped in the
mould of countless creepy porcelain puppets that stared with envious,
dead eyes onto the world of the living.

OYouknow it is for areason,Che said, having seenher thoughts asshe
remembered when she had seenthe mask the first time, being intro-
duced to the Order.

OThismask is here to help us remember that the work we do is not for
our personal gain,Ohe had told her in one of the first meetings. OWedo
not serve as individuals, but as functions. We have a purpose and we
must not be distracted from this purpose by our personal wants and
needs. Therefore we all wear this mask, all look alike, all strive in unison
for the Great Work. The Order has powerful people in its midst, and to
help in bringing along the Great Work they have important, crucial roles
in society. We need them and we cannot compromise their identity and
lose their influence to the Order.O

A long time ago he had taken her in when she had beenlost, had made
her who she was when barely anything of her had been left, had taken
care of her then, when she had needed to be taken care of. His guidance
had given her a purpose, a meaning.

She was brought back from her reminiscence when Frater Araneus
spoke to her again. OEnough. Let us not dwell on this. And now walk
with me, my child.O

Janeknew better than to try the old manOspatience, so she got up and
followed him through the prismatic arrangement of eternal spring that
was his garden, in emerald greensand velvety reds with inklings of sun-
shine yellow. She matched his pace and waited for him to speak again.

OYouhave completed your latest mission,Ohe said after a while, leav-
ing the words hang in the air, confusingly marked neither for affirmation
nor confirmation.

OYesE O Jane tried, unsure of her expected role.

OGood,good. You know we do not take lightly to failure,O Araneus
said and cleared his throat. OAnd it had been proposed to you that you
could go back once you completed it.O
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Janedid not like the way the old man spoke about it. It was suspi-
cious. It sounded of something disappointing.

OYes.| was to be allowed back for good after having done my share.O

The old man slowly shook his head. OOh,child, we have never done
our share. Never. We thought we could send you back, but the circum-
stancesare most unusual and cannot be treated any other way than asa
sign.O

Theyarenot letting meback. Theywill keepmefrom returning to my broth-
ersand sisters. Again. | will haveto stay hereand do morein the nameof the
Great Work, she realized and tears welled up in her eyes. Her nearly
bridal walk turned into the slow, unwilling and dragging shuffle of
somebody going to be hanged.

Araneus continued, OBelieveme, child, | would have loved to seeyou
return to our retreat, and it hurts me aswell to have you do more work
and seeyou suffer for it. Alas, there is more to be done and it requires
your presenceand we can not heed your or mine discomfort. Neither of
us matters. All that matters is the Great Work.O

Oltwas promised!O Janeinsisted loudly and stopped walking. Olwas
to go back to the Fold!Oshe shouted, not wanting to understand why she
had to stay.

Araneus stopped in his walk and turned around towards Jane. His
voice was serious and did not allow any contradiction while he looked at
her through the immobile mask, OListento me. We have never beenthis
close. Our goal was never nearer. Your recent effort has yielded some
information we had beenlooking for and it changed the situation. Even
if you wanted to take this lightly and call what we do a game, it would
still be a serious game. A game that requires all our strength, all our wit,
all our effort. And it is a game that we cannot afford to lose.O

His voice had becomeintense, concentrated. ODonot concern yourself
with the reasonsfor the moment. Understanding will come later. But,
you know, you should be happy you can do HIS work, deliver HIS will.O

Janewas deaf to his words. They only spread slowly in her mind, like
water drops hitting wet sand. She could only think about not going
back.

Ol want to go back! | want to! You promised!O

OENOUGH!!Ohe thundered at her, shutting her up, fed up with child-
ish objections. OThisis not about you and this neither the place nor the
time to discuss what you want or do not want. We could very well re-
view your latest mission and there is a lot to be said about what you did
wrong, but | thought to let this slip in favor of all the good you have
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done,Ohe nearly shouted himself. OButyour constant objection now is
wearing my patience thin! You have another task and you will follow
through on it. Are we clear, Jane Doe?!O

His bright eyesburned at her asshe met his gaze. Shequickly lowered
her sight to the ground again and her voice trembled and betrayed her
lips, offering of a flustered and unconvincing OYesO.

As much as she loved and admired the old man, as much was shein
fear of him. Shecould not bring herself to go openly against him, but for
the first time she truly wished she could.

OGood. Very well. | am glad to hear this. | promise you will retreat
after you have done your part,Ohe said as he patted her head. ONow go
wait in my room.O

CPerventusdeiOshe gave the ritual good-bye without much conviction
and nodded, her eyes still stubbornly directed at the ground and her
cheeksaflush. Sheturned and left, leaving the old man standing alone in
the middle of his garden as he watched her go.

She would wait in his room.
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Chapter 1 O

OAgent Gray, good you could finally join us. Please sit down,O
Baystead said to Gray when he entered the meeting room.

The other agents had arrived earlier and their nights seemedto have
beenlesswretched than GrayOs.After the flight back he had struggled to
stay awake on his car trip home, after the director had dismissed them
for the night, and his sleep had been more like a dreamless coma than
real sleep. He felt terrible, old and tired. And he could not shake the
feeling that something was stirring, probabilities shifting. The world
seemed askew.

OAs you know, gentlemen, we have been led astray yesterday,O
BaysteadOsoice brought him back to the present. The air conditioning
hummed and filled the room with static when he paused. OWe have
beenon awild goosehunt, initiated by a fake emergency in Chicago. In
the meantime a more direct target has been hit here in DC.O

Gray shifted his weight in his seat. He had questions but did not want
to interrupt, especially as he expectedto get answers sooner or later, but
as usual the meeting was too slow for his taste. He preferred written re-
ports he could scanat his own pace, so he occupied himself with sipping
a bottle of water he took from the table.

OThesecond target, the real one, has also become victim to destruc-
tion. The site has been bombed, so our current information on what
happened is pretty thin,O Baystead continued and ignored any impatient
looks and hesitantly raised hands.

OThereObe time for questions later. The situation we are facing here
Is no less critical. The DC facility was a data hub, and we know what
had been stored there, but,O he stressedhis point, OwedonOtknow what
was taken.O

Gray observed Baystead and noticed how he had never seenhim not
look like Atlas, the world weighing down on his shoulders. Ever since
he knew Baystead, he had always been serious, solemn and distanced.
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OE and so we donOtknow yet which of theseit is. At best, the work-
ing schedules or administrative archives. At worst, and our current
fear,OBaystead hesitated asif afraid to summon its truth, Oitis an extens-
ive list of NSA and CIA operatives. Agents. Abroad and domestic.
Public, secret and undercover ones.O

Murmur rose. Some of the present agents had already participated in
foreign operations and the thought of being uncovered there chilled their
bones.

Murray and Walker,hadbeento Lebanon.Carsonhadbeerto North Korea.
WilliamsNkey role in Gulf War |, Gray remembered. Any of them knew
what terrifying consequencesuncovering could have and shivers ran
down their spines on small, icy feet.

Suddenly the previously restful room felt small, hot and uncomfort-
able. Somebody must have turned the air conditioning to 11, Suffocation

Oltake it you all know what this meansto our operations, to our na-
tional defenseand of course to our agents. The data has been encrypted
to our best knowledge, but with a strike as planned and orchestrated as
this, one could assume it has already been compromised. We donOt
really know how much time we have.O

OSowe have to get the data back,OGray chipped in, OorweOdhave a
lot of blood to account for.O

Baystead eyed Gray for a moment, then turned his head and spoke to
the group, his voice as stern as flint, OWehave to assumethe worst and
protect our people and avoid potential blowbacks. We have to act as
quickly as possible and get onto the traces and clues we have.O

Baystead gripped the armrests of his chair and squeezedthem tighter
during his speech,ivory knuckles shining through his age-worn skin. Ol
canOstressenough how important this is. Our own men, fighting, strug-
gling and working, are at stake. They could be captured, tortured or
killed. And the political fallout? It would make the cold war look like
sore silence after a minor squabble. By God, we canOgfford to lose this
one!O

When the meeting was over, Gray needed to get out of the sticky
room, but heard BaysteadOsoice say, OAgentGray, a word please!Gand
so stayed behind after the other agents had left.

Baystead seemedto have something he wanted sorted as he looked at
Gray and appeared to be sorry and lost for words. OLook,Gray, | know
you are tired. You just returned from Singapore, and while | am sure
everyone would appreciate your effort in this emergency, it would be no
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useto seeyou break under the stress,now would it?Ohe tried tentatively
and his watery-blue eyes did not leave Gray.

OAre you trying to send me home, Sir?0

OltOgust, you really donOtlook good. And | donOtmean anything in-
fantile like being a bit pale or not having eatenyour apple for the day.O
His words became urgent. OYou look wasted. Like you have been
beaten up and run over, just without any open wounds left.O

GrayOsanswer was an exercisein defiance. OlOnfine.O And | donOneed
parenting.

The sad truth was that Gray did not know what to do at home any-
way. He had forgotten along time ago. It had beenall idle distractions
sincethen sinceshehad disappeared.

Baystead tried anew. OStill, untii we have more information, there is
no specific need for you to be here. Why donOtyou go home and weOll
call you in aswe learn more and perhaps more men are required? Take
a break?0

OWhy donOtl just go home if the situation clears up? Another pair of
eyes and hands wonOt hurt.O

The room was all quiet except for the wall clockOsticking as Gray
thought he could see the activity behind BaysteadOs eyes.

OlOmot going home by myself. If you really want to send me home,
make it an order, file it. If not, excuseme for going to my desk now. |
have work to do,0 Gray said.

OThereis no easyway with you, is there, Gray?OBaystead sighed, but
still did not look away. OlIOnmnot going to send you home by order. If
you feel you must stay, then do what youOvegot to do. | wonOtkeep you
from it,O he sounded vaguely hurt and still looked concerned.

Gray had not wanted to slap a helping handNnot too strongly at
leastNbut he did not want to be pushed around like somelittle child that
needed patronization either. OlOltake the break if | should not feel up to
it,O he said.

Baysteadrocked his head, his face not telling whether he was satisfied
or not with the response. Olguess| should appreciate your dedication
and determination then. If there are any problems or issues,donOthesit-
ate to talk to me.O

Gray nodded before Baystead left the room.

The busy noise of the office outside their meeting place called Gray to
work, but he needed a break, a cold drink and fresh air first.

39



Chapter 1 1

Lisa felt a ripple in the net.

Something is wrong.

Shehad spent the last day and a half in front of her computer to come
to terms with what actually was wrong. People she knew had suddenly
dropped from the stage. People she interacted with nearly every day:
just goneNas if they had been plucked and there was not even as much
as a shadow where they should have been.

She had again spent her time connected with everyone, everywhere,
everything imaginable at her fingertips at any time, but something had
gone wrong and shedid not like it, becausethe Internet was not just her
home away from home, it was her home. A fine, educatedplacewhere
searchingfor OBarbieQdorse AdventureOcan yield a plethoraof interesting
results.

Yet whatever was happening, she disagreed with it. People did not
just disappear without explanation, and when they did, it was rarely a
comforting one.

But right now she needed sleep. Her tired body and mind ached for it,
her back hurt, her head pulsed like a gabber bassdrum while her fingers
were as stiff as a dead treeOsoots, but she knew she had to find them.
Especially Lynn.
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Chapter 1 2

It had become a late night again for Dr. Lynn Hamilton. Alone at
work and hunched over the statistics of her most recent test run, mid-
night had come and gone hours ago.

The results troubled her. The data did not add up and she could make
neither ones nor zeros of it.

OGreat,all the energy, all the CPU time, all the effort for nothing! Six
months of work wasted. Six months!Oshe groaned, letting her head fall
back.

| shouldhaveseenthat coming. | shouldhavedouble-checkettjple-checked,
evenquadruple-checkedverything. And then checkedagain! And then got
somebodelseto checkt! shethought, and then decided to have yet anoth-
er look at the data. Perhaps she was missing something, she hoped.

She put her blond hair in a tail so it would not entangle with her
glassesagain and leaned over the massesof printouts on her desk. With
a bit of effort she could have modeled a miniature of the Himalayas from
all the paper lying around her, she pondered for a second, caught
between simple wonder at the thought and daring herself, but then the
rational, hard working part of her brain got the better of her. While it
would certainly have beenfunNshe liked building thingsNit would not
have helped her out of her misery.

Again it was no use. After spending an hour concentrating on the res-
ults, hoping to find some clue to unravel what the data was telling her,
she decided give up for the moment.

An angry growl of her stomach reminded her that she had not eaten
dinner, not counting the gum she chewed on and occasionally swal-
lowed due to distraction, and that she had racked up enough extra hours
again to make her an honorary Japanese. Twice even. She decided to
save her data and then call it a day.

The laboratory was cold and deserted, and she shivered in the single
light cone of her desk lamp before she got up to check on one of the
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workstations, her stepsclicking and echoing through the room asher lab
coat swung along. It was a lonely and miserable room for anyone not
running on bits and logic operators as she did.

Watching her PC dump all her data and researchcontent onto the stor-
age, with still sometime left she decided to check up on one of the com-
puters that had burned out during one of the simulations. Thepowersup-
ply unit must havebeenveakanddiedduring the hoursof usein high demand.
She set a new one aside and gave the remaining hardware a thorough
look, relieved to see most of it intact, when suddenly the light around
her subtly shifted.

A shadow had fallen and changed while there could have been no
movement in the room.

| am not alone! Lynn realized. She spun around and saw a person
standing in front of her desk, a couple meters away. The lithe woman
was dressed in black and black hair framed her petite, white face asthe
woman stood there and smiled at Lynn. Lynn could not seethe wo-
manQOdace clearly, as a part of it was shadowed, but she saw the smile.
A smile a spider might wear while looking at its prey helplessly strug-
gling in its web, enjoying the show and thought of food. The smile a boy
would wear, going out to burn insects with a magnifier.

OWhoare you?! You are not supposed to be here,OLynn bellowed at
the strange woman, who cocked her head to the side, asif listening to an-
other, quiet voice.

OONosupposed to be here.OYes, yes, | have already heard that re-
cently,Oshe said and sounded like Snow WhiteOsstepmother: polite, but
unsettling on the high note.

Lynn knew this had to be about her research. Nothing else could
people want here. In the hopes of distracting the intruder she started her
way over to the far desk hiding the panic button and shouted, OThisis
certainly no playground here. | hope you can explain yourself MissE
IOm sorry, whatOs your name?And how the hell did you get in here?!O

ODoe. The name is JaneDoe. And you left the door open,OJanesaid
asif that explained anything, still smiling. Olwould not go there if | was
you,O she added in a saccharine voice.

OGowhere?OLynn asked, and no guilty teenage boy had ever faked
innocence as convincingly while hiding the stolen cookie behind his
back.

OTothe panic button, becausea) it doesnOworkNanymoreNand b)
you could incredibly easily have an accident among those computersE
So much electricity at open circuits.O
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Lynn stopped not-yet-dead in her track and Jane continued, OWhy
donOtyou just come over here, let me have a look at you and let us two
cuties have a little girl-talk?0 the woman invited Lynn with the sweet-
ness of rotting flesh.

| coulddispatcha distresscall throughthe computerE Lynn glanced at her
screenfrom afar and saw that her backup had been completed, immedi-
ately embarrassedthat she had cared about the backup at all. Always the
scientist. Somestrangeloony in your room and you think aboutyour data.
Clever. Darwin Award, here | come.

OWhy, certainly. IOmafraid thereOsonly tea and no wine though,0
Lynn said.

Janewatched her like a keeper would watch his strolling pet as Lynn
strutted over and took her seatand lost no time to rap at the keyboard,
hoping time would suffice.

ONo, really, | wouldnOt do that either. IOveheard of people having
broken their fingers on computer keyboards, especially those odd
OergonomicO ones,O Jane said.

Lynn had enough. She had never beenvery patient. Disciplined, yes.
Patient, no.

OWhatOsvith all the bullshit threats? And with standing there in the
shadows, grinning like the fucking Cheshire cat? Sowho are you and
what the fuck do you want?O

OStill as polite as ever, arenOt we?0

OAs ever?We? Do | know you? You know me?0

She could not place what little she saw of the womanOsface, but the
voice was vaguely familiar, although it seemedlike it camefrom a place
far away in time and space, hazy and vague.

Janestepped into the light of the desk lamp and LynnOseyeswidened
while her face chalked. OYou? What are you doing here? | thought you
wereE  What happenedE -O

OYes,me. Surprised?OJaneasked. Oltold you | keep my promises.
Now, tell me: Where is Epiphany?O

Shock and fright took hold as the room shrunk in on Lynn and she
suddenly felt like shewas wearing a scratchy sweater, sizestoo small, on
flushed, hot and irritated skin, the turtleneck choking her. Shedid not
expect anyone beside a handful of people to know about her work. And
that womanNshould have been none of them.

Ignoring the previous warning her hands sprung from under the desk
onto the keyboard, her fingers a blurred flash on the keys.
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OYou bitch!O Jane snarled. A knife flew out of her pocket into her
hand and she brought it down between LynnOsfingers, stabbing the key-
boardOs electronics in one flowing motion.

Barely controlled fury sharpened JaneOsoice. Oltold you NOT TO
DO THAT!O she shouted and the elegantly crafted dagger in her hand
glistened in its thirst for blood.

Thank God | madeit. Thank God| could at leastwarn them and hide the
data. | hopetheyunderstandthe messagd,ynn thought in relief. Shestared
in silent defiance at the menacein front of her. Help would not be there
in time and shewas not much of a fighter, so shefelt like there was noth-
ing left to do for her except maybe claw her way out of this any way pos-
sible. | have to distract her, make her lose her temper and make a mistake.

Olwill askyou just this once more. Give me Epiphany!O Janesaid and
demanded the project, LynnOs baby.

OYou werenOt askingThat was an imperative.O

Janeleant over the desk and brought her dagger, a waved, silvery ce-
remonial blade with intricate ornaments of glyphs, symbols and pat-
terns, slowly forward. Justasthe hand was above the keyboard, Lynn
ripped it off the table, crashed it into the hand holding the dagger and
then onto JaneOkead, who yelped in surprise and let go of the weapon.
It promptly flew away to the side and clattered onto the floor. Lynn
used the chance,jumped off her seat, lunged around the desk and tried
to dive through the gap towards the door, but Janecaught her at the hair
as she went by, and with a spinning throw sent her flying for the com-
puter racks, which she brought down in a screeching crash, computer
debris and sparks everywhere. Lynn blacked out for a second, but
forced herself to get up and managed to support herself with her arms.
Shegot onto all fours and retreated further into the unlit back of the lab,
her vision a blurry chaos as she crept away. The computer labOsback
area was like a small labyrinth and she looked frantically for a hiding
place or away to outmaneuver Jane. Blood ran from alarge gush on her
head, where she had collided with the rack and she was a quivering
mess of sweat and tears as she crawled along, occasionally throwing
nervous looks back.

Within seconds Janehad found her dagger again and it seemed like
she had all the time in the world as she approached the toppled com-
puter parts and the blinking walls of digital hardware. OYouare going
to give me Project Epiphany, whether you want to or not! You donOt
have a choice!O she shouted into the room.
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Lynn did not think of replying and giving away her position, and she
did not think that shewould have found an open ear for the fact that she
actually did not have the Epiphany data. Instead she looked for a
weapon. Any weapon. Her gaze went over monitors, frames, printers,
casesand other peripherals asshetried to keep her distance to Jane,but
she could not find anything. Aware that she was no match in a bare
fight, she had to make another escape attempt.

Lynn slid over to the single opened computer and connected the new
power supply unit, then took her metal hair slide and held it partly into
the power unit before sticking it in place with the gum she had been
chewing. When she spotted Janethrough all the racks and hardware
against the light, shelet go of the gum and immediately hurried her way
to the other side of the room, where she held her breath.

Twenty-One, Twenty-Two, Twenty-ThreeE the seconds slowly ticked
away, the woman in black, Jane,walking off in near distance like a crow
on stilts.

When LynnOscount had reached thirty-two aloud bang and explosion
blew through the room from where she had left the computer, followed
by the noise of immediate running towards her contraption. Lynn cata-
pulted up and ran for the door in a mad dash for escapeand threw her-
self at the door, expecting it to give way.

And was knocked back onto the floor asit did not open. Did not even
budge.

Locked.

Trapped.

Not wasting time shetwisted up to reach for the key card in her jacket
at the desk, but was too late.

Jane was already back, the key card slowly swinging in her raised
hand, her grin one of wolfish delight.

OYoudid not think | would be that stupid and let you escape? Of
course | locked the door. Silly girl,O she rebuked Lynn, who found her-
self cornered at the door. No help, no escape,no weapons. Between
fight or flight one option had been crossed out and Lynn knew that as
soon as Jane had gotten what she wanted, she would be dead meat.

OWe donOt have Epiphany yet,O Lynn tried the truth.

ORight. The files said differently, so donOtbe offended if | feel free to
think otherwise. Now give me the data.O

Instead of answering she leashed out with her arm to surprise Jane,
but was indeed no match. Her hand was easily caught, the arm twisted,
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the dagger brought to her throat. Janedragged Lynn to the screenand
forced her down in front of it.

OOk,now get me the data! The time for gamesis fucking over!OJane
hissed into her ear.

Oltold you | donOthave itt Nobody does!OLynn sobbed, broken down
and jumbled up. OLook at the data here!O

Olsee.Qlanesaid. Shepressedthe dagger tighter onto the throat and it
bit into the delicate alabaster skin. Enough to hurtNa lotNbut too little
to kill as blood ran.

Lynn screamed. And she did not stop screaming.

Not like this! | alreadygavemy life for my work. Not again, not for good!
Not like this'her mind looped.

But Jane did not care.

Eyes torn wide open, as if the eyelids were pulled apart with tongs,
and jerking side to side, her mascarasmearing off in her tears, Lynn did
not know what to do. Shedid not believe in getting out alive. But the
data was safe, which in turn meant that she did not believe in dying
without torture. LynnOdlast plan of escapewould not make her a favor-
ite with any self-help organization, but betrayal would be too costly.

With all her remaining force she pulled at JaneOsrm to wrestle the
knife away from her own throat, and when Janehad established equal
resistance, Lynn pulled the arm towards her throat in a reversal and
twisted her neck alongside the glittering edge, leaving a trail of crimson
in the bladeOsvake asit parted the white, delicate, yielding flesh. Within
secondsthere was not as much asawhistling coming from LynnOshroat
as it filled up with thick blood that spilled over into her lungs.

OFuck,Qlanesaid as she noticed what just had happened. She started
shaking and rattling the body she held, while shouting, OHey! Where is
the data! Listen to me! | swear, if you donOtgive me the data, IOmgoing
toE ,Obut her words fell on morbidly anacusic ears, unreachable but to
the toll of LynnOs bell.

Janelet go and the body toppled onto the desk, blood slowly and
weakly pumping from the cut and open mouth. It soiled the workplace,
drowned the paper, and ran onto the floor into a puddle. A real red sea.

Confused and unable to think, like a frightened dear suddenly woken
by a bang, Janemade her way to the door, where she paused and with
disbelief looked a last time at the limp body she left behind, involuntar-
ily shaking her head, the upper lip trembling and twitching.

And then slipped out of the room.
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Chapter 1 3

Lisa waited. She had reprogrammed her search agents to trace and
combine the latest bits of info on the people she missed online and hoped
there would be something that could help her.

She controlled and directed the different threads of software like a
puppeteer as she checked the results and adapted parameters where she
saw fit in the interwoven dance of the serving programs. There had to
be something somewhere, she was sure. Nothing really ever happened
anymore without some kind of effect on the net. At least a ripple.

She pulled her strings when an alarm went off. One of the search
agents had found an online ad, placed minutes ago on an auction site
that matched their communication protocols.

It must beLynn! Lisa thought. Shepulled up the link and read the ad
text: To be sold as IOm about to give up the sport.

LisaOsheart skipped a beat. Uncaring for the risks, she breached the
auction siteOssecurity like a ram through a Japanesepaper door. Not
very elegant, but she would clean up later.

The address she retrieved through her trace stumped her.

NSA? Again?

Parts of the NSA system were not beyond LisaOseach, but she would
not go there without good reason. Damn good reason. The risk was
rarely worth it, unlike now.

Shestarted her suite of security auditing tools and reassigned her soft-
ware agents to tasks useful for the work at hand: monitor traces, search
files, watch the traffic flow. LisaOsnind got into arhythm and pulsed as
adrenaline flooded her brain while her fingers sweet-talked the NSAOs
computer security within minutes to gain accessto the peripheral control
system. Cameras,heating, air conditioning, lights, doors and every other
electrically switchable circuit were all at her whim now. Sheknew the
interface from when she had programmed the system to raise the
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buildingOs temperature by a degree Celsius every thirty minutes as a
prank last April.

One of the pool address assignments matched the address Lisa got
earlier and gave her the roomOsaddress from which Lynn had posted.
Shetried to accessthe roomOscameras,but was rejected and an analysis
returned that they were turned off and any attempts to turn them on
again were futile. Damaged.Perhaps destroyedntentionally?

Trying again, a hardware list on the roomOsgnain computer yielded the
hoped result: There was a web cam attached as conference equipment.

Please, be alive!

Lisa turned the camera on and switched modes until a picture ap-
peared on her screen. A picture she would have wanted to live without.

The grip around her heart tightened painfully and later she would
hardly remember anything from the dark hour that befell her, after she
managed to look away from the screen.

The body did not move anymore. Lynn was dead.
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craer Lk

Frater Araneus shuffled through the bare, high-windowed stone halls
of the friary of the Order. Silver moonlight fell through the colored lead
glass of the windows and painted the floor in a maelstrom of bright,
primary hues telling the history of the Order to those that could read the
pictures.

His hunched figure was again clad in robes, smooth black ones this
time, as he hurried for the meeting chamber. The hood drawn over his
head only left shadows where his face would have been, and only the
wake and eager eyes shined through the darkness.

He wrapped his robes tighter around him, in the chilly air that surged
in from the outside through cracks and rips, and increased his pace
through the old building that breathed as parts of it creaked and
crunched, aged stones giving away the relative warmth of the day and
preparing for the night. The cool air smelled of snow and wet cedar, but
to Araneus it was the smell of change, which was all he could think
about at the moment.

He reachedthe tall bronze doors that led to the meeting chamber and
walked through the high arcs, made to remind everyone of his own
slightness.

Araneus pulled the white mask out of the depths of his sleevesand
put it on. The moonlight shone onto the smooth ivory surface, running
along in soft and pearly shimmers, with a single red dot at the top that
would designate him to his fellow brethren.

The heavy doors swung open and the path into the circular chamber
lay before him, with his brothers already waiting on their stone pedes-
tals, eachone of them in black robeswith white masks, only recognizable
by their own symbols. They were all sunk in thoughts and prayer while
they patiently awaited his arrival.
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Araneus took seat with confident steps, where he remained in silent
contemplation for a few minutes before he finally drew deep breath and
began to speak with loud and clear voice.

OBrothers! Be greeted at this late hour and difficult circumstances! Per
Ventus Dei!O

OPerVentus DeilOwas the solemn and united reply of the five voices
around him. They looked up and rested their eyes on Frater Araneus.
OPewentusDei. Only slightly lesshokeythan OMaythe Forcebewith youO. |
hopel cansoonstop spinning this nonsensegarn to trap theseimbeciles.How
can otherwiseso intelligent peopleactually be misleadby this mumbo-jumbo?
1tOs absurd.

OWeare here united in service to God. It is him we serve, his will we
do. Many before failed to go where we aim to go and our own fruitless
attempts are countless. But, we are at the brink of a new era! A new or-
der!O A deep gong sounded, triggered from his seat.

Araneus looked up, as if drawing inspiration and words from the
heavens. OAs| speak, steps are being taken to change this worldOsfu-
ture. As | speak, Epiphany is near.O

He assumedthey would hang onto his lips for every word now, even
though he knew that his speech, as charged with pathos and pompous
celebration as it was, would annoy them quickly. But he did not care.
To him, the occasionjustified this expense. OThisworld, this rotten, fail-
ing world will be delivered justice and order and this is why | have
summoned you here: To bring you messageof close success. Our guest
Is ancient and many sacrificeswere made along the way. Painful, yet ne-
cessary they were, but they bonded us and made us strong in our
purpose.O

He raised his voice as loud as he could without shouting.

OAnNd this, all, will come to a closein our days! The Great Work will
be done!O

Another gong and his speech was back to its soft self.

OYour contributions have been plentiful and significant. Your
trustNunequalled. It will not be forgotten and you will have your places
at the helm of the new order. So, brothers, bear with me and grant me
some more patience while the final steps are conducted and bring our
plight to a close.O

Araneus turned his face to the leftmost member and waited for a nod
of acknowledgement, which he then did with all of them.

The member sitting opposite to the right of Frater Araneus did not
nod. He started speaking. OWhy have there been no recent updates on
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activities until today?Osaid the impatient male voice. Distrust clung to
his speechlike poison ivy. OWehave been waiting for information and
are not allowed communication outside of this circle. Is this all you had
to report?0

Frater Araneus smiled, invisible to the others. Simius was the weakest
link of their chain asfar as Araneus was concerned. He held his position
through the power he inherited, not claimed on his own. The power of
money.

Araneus knew that Simius was not taking things all too seriously, be-
ing there more for the ritual and drama and dresses,like a mesmerized
kid, than for actual involvement. And he loved his vain self in black
garb. Araneus would not have been surprised should Simius scour the
obituaries for excuses to wear black.

He broke the silence.

OFrater Simius, with due respect | always address you according to
protocol. DonOt you think itOs impolite to deny me the same privilege?0

OYes Frater Superior,0 Simius remembered the protocol, drawing the
hierarchical lines of the Order again, reminded of his place like a dog
shaken by the neck.

OGood. As for the updates, | consider them to be necessary when
there is something worth being said. Our meetings involve risks, and
risks are losing gambles over time,O he began his lesson. OThereforel
say something when it needs saying, and stay silent when not. There-
fore, | summon you when you need to be summoned, and stay alone
when not. What use would there be to send you a messagetelling you
that nothing has happened, or summoning you to tell of stagnation? As
we are driven by events and needs, our communication is driven by
events and needs.O

His focus had shifted towards the whole hall during his words, his
voice celebrative again.

He loved to hear himself speak.

OYouhear everything when you need to hear it and will be told what
needstelling. We cannot work without trust, and hasthere beenany oc-
currence yet that would make you doubt me and my dedication?0

ONo, Frater Superior. In this case,pleasecontinue,OSimius said sheep-
ishly and nodded.

Good. Worksfor me,Araneus gloated quietly before he continued. OWe
have come upon information about Epiphany and that there had been
made more progress in the last three months than in all the thousands of
years before. If the data is indicative of the truth, then it is already
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created, but unused. And by GodOswill we came upon a chanceto re-
trieve it. | may have to summon you within the week to bring our mis-
sion to its deserved end. Until then | require your most important assist-
ance now to ensure our successin these tumultuous times. The tedious
details will be given to you as usual.O

The wall-mounted candles flickered in the ever-present wind and
threw twitching shadows against the members of the inner circle, who
were weary and, oddly enough and against his expectation, somewhat
uninterested as he observed them from the security of his mask.

Are they catchingon to the fact that IOmleadingthemon? That Epiphany
isnOt exactly what they expected?

No other questions were raised and Araneus was unsure whether this
was due to disinterest or the other members not wanting to give away
their thoughts. He was wary of opposition and subversion, which could
endanger all his plans. Il at ease he felt like his grip on them had
weakened in recent weeks and seemedto melt away, leaving him little
time to use them.

OBrothersand friends,O he began his final speechand swung his arm
in an arc, including them all, Owe will adjourn this meeting now and
continue once Epiphany, and all the power that comeswith it, is ours. It
seemsthat our enemies are not completely aware yet of what they are
holding in their hands, so swift action is in order to protect our interests.
And again, | hope | can count on your assistance in these days.O

Some of the candles that lit the room had gone out by then and the
windy and gloomy chamber reverberated with the weight of his voice.

OWeare in the final days! We will triumph! All our labor and pain
will be rewarded and we are about to reap what we sowed. Per Ventus
Dei!O he chanted, quickening and growing more excited with every
word.

OPerVentus DeilOthe followers repeated and then, one by one left the
room.

Araneus embraced the feeling of solitude that overcame him. He
needed the Order and all the influence and power it could provide, and
he needed to control it. At times it had been fun to consummate the
rituals that came with it, important to instill a senseof wonder, mystery
and excitement in his flock with his own personal puppet theatre, his
sprinkling of fairy dust, which allowed him to remain in control. But by
now, it only annoyed him and he wished he could do without, letting the
whole charade fall wayside. He could not afford to yet though.
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Against the frost expanding its hold on the room and reaching out to-
wards him through the cold air that wrapped him like a wet blanket,
Araneus remained seated until the last candle went out. With the room
sunk in darkness, he hobbled out.
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Chapter 1 5

Gray walked out of the DepartmentOsbuilding and looked for his car,
racking his brain without much push. He had notorious trouble remem-
bering where he parked and his lack of sleep and the headachethat had
developed throughout the morning and now spiked his cerebral sponge
did not make things easier. On the lookout for his vehicle he wandered
the neighborhood and tried to ignore the feeling asif somebody had for-
gotten a pair of all-steel scissors in his frontal lobes.

He walked without a real aim beyond enjoying the stroll, most of his
motivation sapped away by work. Snow still lay around, the sun was vi-
brant and bright on the pastel blue sky and the air was refreshingly
clear. The world did not just look like the world, but like a Monet inter-
pretation of it after he had spent the whole morning organizing the in-
formation that had come in about the data robbery in DC and coordinat-
ing their efforts with other agencies, all in his stuffy workplace.

When the headache had become unbearable he had secured a permit
to take a second look at the crime sceneand get out of the office for a
while. He just wished he would find his car, and not for the first time
also wished he had bought something else than an unbearably generic
sedan. It had been the epitome of safe choicesand the most excitement
the car provided was the effort to remember where it was and what it ex-
actly looked like.

After trying to open two Lexus that turned out to not be his own, he
decided to use the metro and, as he crossed a small, nearby park, saw a
clown entertaining a crowd of kids and their mothers with acrobatics
and magic tricks near one of the summer stages. Everybody loved him.

Gray hated him.

Gray hated every clown.

Yet, with suspicion, he observed the clown work ashe walked by. The
kids watching the clown were absolutely spellbound and stared at the
painted entertainer with excited eyes, clapping and screaming. The
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clown would do aflip or handstand here, juggle a bit there and pull all
kinds of objectsout of everybodyOsears and nosesto cheering OOooohsO
and OAaaaahsOGray failed to seethe fun in it. He even preferred dent-
Ists to clowns.

Unable to spot a cup demanding a mite he reasoned that the clown
either had an accomplice picking pockets or was there alone to pick up
bored single mothers.

Gray disapproved. Not for picking pockets or pulling bored women,
but for still being a clown.

He really hated them. Nobody trying to be funny all the time and re-
gardless of the circumstances could be sane. To him, forced evergrins
were creepy things of mental asylums, Lynch movies and the Home
Shopping Network. Open pervs were at least honest. But it was those
moronic, always smiling people that snapped at some point and cut a
kidnapped victimOsheart out. With a spoon. A dull one. Sick people,
theseclowns. Just as suspiciousas peoplethat havethousandsof pictures of
clothed females in non-sexual poses on their hard drive.

Gray sped up and as he got by the clown could have sworn the clown
had stared him right in the eye, as if he had recognized Gray or had
something to tell him.

Uneasy, Gray looked the other direction and quickly walked by, to-
wards the station while trying to think of something he could have the
clown arrested for, just out of spite, but then dropped the thought when
further away.

At the metro station, he swooped down the stairs instead of the escal-
ator in a heraclean choice and saw a few teenagersscattered on the plat-
form. They chatted busily and excitedly shared tales of lectures and new
professors, enthusiastic about their studies while they laughed and
goofed around with each other and generally had a good time.

It was easy to spot the recent start of a new term. Usually students
would walk or sit around with their textbooks held in away that nobody
could help but read the title and draw the conclusion about the wielder
of the mighty tome being a student. College freshmen were nothing if
not vain.

Gray himself had adorned his car with a bumper sticker reading
OLawyers donOtsue people. People sue people.Owhen he had taken up
his studies, thinking it to be the epitome of wittiness that it was not.

But to seethose college students now put Gray in a mixed, twisted
state of mind. It reminded him of the lethargy and apathy he had made
his own over the last ten years, his life a series of missed chances. The
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contrast between lost, misspent years and having once been happy split
his insides.

Sarah he thought in his morose mood, kicking small pebbles that lay
around onto the track, where are you?

The thought faded without answer. As usual.

A bit more than ten years ago life had seemedgreat to Gray, just like it
did to those students. He had still been studying law at the time,
twenty-two yearsold. He had not found his studies to be very entertain-
ing or inspiring, but with solid job prospects and he had known how
privileged he had been to study at all.

While partying had been a higher priority than working at the time,
being able to provide for himself and a future family he wanted to have
had been important to him, even when other people ridiculed him for
what they considered boring. All he had wanted had beena happy fam-
ily with their own nice spot to live in. A woman that loved him, chubby
happy little kids, their own house with a garden. Perhaps one or two
dogs. Nice neighbors would have been welcome bonuses.

He had wanted nothing extravagant. Just his own little bit of simple
happiness. His own absolute reference point.

Everything that had not seemedcolorful or exciting about his life had
been more than offset by Sarah. Sarah had been two years older than
Gray and doing her PhD in Applied Mathematics at the time. They had
met at a university party and a drunken Gray had tried to impress her
with clever jokes, but had rather beennoticed for his lack of senseof bal-
anceand dignity and a tongue that had stumbled worse than an intoxic-
ated Peter Sellers. For some weird reason, which he had never com-
pletely understood since the morning after, she had still liked him.

Afterwards they had been inseparable. Gray had loved everything
about her. The delicate face with night sky eyes,the raging seaof blond
hair, the daring smile with twinkling eyeswhen she challenged him to
do something stupid (OQuit stalling!O), her irritation at problems she
could not immediately solve, her flaring impatience and her ability to let
go of everything and never be ashamed for who she was, living her life
the way other people danced when unwatched. He even remembered
the most trivial bits about her, like the way she had her coffee, with tons
of sugar and cream, and as if it was a treasure.

Gray had never tired of looking at her. None of his own needswould
have ever turned him away from her and he had loved waking up next
to her and just spend his time watching her. Shedrew him in and he had
never been able to completely fathom her, never completely reach at her
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essence. He had been smitten and hopelessly sold, and nothing would
have kept him from marrying her. She was everything he wanted.

And then, suddenly, she had been gone.

Without a hint, without a trace. It had been the summer nine years
ago, when Sarahhad applied for a new researchproject and gushed over
it in a never ending stream of words Gray had not really understood or
remembered, but Sarah had told him it was a revolutionary field. To
Gray it just had been math.

A few weeks later, they had planned dinner, she had not turned up.
Calling her got no reply. Nobody had seenher and nobody had known
where she had gone. Neither her parents nor her sister had heard from
her and their other friends had not known anything either. Days had
passed and the police had not found anything. Days had turned to
weeks and the police had stopped looking.

Weeks had turned to months and life for everyone else had gone back
to normal for all intents and purposes.

For Gray, months had turned to years and he was still aslost ashe had
been on the evening Sarah had not turned up, still unable to pickup the
pieces. It did not make much sense to Gray. Nothing did.

Even when he managed to distract himself with work, there was never
a moment he was not aware of the gap.

What happened to you”And what happened to me?

He still caught himself seeing her face everywhere. In snow drifts, in
moving shadows, in whirling leaves. Everywhere his imagination could
complete a picture it did sowith her face. Gray did not know whether it
was knowledge or denial, but it had never felt to him asif shewas dead.
She was gone, but he could not help but believe that she was
aliveNsomewhere. Hope dies last, they say. His did not at all. He
would have been ready for a deal with the devil. For sale:One soul.
Pristine condition. Extendedwarranty. Not refundable. When it came to
time without her versus time with her, he would have traded days for
hours, years for months. He had always missed her every time he had
said good-bye for any reason. Thinking about her he still felt homesick.

With a rush of air, blowing away bits of snow and ruffling everyoneOs
hair and clothing, the train rode in and cameto a screeching halt when
the steel brakes forcefully embraced the rusty wheels. A swell of people
exited before Gray was sucked into the train and into the present again
with the surge of people looking to scorea seat,which was nothing Gray
cared about, pushing and rumbling and forcing their way. He liked
standing, being in motion, not sitting down.
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The inner of the cabin was worn and dirty. OIld newspapers lay
around and filth and dust had been pressedinto every angle, corner and
crevice by time and baked by the sun. The once-red seatswere rubbed
off and had bleached spots on their fake-leather covering with cuts
spread among them. Metal parts that once had been polished were
scratched and matte, only giving grotesquely distorted and hacked mir-
ror images off their surface. The floor was ominously stained with
colored footprints all over and Gray could only guess which kind of
body fluids had found their way onto it during the time of its life.

The train seemed beyond hope and redemption. It looked like a
rolling dump, unfairly kept alive while it should have been allowed to
die in peace.

But perhapsthereis no dignity in death,the great equalizer he thought.
Perhaps giving up is always the uglier choice.

Gray hung on to a handle and tried to decipher the headlines on the
newspapers lying around from a distance to passthe time, and going by
the collection available he would not have been surprised to find one
where the moon landing was still breaking news.

There was just the usual: lllion, an online service that had risen to in-
ternet stardom recently, had acquired new mobile mainframes and
bought lots of dark fiberNfiber optic lines that had beeninstalled in bulk
during the dot-com bubble but were unusedNwhile laying their own
transpacific cables. Now they announced the roll-out of even more
products that allowed usersto handle all their business and administra-
tion online through lllion services, making traditional offline software
vendors and the entrenched industry giants nervous and possibly obsol-
ete in the midterm future. They had become a major global player in
months and the stock market net worth made the second sector look like
childOsplay. The two founders alone had become worth more than one
hundred billion dollars together in the last three years, and one of them
was supposed to speak at an upcoming net neutrality conferencein DC.
Their site was used more than a billion times eachday with each of the
searchesbringing in money through advertising. And now they had
mail applications, instant messaging, a video archive, news aggregation.

They were just short of becoming the Internet. Their technical and fin-
ancial progress was mind boggling, especially considering their main
maxim: ODono evilO. Sounded like a joke to Gray, seeing as how power
was usually amassed. He was not sure anyone could ever hope to attain
wealth without stepping on a few toes and dropping unwilling bodies
into willing waters.
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There were news about even more damage on the 1-95 and traffic be-
ing occasionally routed through one lane and advice to use other routes
if possible, the weather bringing in more cold, snow and storm over the
next days and an editorial about how diplomatic relations with France
and Germany seemedto have beenrectified over time again after recent
controversy about foreign relations.

When Gray had enough of the news, he relaxed his eyes and eaves-
dropped on the students on the seatsnext to him, by proxy taking part in
what passed as normal life. While he was only a few years older than
the students, he felt at leasttwo generations apart, a life reality shifted by
rather a few degrees than mere years.

With recognizing awe he listened to them talk about their law studies
and happily discusswhat they wanted to do in their future life, after fin-
ishing their studies. Gray perked up. He knew that phase all too well.
The dreams. The elaborate castles of air so thin it danced with the stars.

Both students involved looked not exactly like frat boys, with the
shorter one of the two, a chubby-faced kid with round, brown eyesand a
pig nose,laying out his grand visions of becoming a luminary on crimin-
al law, the Friedman of penology, and he looked to be very fond of his
plans and his abilities.

The other student seemednot adequately interested in the megaloma-
niacal visions of his fellow. The lanky and unhealthy looking adolescent,
poster child of everybody that had grown too much too soon and
without proper food, spent most of his time gazing with a dead look in
his glassy eyesthrough the smearedwindow onto the by-rushing blocks
and houses. Utterly boring, yet fascinating enough to escapethe talk
headlong.

Gray looked up from the scenewhen a scruffy passengerannounced
his coming with loud snuffling and coughing. The man must have been
over seventy years old and only little stray and greasy hair was left on
his tainted scalp and overshadowed his marked, deeply wrinkled, leath-
ery face. His ragged grey clothing, littered with stains and spots, hung
loosely on him, like on a scarecrow, for which he would have been a
perfect stand-in.

The worst was the smell though: a cross between well-aged urine and
the cheapest possible industry alcohol. The smell of Budweiser.

The chubby kid was still talking about law when the homeless person
staggered between handles, much like an ape would have swung from
tree to tree, leaned into their space with an overly happy smile and

59



raised his hand to point a nicotine-stained, yellow-spotted finger at the
kidNwithout saying a word first.

But he had advice to dispense. With a croaky voice that did not seem
to be used much he said, OStudy tenant law! Made me come a long
way!O to the kid and cackled maniacally as he turned around and
staggered on. The kidOsface turned lime-white and he did not have
more to say on the topic of his grand future.

Like a deer caught in headlights Gray was caught between laughter
and embarrassment. He thought of his own comfortable life, where any
complaining was high classmoaning, and suddenly paying taxesand be-
ing boring did not seem as bad anymore.

The students did not exchangeany more words for the rest of the way,
but the boy that had previously gazed out of the window the whole time
now had a hardly hidden smirk on his face.

Justlike high school. Companiongather by circumstanceand necessitythan
affection.

Gray still remembered his own experience and disappointment of
switching to college. High School had been a grueling gauntlet of bore-
dom and alienation and he had been looking forward to college for
years, until, oncethere, it had dawned him that the other students had to
come from somewhere: High Schools. Sameshit, different place. Work
beat school for him any day of the week.

The only thing he missed from that time were the days with Sarah. He
had met her during that time. And lost her during the same.

Gray asked himself often if the time with Sarah,and knowing her, had
been worth the loss of her. Time and time again he had asked himself
the samequestion, and time and time again he had a single reply, yet she
had left such a gap that the question returned over and over, in disbelief
of the answer. At times he felt pathetic that he did not manage to move
on, but not knowing how she had left, whereto she had gone and what
had happened to her did not leave him any rest.

Looking through the windows onto the snow-covered trees and the
whitened buildings and landscape as the train slowed down to enter an
underground section, he felt misplaced and his thoughts were caught in
circles of loss and regret asthe train rode on and yanked him away from
daylight.
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Chapter 1 6

The facility looked exactly like the one in Chicago, and was as much
hidden in sightNbeing located in an openly accessible industrial
areaNand had been built on the thought that nobody would expect it
there. Stepping through the elevator doors Gray wondered how many
doors there were in everyday life everyone just walked by, assuming
them to have a proper purpose, but in reality this being a very special
purpose, hiding a secretto all but a selectfew. Privileged entries, doors
to service areas, supposed basement staircases, all leading into some
mysterious worlds.

When the elevator door opened and Gray entered the hall he was
greeted by an already waiting assistant,introducing himself asMr. Kem-
per, to lead him around. The interior looked similar enough to the Ch-
icago one to ponder whether they even had the same crappy art deco
paintings hanging around and the same plastic plants filling corners.

The assistant,a middle age man whose cheap suit was a size too big in
some regions and a size too small in others, making him look like a trav-
eling salesman beyond his best years, a round man forcefully fit into a
square suit, led him to a staircase which had dust and debris every-
where. Only the largest piecesand lumps had beenremoved and Kem-
per explained the situation.

OThe security system caught nothing yesterday night and even the
camerashad no recordings. As if a ghost struck. And here, in the stair-
case,three men were injured, one of them heavily, when the bombs went
off while our security team rushed through. It was a damn trap.O

While Kemper led him on, Gray only listened with half an ear and
tried to imagine how the run had gone down. With his fingers running
over the walls and the dents and cravesin the structure he let his mind
work, retreating with the conscious part to give his intuition room to
unfold.
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OC4,Ohe assistant told him and pointed at the holes in the walls.
OHighly powerful, even in small masses. Ripped the walls to shreds.
But we donOtreally care about the walls, you know? The server room
got it as well. Went completely down.O

Olheard about that. All hardware, all data, gone. Costsin the millions
and a few black holes in our information archive. Well, not really black
holes, but more like blind spots. We know something is missing, but not
exactly what.O

OYeah,dKemper said darkly. OAnd | am one of those that has to take
responsibility. Even the laser rig has been tricked! And we donOtknow
how, except for possibly jumping between the beams like a drugged
monkey.O

In the anteroom of the server cave the dead body of the killed security
guard had beentaken away and the blood removed, but Gray had seen
the original photos of the scene.

OWeassume she walked in here and shot the guard non-lethally first
to make him comply,O Kemper explained. OHethen proceeded to open
the door and was subsequently shot and killed by the intruder, who-O

OShe?Her demands?0

The assistant was irritated. OHis! Her! Whatever! We donOtknow
either way, so | just switch them around. Feminists should get the full
deal. What does it matter?!O

OO0h,GGray said and looked at KemperOsame tag again to remember
the name as they entered the server room.

It was a complete mess. Broken parts of computer hardware mingled
with dust and piecesof the walls and floors. What little artificial lighting
had been in the room was completely destroyed and only through the
door fell some light into it. It was like somebody had taken a complex
technical drawing, hard to understand as is, and completely ripped it
apart into a million piece puzzle. No chance of reconstruction.

Gray walked around among the ruins and took close looks at
everything anyway, but there was nothing he could do, so he considered
it time to check the escapesite, where another detonation had opened
the way into the sewers and made the getaway possible.

The restrooms were also nearly gone and replaced with rubble, and a
huge hole gaped in one of the outside walls with only darkness to be
seen behind it.

OWhere do those tunnels lead t0?0 Gray asked and put his head
through the hole and into the tunnel, making his voice echo along and
disappear in the dark.
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OWedonOtknow beyond the near vicinity. Much of our sewer ways
are unmapped. Well, they probably were mapped at one time, but there
is nothing left except for the nearest area.O

Olsee. What about the subway? It canObe too far off. Any connection
to it from here?0O Gray asked.

OWedonOtknow for sure. Could be, but nobody went looking yet. It
was considered a waste of time to get lost in this labyrinth without much
of a perspective to find anything of value.O

Gray went back inside and after some looking around found a flash-
light among the tools workers had left there. He flicked it on to checkits
working order.

Olhope you donOtmind me borrowing this. | want to take a look on
my own,O he said.

Ol hope you donOtexpect me to come with you!O Kemper raised his
hands in quick protest, uncomfortable with the idea.

Gray grinned at him. ONo,in fact, | do not. DonOtwait with dinner,
this could take a while.O Without waiting for an answer he ducked out
of the room and walked into the dark.

The flashlight only provided little illumination and Gray found him-
self weaving it back and forth to paint the beam in quick strokes to see
slivers of his surroundings. The smell, barely noticeable before, was hor-
rid and the air stale and even tastedfoul on the back of his tongue.

Unable to find anything of interest near the vicinity of the building
Gray moved increasingly further away from it. But still without success
after two hours worth of searching, he turned back.

Halfway there, he suddenly felt movement at his back and thought he
had heard faint steps. With held breath he shot up and lighted the whole
place. His eyesflicked back and forth, trying to find anything that had
not been there moments ago, but all he saw were still rusty and leaky
pipes, smudgy metal walks and slowly and thickly rolling sewagerede-
fining the bounds of viscosity.

Maybe he was paranoid, he thought, but that came with the job. And
asthe old joke wentNas stale and tiresome asthe air around himNbeing
paranoid did not mean they were not after one. He continued his invest-
igation when he suddenly had the same startling sensation, but this time
was sure that he had heard steps. Goosebumps waved over his skin as
he spun around and, this time, was lucky.

In the shaky spotlight he saw the swinging rest of an anthracite coat
disappear behind a corner only few feet away.
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Aware that he had no weapon along Gray sprinted off. | could have
beenhit, injured or killed a lot earlierwithout anybodyforgoingprior chanceso
do so.WhoeverOs running away, isnOt trying to harm me.

GrayOsheavy steps clunked on the metal floor on his run and as he
turned the corner himself he saw a moving shadow turn right at the next
corner, which he went for with aracing heart and lungs under full load,
recycling sour air that would leave an aftertaste on anyoneOgongue for
weeks.

Gray clipped a pipe and lost the light, but could now definitely hear
steps from the person getting away from him and managed to keep up
by following the sound and heard himself getting closer as the other
steps grew louder. His muscles tensed up and the rhythm of his steps,
hitting the floor hard, sped up and turned corner after corner, homing in
on the sound, getting ever nearer to its source, when it suddenly ceased.

Gray stopped and listened with raging breath short of hyperventila-
tion and heavy and exhausted legs. He tried to calm himself and forced
his breath to slow, unwilling to let whoever it was get away. It might be
the only chance of a trace to retrieve the lost file on the agents. There
was too much at stake.

Gray stood and waited, knowing that the pursued could not have dis-
appeared, playing the waiting game with whoever waited for Gray to
give up and go away.

Everything had gone quiet and when Gray had cooled down enough,
he heard the sounds native to the environment. Water dropped off the
rusty pipes and valves. Everywhere noisesof water moving. It plodded
along beside him, a thick mess of waste, between brown and splotchy
grey, near-stopping at the speed of a walk to the gallows. The all-pre-
vailing moisture gathered on the dark slabs of stone around him and ran
down in small, thin streams. All around him dropping and dripping
and sloshing, running and streaming.

Doubt rose. Did | let him getaway? Sweat ran down his face and he
knew that a wrong decision would cost many dearly. But he also knew
that this doubt would be planned, waiting for him to leave.

Time passed slowly, or so it seemed. He had no watch on him and
had no idea how long he had been standing there. Seconds, minutes,
hoursNhe would have signed any claim.

It was horrible. It seemedthere was no right thing to do, only ques-
tionable choiceswith a fifty-fity chance. And he did not even have the
slightest clue how to get back. The tunnels were devoid of light and any
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distinguishing features and he had not remembered the way during the
chase.

He was stuck.

And he could not stand it any longer.

About to turn around and try find his way back there was a rush of
cloth and wind directly at his side, not a foot away. Gray could not be-
lieve it. Whoever it was had hidden so close all the time.

He stumbled aside from surprise and his hand reached out to grab the
bundle of dirt and torn clothing, but it was too late and the person
slipped off as Gray toppled on his back before springing up again, re-
fueled by the chancefor a catch. With eyesweakly adjusted to the slight
luminescence of the tunnel he ran after the huddled shape that was a
great deal slower than he was.

Gray caught up and tackled the figure down to the ground, where
they crashed onto the floor with loud banging, putting the metal frame
under stressand making it creak threateningly, seemingly ready to fail
and drag them down into the deep.

Whatever Gray had caught there, it smelled horrible. It smelled like a
twenty year old dog that had never been bathed and just recently got
wet. Gray managed to pin the scoundrel down by the shoulders and put
the arms into alock before he turned him over slowly, careful to not lose
his grasp on whoever groaned in pain and did not offer much resistance
beneath him. He felt a torch light hanging from the manOsbelt and ap-
prehended it, quickly switching it on.

Gray knew the man. He had just seenthat wrinkled, worn face,those
receding, yet long hairs just a short while ago. The old man wriggled be-
neath Gray and groaned in discomfort. What gave him away though
was the smell: Stale beer.

The man from the train!

Not that there were not quite a few people reeking of stale beer,
andNwith nothing but a mirror to be his drinking buddyNGray had be-
longed to those on more than one Wednesday morning, but he knew it
was the same man.

He let go of him, who kept wriggling around on the ground without
even being held down, and Gray stood up and straightened and patted
his clothing cursorily without letting the man out of his sight.

OSheeshwhatcha have done that for? CanOtf man take a walk when
he wants to? OTisa free country, ya know?O the bag of clothes on the
floor spoke to him in a slur.
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Gray could not quite seethe similarity between taking a walk in the
park and taking a walk in the sewers. And he could seeeven less why
anyone would treat them the same.

The man got up and instead of ordering his clothes, which would have
been an exercisein futility, shook himself like a dog that had just gotten
out of rain.

OWhoare you and what are you doing here?!OGray asked and stayed
within reaching range.

OJake. The nameOsJake. And | fucking live here,Othe man said,
scratching himself behind his right ear and yawning extensively.

OJake?Your parents stopped there?0O

OYup. Jake it is to you.O

OYou live here? You live, here, in the sewers?0

ONotexactly the sewers, but here underground. Sure. As good a place
as any in this shitty excusefor a world,O he shrugged. OTogo all Franz
Werfel on your ass: OThesafest wealth is the lack of needsOor so they
say.O

Gray blinked. Weird reply.

OAnNd your name, stranger?0 Jake asked.

OAgent Gray.O

OAgent? Weird first name. Your parents celebrity?O

OVery funny,O Gray said and showed his badge.

Jakedid not look like much athreat and Gray had the hunch that the
man was not connected to the raid. The man did not seemconnectedto
anything.

OlOveeenyou on the Subway today,OGray said. OYouexited a station
earlier than me. You did not get here by chance, did you?O

OWhat if | did?0

OThenl wouldnOtbelieve you, drag you to the surface and make you a
part of the ongoing investigation in the way that you spend a lot of days
in a ten-square-feet bunker if that is what it takes to make you talk.O

The man stepped closer and Gray could seethe tired eyesasthe man
spoke, OIOmot going back. IOmnot going into jail. 1Omnot going.O
There was no drunkenness in his eyes, which were some of those that
gave away into what depths they had looked in their time.

Time to tread lightly.

OYouOvehecked all the boxes for appearing suspicious. What were
you doing here? Why did you run away?0O

Olwas watching the explosion site for salvage.OThe l-am-just-a-bum-
act had gone out of his voice. Ollive not far from here and was on one of
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my late night expeditions yesterday when | heard explosions. | came
closer to that one building and wall that looked just like any other wall,
yet clearly something was happening in there. | looked around in this
area for things to take home when a few moments later the wall com-
pletely blew aside,QJakeexplained. He leant against the railing and sup-
ported himself on it now, weak from the exertion and hurt from the
crash. Olquickly hid in adark spot and awoman sprung out of it and ran
northwards.O

Jake noticed the lack of comprehension on GrayOsface and added,
OThatOs to the right of the hole when you exit it.O

OMmmh.O

OWell, thatOswhere you can go up to the metro tunnels and walk to
any of the platforms or stations. Or even go into the service tunnels and
move on.O

This was indeed interesting to Gray. ODid you notice anything else?
What did the woman look like?Ohe asked with a pounding heart. A pos-
sibleleadand a descriptionof the suspect. More than they had at the mo-
ment and perhaps the clue they needed.

Jakeclosed his eyesand grimaced as he tried to remember, re-imagin-
ing the event in front of his mindOs eye.

OThatOs five-stroker,O he said and stroked his scraggly beard while
thinking. OShewas about, hmmm, perhaps five-six, five-seven in height
and looked pretty fit and lean. Black hair, just about below her chin, a
bob cut, although | could not really seemore of that in the given light-
ing. Completely dressedin black with some weird tools and equipment
hanging from her suit.O Jakerolled his eyes upwards as if he was act-
ively looking for more information in his brain. OThatOs it.0

Gray nodded and committed the description to memory. OThanks.
Was there anything else you noticed and anything else that happened?0

OWell, yes,Ohe hesitated. OShethrew her clothing away. The black
combat suit. She threw that one away.O

Before Gray could begin to ask Jakeif he possibly managed to save
that clothing, he already got an answer.

OYes) haveit. 1tOsat my place. Otwassome quality clothing, sol put it
up to dry. Would have brought in a few bucks.O

Ol need that.O

OWeeell, Otsgonna cost ya,0 Jake said in his bum impression, his
thumbs hooked into his version of a belt, a broad and rough cord.

OHow much?0

OHmmm, letOs seeThe danger, the effort, the storing-O
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OHow much?!0

Water dropped onto GrayOs face.

Jakedid not seemoverly fazed by GrayOdouder voice. What hehellam
| doing here?l should just take him into custody and not play games.

It seemedout of place to squabble with somebody over something that
could mean life or death. He was losing his patience.

OListen,this might mean many peopleOdives. This is neither the place
nor the time to talk about petty pay for some sideway loot,0 Gray said.
He had a hard time keeping his temper with people who haggled with
those in need and looked to capitalize on hardship.

OUm, weOll talk about that when we are at my place then?0

OYeah. Sure. Go on,O Gray commanded him without much sym-
pathy. As soon as he knew where it was he could just take it.

Jakenodded like an obligated vassal and set off with Gray following
along, who was not sure how to make the man cooperate otherwise.
Custody would have meant a dry, warm cell with regular meals, which
in GrayOsyesdid not seemvery threatening to somebody that lived his
life down in the sewers and off what he found in this concrete jungle of
tunnels and pipes. Betterto play alongandtry to not give him toomuchrope,
he thought, always keeping an eye on the clock he did not have along.

Together they traveled the rest of the way in the moist, damp and
murky ambience. It was boring and tedious. Gray had no idea how long
they had been walking and what time it was or whether it was still
bright outside. Time seemed a blurry streak without any marks.

When they had crossedover into the old metro tunnels, they occasion-
ally met and went by other people that looked just asrough and tumble
as Jake did and after they had crossed paths with a handful of them,
Gray finally asked, OWho are all those people? What is this place?O

OThatOwhere the onesthat fell through the cracks cometo. Welcome
to the world of all kinds of misfits, miscreants, dropouts, criminals,
artists, liberals and other unwanted elements. This is persona-non-grata
country. And now hush up and follow me. And while you are at it pray
that we donOt meet any of the more, um, uncivil folks.O

Towards the end of their path, long after they had crossedinto the
metro tunnels, Gray noticed how warm it actually was down there in
comparison to the temperatures above ground. Living underground did
not seem like the worst choice for a homeless person in need of shelter,
protection from wind, rain and freeze. Moving up, they climbed a lad-
der and crawled through an opening more than fifteen feet above
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ground, where nobody would go by chance,and Gray was unsure where
he was being led this time.

What he saw there was a minor revelation. Beyond the hole the ladder
led up to, a big wide room expanded to the other side, which looked
more like a loft than just a room. It was spacious and moderately
equipped with furniture, lit by an array of neon lamps at the ceiling.
Any slacker college student would have taken to the room like a dolphin
to water if it had been located anywhere on the surface. A short climb
down on the other side, he found himself in the room.

ONice place youOvegot here. Looks better than many places | have
lived in,O Gray said as his hand ran over the old leather sofa in the
middle of the room. Jakehad disappeared in some side room and was
only heard rummaging.

The main room was about as big as a middle-sized church and had
worn but clean furniture, with an inviting leather sofa and a handful of
used armchairs around a massive wooden table. Even the carpet was
cleaner than Gray would have expected, considering the circumstances
of living in old metro tunnels.

Jakedid not return for a while, so Gray decided to look for him and
went to where JakeOshuffling noisescamefrom. He entered the smaller
room and to another surprise found it covered with desks cambering un-
der the load of thousands of books. A private library.

Jakehad just finished stuffing clothing into a bag and pushed him into
the hall again and towards the sofa as he got two beers from a fridge
standing in one of the corners Gray had missed on his first look-around.
Jake handed one to Gray.

YouOveot to be kidding me. Import beer? Jupiler? Belgianbeer? Down
here?

Gray half-expected the mad hatter to run by and the Queen of Hearts
to follow while shouting obscenitiesin a Cockney accent. He was sure
that something was wrong with his head or that he was dreaming very
vividly right now, his body lying somewhere and being poisoned by
sewage gases.

OOh,the beer? YouOdbe surprised what falls off trucks,0Jakesaid, his
unkempt grey hair falling over his carved face. Olrarely drink, in oppos-
ition to what one might suspectusually seeing me, and asyou can tell |
like some creature comfort,O he said and rubbed his chin, hand rasping
on the stubble, before he pointed to the bag. OThisis it. She shed those
off like an insect its skin and had normal everyday clothing underneath.O

OAnNd your price for it?0 Gray had not forgotten that bit.

69



ONothing complicated. | want you to not report me to any authorities
with this incident. | donOtwant any trouble. | donOwant people around
and | want to keep my place. And | canOreally seehow anyone could
believe | had anything to do with it, so there should be no need.O

OFairenough. Not exactly correct procedure, but | donOtseeanything
to be gained by dragging you back up,0Gray agreed and already turned
to leave. OlOdetter get back. The guys will want to get their hands on
this,O he said and shook the bag.

Jakelooked at the clock near the entrance. OWecan walk slowly,O he
declared. OTheshortestway back is currently blocked by water. No use
in rushing.O

Gray thought about the fact that he absolutely did not know his way
around all the tunnels and had no idea where to go. He even did not
know where he was.

| need a guide.

OCould you lead me back the way we came? | canOthang around like
that. | need to get back!O

ODid you possibly notice the time on our way here? The scenic route
the same way back takes a lot longer than waiting and going the direct
route. Relax, nothing you can do right nowE except enjoy the malt
candy.O Jake raised his bottle in salute and took a deep swill.

Dependent on the manOsadvice, and out of courtesy, Gray took to the
beer and began to wonder again whether his body lay somewhere in
death throes and let him live through this phantasmagoria. Jake, the
walk, this room, the beer swilling down his dry throatNit all seemedso
unreal.

OHow come you live down here? And how come you have a small lib-
rary?0 Gray asked the questions that bounced through his head.

OMy life is actually pretty normal, without much to it. | didnOtlive
here since birth. | have a middle classbackground. As middle classasit
gets. | hail from suburbia, crusher of souls, killer of spirits. Was to col-
lege, was married, the stereotypical bubble-gum American dream kind
of life in peachy shrink wrap if you will,O Jakesaid without bitterness
and stared off into the distance. OMy life was kind of predictable in its
normality. But asin Greek tragedy, asif we knew by nature that good
things couldnOtpossibly last forever, | made a mistake and was sent to
prison for a crime that wasnOtmine,Ohe said and sneered. OWhenl| was
releasedmy family had abandoned me, | was a convict and | had become
a social misfit and outcast with a shot reputation. | did not know any-
more what happened in the world as| had missed the latter half of the
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Seventieswhen | got out in O81And then, one day | gave up, became
homeless. Lost myself, and my days becamea blurred staccatoof shaky
Images, drinks, fights and lonely, cold nights under the beautiful yet
cruelly unresponsive starry sky. The world had fucked me over and left
me hanging with my pants down,O he said and raised the bottle to his
own salute.

ODid nobody try to help you when you came back, out of prison?0O
Gray asked and looked around the hall again.

OHelp? No. But people are full of good advice. Like telling somebody
at the gallows to Ohangn thereO.The only Ohelp®found was at the bot-
tom of a bottle. For a while my blood was so far removed from being
human, that whenever | fell asleep outside, thereOdbe a circle of dead,
bloated mosquitoes around me on waking up. My throughput could
have been most comfortably expressed in gross register tons.O

If this world was a book, itOd probably be full of gallows humor.

Jakebit down on his teeth before taking a sip out of the bottle. OWell,
now | live here. But, we should go now,Ohe suddenly cut his story short
and led them out of his apartment. His stepswere quick and he seemed
to glide a foot above the floor, moving like a native, like a lab rat who
had crossedthe same maze thousands of times while Gray had problems
keeping up in the dark and unknown terrain. They talked little until
they reached a tunnel that offered glimpses of daylight in the distance.
Jake stopped.

OThis is it?0 Gray asked.

Concluding their Obusinessé@emedweird, like leaving dreamland and
going back to waking. HeOdleave with more questions than he had
come. Gray closed down his jacket and armored up for the real world
again. The damp clothing seemedto breathe asthe humidity it gave off
condensed alongside their breathing.

He kept glancing towards the daylight that seemedunusually attract-
ive now, regardless of the snow, clouds and heavy winds.

Jake nodded. OYes,yes, you go now. There are things to be done.
Take care,OJake said and wished Gray well in a terse good-bye, seem-
ingly eager to leave after they shook hands, and hurried back into the
murky and ragged light of the tunnel, oddly cutting their whole episode
short, asif some strange kind of embarrassmenthad suddenly caught up
with him. There was something unsatisfying and incomplete to this end
of their encounter. But asGray turned back to address some more words
to Jake, the tunnel dweller had already gone.

It had been the weirdest day of GrayOs life.
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The surroundings had gone quiet and Gray could hear his own heart
beating and blood rushing through his ears. With Jake gone he felt
tempted to dismiss what he had seen and experienced as delusion, as
trick of his tired mind. A dream, nothing more. An illusion. Damn
swamp gases and weather balloons.

But he held the bag with the clothing in his hand and hoped this had
been the last bit of piping he would seefor along time. He planned to
throw out any video game remotely connected with pipes and plumbers
after this overdose.

Must beaweird life for him. But if life wassupposedo besameor everyone,
and everyonavas supposedo bethe same the world wouldnOneedsix billion
people, but only one.

Gray caught the smell of snow and it reminded him that he had to go
and the outside world had not stopped spinning to accommodate his
idle musings. He stepped out of the abandoned tunnel into the moist
winter air, the blindingly white and deserted outside in the middle of
goddamn nowhere before he tried to get back to civilization.
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Chapter 1 7

GrayOscab neared the office building on crowded roads when his cell
phone vibrated and delivered a message.NEW DEVELOPMENT. NOT
ABLE TO REACH YOU. CONTACT OFFICE.

New developmentndeed,Gray thought, but there was no need to call
anymore as the cab pulled up to the department building. He climbed
the steps to the entrance, when a hand was laid onto his shoulder and
somebody stopped him from behind, with a voice very politely saying,
OExcuse me.O

Gray turned around and had expected nothing specific, but he defin-
itely had not expected the clown from earlier in the park. His attire had
not made him sympathetic to Gray back then and it did not now, but be-
fore Gray could reactin any way the clown already put a paper note into
his hands.

Ol believe you dropped this,Ohe said in his educated, well-measured
tone again before he bowed quickly and walked off.

His day so far defied reason as he knew it. He looked at the hand-
written paper note and all it said was 05551618033980.

12 digits. Phone number?A combination?| didnOt drop this.

As he looked up to protest, the clown was already gone from sight and
Gray could not tell where he had gone. The suspicious entertainer had
vanished.

555161803398.

He decided to checkit out assoon ashe got to his office, but wanted to
make his report and get updated on the situation regarding the stolen
files first, before wasting time on the number. He was pretty sure that it
was neither his nor had he seenit before, but he stuffed the crumpled pa-
per into his pocket nonetheless.

The still busy office greeted him with people hectically running
around and frantically talking or gesturing. Things had not quieted
down and Gray felt nearly guilty for having doodled around that long.

73



BaysteadOsffice was open and the man himself sat at his desk, reading
notes. He looked up as Gray approached the door, his old eyespiercing
out of the tired face. Their agencyOslirector put his glassesdown as he
stood up and beckoned Gray in, closing the door after them.

OGoodlord, Gray, where have you been? We tried to contact you sev-
eral times without success. What happened? | called the facility you
went to and they told me you went underground asyou dropped out of
the picture. We were about to send a team after you! And you smell
even lesswelcoming than my mother-in-law.O Baystead sat down in his
big office chair that resembled a modern throne, nearly disappearing
among the cushioning.

Gray quickly told the story of his day and explained events and how
he secured a description of the suspect and her clothing.

OYoudid what?! You let him go?!OBaysteadwas irritated. OWehave
procedures for that! What were you thinking?O he asked with flint in his
voice. For a man his age he could become awfully energetic, Gray
thought. He wished Baysteadwould take care of his heart and Gray did
not appreciate being shouted at after having found evidence and gotten
a description of the suspect. Leant back, he just endured.

OYouare in luck that we learned today that the personnel file had been
equipped with our latest cryptography protocols and cracking the data
should take at least six months. This gives us enough time to get our
people out of the fire for now. But, make no mistake,OBaystead said,
putting his glassesback straight, Othis could still have immense reper-
cussions and blowbacks if our personnel info was leaked and they could
be brought into connection with some of our foreign actions and
operations.O

OSothe investigation continues?OGray asked with crossed arms and
staring in the general direction of his superior, not really focusing on
Baystead.

OYes.Without you. You are off this case,(he said with finality. OYou
are assigned to a new caseas of now. You will find the assignment in
your account.O

OBut-O Gray started to protest and was cut short.

OYouwill find the assignment in your account,OBaystead repeated
and put his attention demonstratively towards the papers on his desk.

Gray swallowed words that would have led to a trial.

The moment he got up, still propped on the chairOsarm rests, Baystead
started talking again without looking up, scribbling something into afile,
and talked impersonally into the air in front of him.
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Olncaseof any questions, please direct them towards your immediate
supervisor Agent Rue. He will be responsible for your future handling.
Leave the evidence you have obtained here. | will check it in with the
lab later.O

With a frown, Gray got up the rest of the way and straightened his
clothing.

OWould that be all, Sir?0

Courtesyis surely the highestform of disdain the quote came to GrayOs
mind, and although his feelings did not go that far, they went the same
direction.

OYes.Please close the door as you leave.O

Gray headed for the door and as he put his hand on the handle heard
the director speak yet again.

OGray?0

There was no sympathy audible in the voice. Gray came to a halt,
hand still on the handle, but did not turn around.

OAgentGray?Ohe heard again. This time he turned, yet did not let go
of the handle.

Olthink | will abstain from filing a procedural transgression this time,O
he heard the old man say who had now looked up from his desk as his
eyes met GrayOs.

If you think IOngoingto say OThankyouO you canshoveit, Gray thought
and went out of the door. As he stood in the open office again he tried to
let go of the tension that held him gripped, feeling that he had gotten a
raw deal for doing the right thing.

After cleaning up and taking care of himself in the building facilities,
he fell into the chair at his desk and bounced on the seatOsuspension
while he stared through his black monitor into infinity and mulled over
the situation. It was one of the times when he hated his job, caught up in
office bullshit, evaluated by rules and guidelines that just did not fit the
complexity of life and their job.

It reminded him so very much of the horrible and suffocating part of
his law studies, which he had pursued for two terms before switching to
something more valuable, becoming human instead of a lawyer. OltOs
regressive structure of definitions until you reach the initial singularity
of directives again: OUsgour goddamn fucking mind!O he had told afew
fellow students after handing in his resignation notice, disgusted with
the subject matter and most of the people. There was nothing special or
magic about law, it just required a goddamn fucking mind, and those
were sadly as much in low stock on lawyers as among any other group.
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While he waited for his computer to come to life and enable his access
to the agency network, Rue stepped into his cubicle.

OYou had a run-in with Baystead?Ohis baritone rolled, the voice
smoothing the air like MosesO scepter the sea.

Gray lazily spun around with his chair. OYup. Gave me an enemafor
not strictly going with policies when circumstances made it impossible.O

Rue raised an eyebrow. He wanted to hear the real deal.

OComplicated,OGray said. OWhenwe are out of here, you bring the
beer, | bring the story. Trust me, | did the right thing.O

TomOsghin line of a mouth told of his skepticism. OWell, Eric, donOt
take it too hard and think again. Baystead has been around and in this
job for ages. He has lots of experience and our procedures are derivates
of other peopleOsexperience and usually have their justification. |
wouldnOtbe surprised if Baystead has had his share of nasty turns in his
history as agent and therefore sticks to procedure for a reason. HeOsa
hard-ass when it counts, and he might be harsh, but the things he does
are sound. Think about his perspective.O

OYesdad,OGray said and turned to his computer again, suppressing
the impulse to start humming OHIINIIGH WAYY TOOO THEEE
DANGER ZOOONNEEO.

Rue was unfazed. OWith some emphasis he told me to make sure you
get on your new caseand do things his way now,ORue said. OJustake it
easyfor awhile and try not to oppose for oppositionOssake. You are not
sixteen anymore.O

He winked at Gray, slid from the desk on which he had been sitting
and left the cubicle saying, OHit me up when you want to leave.O

At least the allegation that he opposed for oppositionOssake was new
to Gray. Normally people accused him that he OdidnOtgive a damn
about anyone and anything anymore and whoever thought something
was Olove it or hate itO underestimated the magnitude of his
indifference.O

Maybethey areright, Gray thought. It had been a long time since he
had really cared about anything. It had been one long, big slump ever
since. In even worse mood he quickly finished his report and collected
Rue to check on the new case.
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Chapter 1 8

Janepaced around the office like a caged feline. Nervously she mas-
saged her hands as she went around the big room full of thick carpet,
heavy dark oak wood and antiquaries among the vast collection of books
that looked like somebody had transported a section of the British
Library there. Shelooked to the outside onto the big inner yard. Aran-
eusCoffice was situated high atop in one of the surrounding towers that
were part of the circular structure of the whole complex. The sky was a
sludgy grey with slightly brighter swirls in between, like a piece of
marble, before the dark-undersided clouds at the horizon.

Sheopened awindow and the smell of the close cedar and pine forests
drifted in with the cool, moist air, enwrapping her as she stood and ob-
served other members following their chores down below.

The air was arelief. Shedid not like the office. While it was nice to be
there for a bit, and it invited one to sit down and enjoy the quiet luxury
and respite, she wanted to be on her feet. No use being dazed when she
had to talk to the old one.

Yet the office surprised her every time. It did not fit completely with
the Spartan, hard image Frater Araneus seemedto be trying to convey at
all other times. Her eyes glazed over the massive oaken emboss of a
desk, weighing in at least half aton with finely cut woodwork and picto-
grams, and the shelves of religious, mythical and occult books, bound in
fine leathers and showing signs of age aswell asuse on their slowly yel-
lowing pages. LikeawizardOsowerfrom a fantasybook Janethought. And
as much a prison.

She looked out towards the sky again. She wished she could leave,
wished she could go back, and observed and tracked the aerial and lofty
path of a flock of birds until it disappeared out of the towerOssight. Her
heart was heavy and her mind tired. Shefelt like she had neither slept
nor eaten in weeks, running on empty.
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Oltake it you enjoy the view,O she heard Frater Araneus voice close be-
hind her and in reflex tilted back. He had been right beside her, his
mouth not an inch from her ear and she had not heard him approach.
Again.

Sometimeshe creeped her out. He could be very distant and give off a
vaguely threatening feel, even if she knew his other sides as well. His
warmth, his compassion, his heart even. It was just that he was complex,
she thought. And difficult. But she was willing to forgive his lessthan
perfect traits in favor of his vision, a goal he strived for with all his
might, putting his life into the service of his will. There was no doubt,
no loitering, no stagnation in his life. To her, he was a determined man.
A great man.

Her feelings had started with gratefulness, had run through admira-
tion and had eventually turned into something she was not quite sure
about herself yet.

OSitdown,O he told her, pointing towards the chair in front of his desk
as he took his own seat. She quickly complied and sat down, looking at
Araneus as he sat there in his robes and with his mask, shielding his
every expression from her.

OWhy donOt you take off the mask?We are alone,O Jane said.

OWe are alone at the moment, but anyone could enter at any time.O

Ol thought people were drilled to not intrude on you.O

OYes. Of course they are. But that does not keep them from making
mistakes. And while the mistake could beE correctedit would be an un-
necessary hassle.O

Jane dipped her head.

OSo you successfully completed your latest task?O he asked.

OYes.O

OHow did you feel? Was it difficult?0

OThe usual conditions and difficulties. Nothing out of the ordinary.O

OAnNd the target person? How did you feel about her?0O

OAsad waste of a human life, yet as| learned, there are sacrificesto be
made for the Great Work.O

The dialogue went in a rapid back and forth, like high-speed ping-
pong.

ONot a sacrifice as big as the one on your part though, isnOtit?O he
asked. OGiving your life is still a bit beyond what you think of as your
duty, isnOt it?0

OIE don®t understand.O
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OlIfit was required of you, would you give your life to the Great Work,
even without an explanation for it, or one you would not understand?0

Would I? she asked herself and felt like her OYes@ame a split second
too late to be fully believed. Shewas confused by the grilling and did
not know why Araneus treated her that way, wondering whether she
had done something wrong.

OlguessitOstime to discuss your future now then,OAraneus changed
the topic.

OYoucertainly mean my return,O Janewas quick to assert. That was
what had been promised again to her. It was what had kept her mov-
ing. OMy part as demanded of me has been done, my tasks fulfilled.O

OMy child,O Araneus said, Oour part is never done, tasks never ful-
filled. Duty doesnOstop,Ohe sounded like an afternoon teacherinstruct-
ing a sweet, but silly little girl. She hated that tone ever since he had
used it the first time and it blanked out any connection she felt to him
when he degraded her like that. Her previous anxiety turned into resol-
ution to not be toyed with.

ODoesthis all lead to me not being allowed to go back but do yet an-
other task?0

OAsthe situation demands. See,Jane,l would love to seeyou go back,
but even | am subjectto the demands of our times and can not freely dis-
pose of my person while necessitiessteer us. Understand our position!O
he pleaded. OWehave never beenthis close. Never did it look like there
was just a final push needed!O

His voice was serious, earnest, urgent. OAdditionally, you did not
manage to retrieve Epiphany. Further steps have to be taken and itOs
more than appropriate if you brought this to a proper conclusion.O

Janewas in conflict. Thoughts, opinions and feelings swirled in atem-
pest of confusion, bouncing around in the confines of her head like ex-
cited gas molecules. Yes, she wanted to go back. Yes, she wanted to
serve Araneus. Yes,she hated him for treating her the way he did. Yes,
she admired him for being who he was. Yes, she felt cheated and
wanted justice. Yes, she understood that the circumstances required ac-
tions different from her personal desires. Yes, yes, yes.

Finally, she gave in.

OAssumingthat this is something only | cando and therefore requiring
my person, what proof do | have that | can go back afterwards?0 she
asked. Ol think everybody would agree that | have done my share then.O

ONone.O

OWill | be allowed to go back afterwards?O she asked, all business.
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Ol can not promise you that any longer.O

Shehad expected that. But she had her own plan if things did not go
as desired.

OButl cantrust, that once the situation does not require me anymore, |
will be let go?0

OLetgoE ?OAraneus repeated slowly as question. OYes.| cannot
promise anything specific, but | will honor your commitment and effort
and will let you go once the time comes.O

The light coming in through the large window submerged his ivory
mask in sallow light, looking like it was made from dead bone. There
was no peaking, nothing characteristic in his voice and the diminishing
light made the situation more surreal by the moment.

Janeasked herself again whether she really knew the man in front of
her. She knew what his face looked like, but sometimes, in still mo-
ments, she was not sure if shereally knew the man behind the mask, or
the man behind the face, at all. Sometimes he was so slick, wet soap
seemed like sandpaper in comparison.

Do | knowthe personbehindthe mask?she asked herself, unaware of the
irony of the question.

Yet it could not be helped, she decided. Trust would not be trust if
there was certainty. She swept her framing black hair from the front of
her eyes behind her ear.

Ol will do it,O she said.

OGood. Very good,O he nodded. ONow close your eyes.O
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Chapter 1 9

Gray and Rue exited the elevator and walked towards the laboratory,
where the dead scientist had been found this morning.

OTheydo the loony stuff, far away from the public eye and rational
budget accountants, here,ORue said. OSkunk works, really. And our
case is Dr. Lynn Hamilton.O

OAnd this Dr. Hamilton was a civil employee since 2000, working on
cryptography, networking and cyber warfare. My file was not very ex-
tensive regarding her projects, but Operation Cyberstorm is featured
most prominently. Did yours give away more info?0

ONot much that | could share at the moment and until it has been
cleared. It seemedthat she was quite brilliant at what she did, but did
not get along very well with other people, especially military types.
Some say she hated the military,O Rue recalled.

OYet worked for them? Masochistic type?0

OShewas very dedicated. You should see her time sheet. Rarely a
week below seventy hours clocked in. Shedid not need a team, she did
the work of a team on her own,O Rue said.

They passedthe barrier that separated the crime scenefrom the nor-
mal activities, and while it was easierfor Gray to passbelow the yellow
band, it was more comfortable for Rue to step over it like it was an ankle
trap.

RueOsquiet demeanor, coupled with his bear-like size quickly led
people to believe that he was mentally slow, dumb even, but Gray knew
better. Rue just did not haste or chatter. Through college he had gotten
on scholarships for sociology and psychology while playing football.
Academic scholarships, not sports ones. He was easy to underestimate.

OAnd she only had to write quarterly reports on her progress, her
spending and expected development?O Gray picked up again. OSounds
like a grand job with this blank research authorization. Except for the
working hours. | hope she got great benefits at least.O
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OBenefits?Sheis dead, Eric. ORue shook his head. OButyou are right.
For a dedicated scientist she had the perfect job.O

OAnNd as she had no social life to speak off, that this hit was either
about her work or her past we can take for granted. | have no informa-
tion about her work before this gig. WhatOs her story?0

OldonOtknow about Oforgranted® but itOsvery likely,O Rue commen-
ted the first point. OAsfor her past,Ohe hesitated, OldonOtknow either.
ltOclassified and | was not given any information on that. Chancesare
we are just here to take a look at the sceneand then hand over investiga-
tion to the NSA, who will get full accessto the files. 1 think this flow of
things is part of the NSAOsdoing as well.O His voice dripped with dis-
gust. Rue did not fancy the NSA very much. They were civil rights rap-
ists and molesters to him. Gray agreed at least that at times it seemed
guestionable if they served the people and the law. Their powers
seemed easy to abuse.

OSoyou are not too eager to really get a look at things here?OGray
asked.

OSurelOmeager. 1tOsnot yet setin stone that the NSA is going to get
this case,so | want to do things proper. JustwouldnOtget my hopes up
about actually achieving anything.O

Ostill, kind of dampens the motivation, doesnOt it?0

ODampensthe motivation? Something can dampen your motivation?
Last time | checkedyou had asmany holidays taken in the last four years
as Dr. Hamilton: None.O

Yeah, wellE Not exactly out of abundant motivation.

OYetyour motivation seemsto be like good rock music: A thing of the
past and last seenwhen Senior was still president. 1tOot really the time
to discuss that right now, but sometime eventually, you have to sort
yourself out. You are not exactly on top of it,O Rue finished.

The words stung Gray. Rue rarely talked about personal things, and
this seemed damning evidence that things might really be worsening.
Gray had not really beenenthusiastic about anything for along time, just
clinging on to what looked like a life from the far outside, without much
of a stakein it. He did not say anything more and silently trotted along
until they reached the lab and squeezedthrough the busy gathering of
scientists and investigators taking pictures, samples and measurements.

It was a minefield. Racks of nineteen inch computing components
were thrown over, splintered green computer mainboards littered the
ground and more than one computer screenhad puked its contents over
the floor.
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OSomebodyset us up the bomb. Must have been quite a fight,O Gray
said. OAndit probably went on for a while and all over the lab. Evenin
the back of the room things are smashedand crashed. Dr. Hamilton put
up a substantial bit of resistance it seems.O

A black-haired man in a pinstriped black suit approached them asthey
took their looks around.

OAndwho might you two be? Anything lost you are looking for?OHis
eyes flicked back and forth between Gray and Rue as he waited for an
answer.

ODidnOtyour mother tell you to introduce yourself when you start
talking to strangers?ORue replied without giving an answer. Gray saw
the NSA badge clipped to the manOssuit and immediately looked for
cover or something to occupy himself with. Things would turn ugly.

OWark, Stensson,&he NSA agent barked at some men talking at the
computer without turning his body away or breaking eye-contact. OWe
have two people unrelated to the investigation here. Remove and secure
them!O

Caught by surprise the two men raised their heads but did not go any
further than that, unsure of the situation, and threw clueless glances at
each other.

OUnlessWark and StenssondonOtwant to follow us and start their
new career as stamp-lickers at our department they should stay put,
MisterE  Stelten,ORue said with the sweetest smile after reading the
manOsame tag. He got out their own investigation authorization and
handed it to his opponent. OAnd until the final decision on jurisdiction
has been made | expectyou to stay put aswell and not get in our way.
|IOmSpecial Agent Rue and this is Special Agent Gray. And now hobble
along, sweetie pie, and go about your own way,Ohe said still smiling the
most untroubled smile any Dalai Lama would ever hope to produce.
Rue was afirm believer in inter-department derision when it cameto the
NSA.

Gray took a closer look at the hardware racks that had been toppled
over and lay strewn over the floor in pieces. Red-brown spots of dried
blood were visible on some of the racksGedges. Whoevercrashedn there
cut himself pretty badly, probably face or hantlee attacker?

He tried to keep that in mind as he rose again and looked for more
clues in the messthat must have been a nice lab once. Further into the
back of the room, he still heard Rue exchange niceties with the NSA
man, Stelten, as he took a complete tour and looked at every spot in de-
tail, imagining what had happened.
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With care he stepped over an area circled in white chalk, brushed by
Rue and Stelten still arguing about jurisdictional inanities and examined
the main desk.

It was clean, without stains, filth or dust, but covered with objects. A
coffee mug, several printouts, the keyboard and mouse shared the desk
space with other standard office appliances.

Gray scratched his fledgling beard stubble again and tried to relax his
mind, keeping the facts and events floating and mingling in his mind to
create some logical offspring.

The killer must havewanted something. If this was just an assassination,
then she would have been killed right at the beginning, without a fight.

He took a seatin front of the PC to seewhat Dr. Hamilton had seen
immediately before her death. Pretty much only the computer it turned
out.

OHasthe computer already beenchecked?Che asked, shouting into the
room and directed at nobody in particular as he did not know who was
responsible for it.

A white-haired, slightly older man currently noting all bagged evid-
encein a list and applying labels answered him from a distance that all
activities had been logged and there was a backup of the log available.

Olwant a copy,OGray stated, pointing at his badge, Oandsend it to the
I3 at DHS.O

The man helplessly looked over to his superior, Agent Stelten, who
still argued with Rue, who, like a terrier, could not let go and with the
greatest possible joy tugged at SteltenOsnerves as if they were old
sheakers.

OYouare gonna hear from me! Expect some legal papers soon!OStel-
ten shouted with reddened face.

OGreat! Print them on soft grain. Very soft grain, please,ORue lov-
ingly smiled back.

Gray decided to sit out the authoritarian arguing. Out of boredom he
peeked into the coffee cup and saw slight remains of bright ochre which
left to reasonthat lots of cream had beenused. He took a whiff and was
hit by the nauseatingly sweet scentit still gave off. Lots of sugar. Must
have used that to keep her brain running and supplied with gludigeorain.

It was a familiar smell.

Cometo think of it, this could havebeenher office. Math, computerswork-
ing long hours in dedication, coffee with lots of cream and sugar.

Sitting there he rubbed his face and did not know whether to laugh or
cry into his hands. | am pathetic. After ten yearsl still canOhelp thinking

84



abouther and seetracesof herin eventhe faintestof likings. Evenat a crime
scene | wonder how much it could have been hersed help.

He was fed up with himself, yet just could not help it. It was asif he
had been cut ten years ago and was still bleeding, slowly tiring him out
and eroding his substance. Let go of everything and restart, get a new
life and set himself straight after feeling and sounding like a broken re-
cord for far too long. His life had become a tunnel growing darker and
smaller with time and he felt like he was about to reach a blind
endNsoon. What had once been magical, promising and hopeful was
now a colorless, bleary mess of uncounted days, heading for a wall. If |
just could help myself.

In short, he did not feel like beach party.

His face still buried in his hands with closed eyes he was lost in his
thoughts and a limbo of near-sleep when Rue put his hand on GrayOs
shoulder and startled him. OAre you alright?0

Gray looked up and wondered whether this was a kind of Oparental
questionO:one where an answer was expected, different from a rhetoric
guestion, but one where no honest or inconvenient answer was expec-
ted. OYeah,|IOmfine. Justa bit tired,O he lied without success. He be-
lieved RueOsarnestness,but it seemed hardly the time to discuss the
topic.

The tightly shut jaw and pursed lips pressedinto athin, level line sup-
ported RueO®yesin telling Gray that they needed to talk, rather sooner
than later though. ODid you get a look here and figured things out
enough for a preliminary report?0

Gray nodded.

OGood. Mr. We-are-the-law-NSA here, another idiot that thinks au-
thority comes by force and not by example, was getting on my nerves
anyway. It seemslike we wonOtget the case,but 1Odbe interested to
know why they want it that much.O

Gray did not care about the caseanymore. He would just jot down
what he had learned about the sceneand be done with it. Out of sight,
out of mind.

OComeon, letOgake a quick look at the deceasedthen. After signing
in with our names and giving her a cursory glance we should be able to
leave and get in line for something else to do.O

Gray got up slowly. ODowe really have to? What senseis there in
that if we donOtcare about it anyway? LetOgust head back. Nobody will
mind if we just skipped the necrophiliac part of ogling a corpse now.O

85



OWewonOtlinger around for long, but | want to do things according to
procedure, so in case things go haywire we are in the clear.O He
shrugged. OLetOs just get it over with.O

OSure.O

With the phlegmatic verve of an anemic koala Gray shuffled behind
Rue, hands in pockets and hunched over. He would have preferred to
go to sleep somewhere.

OBythe way, where is the body located? A corpse with classified his-
tory wonOt be simply taken to the next public graveyard, now will it?0

ONo, sheOgept at a military clinic for the moment and for an autopsy
and will then be cremated according to her own wishes.O

OCremation. Nice. | want to be turned into strawberry fertilizer. This
way | can be of good use later at least, after they took any organs out of
my body they could possibly transplant.O

OEverso happy and optimistic, eh? IsnOtit a bit too early to think
about such things, Eric? Your good mood is nearly infectious. Cheer up
and tell a joke for once!O

OWhatOsunnier than a dead baby?OGray asked, and then continued
as soon as Rue raised an eyebrow in unbelieving disapproval. ODead
baby in a clownOs costume.O

OGray, there are truly two sidesto you. ThereOshis onedark and des-
perate side, and then there is thisotherdark and desperate side.O

OHey, you canOtspell Oslaughter@ithout OlaughterOWell, actually
IOmnot romantic enough for an early death, but, too earlyto think about
it? 1tOs always too late for that. Just ask Dr. Hamilton.O

OYou ask her yourself.O
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Chapter 2 O

They reached the hospital after a short drive and went straight for the
morgue, whose assembly of brushed steel and white, polished tiles
denied any kind of relief when stepping inside from the cold outdoors.

The responsible doctor, a young woman in her mid-twenties with a
sharp-featured face and slim glassesgreeted eachof them with aresolute
handshake. She had her dark blond hair tied back, emphasizing the
clear lines of her face and her cheekbones seemed to bend the light
around them, with a petite nose that was cute in a way that Gray could
not help but stare longer at that than was appropriate.

She must have been the kind of woman Tolkien had been thinking
about when dreaming up Galadriel. A woman made out of three X-
chromosomes.

Shestared back with the faintest hint of a teasing smile playing around
the corners of her mouth.

ONow that all our noses are accounted for, gentlemen,O she threw
Gray an eye, Ocouldwe please come to the reasonyou are here? Patient
number 62831,Dr. Lynn Hamilton, treated for ovarian cancerat a young
age and no other medical record to speak of, deceasedat approximately
three thirty today, has been delivered into our care for examination and
subsequentcremation. Personally, | donOtknow what good it should do
her, but procedures require you to take a look at her and confirm her
identification according to the profile pictures provided here. You
ready?!0

Tom waved her to lead the way. The cheerful environment of the
morgue did little to change GrayOs indifference for the better.

The young doctor checked a list at the wall and went to the freezer
cabin door corresponding with HamiltonOspatient number. Sheput her
hand onto the handle and as she was about to unlock the door, the beep-
er at her belt went off. Following her annoyed sigh she turned her
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attention to the beeper and took out of its bracket, before she groaned
and rolled her eyes in a ONo, not againE !0 fashion.

OExcuseme, gentlemen. One of our interns made a wrong prescrip-
tion again and | have to quickly take care of the paper work before the
shift changes. 10lIbe back in a few minutes. Justmake yourself comfort-
able and feel right at home,Oshe said with a sly grin and rushed out, her
pigtail wildly swinging behind her.

Gray satdown on one of the shiny metal tables, which seemedto both-
er Rue. OYou know they are regularly dissecting corpses on those
tables?0

OSo?@ray did not feel like even shrugging. OYouthink they are go-
ing to complain? File me for trespassing? Claim these as exclusively
theirs? Reserved space? Ask for my ticket?O He just did not care. He
wanted to leave anyway. OButyou are right. | should get up and use the
time.O

He pushed himself off the table and started rummaging through the
steel drawers and cabinets.

OWhat the hell are you doing now?!0

The wild-eyed stare of befuddlement did not impress Gray.

Olneed some new clippers and small scissors. Morgues have the best
high-duty equipment in that regard. The last ones | nicked needed
twenty years to dull,O he said and let clippers and two pairs of scissors
fall into his pocket.

With the loot in his pocket and back on his warmed-up table spot, they
spent a few minutes rehashing the info they had on the caseand Gray
answered questions on the way he thought the crime had been commit-
ted before the door was thrust open and the doctor entered, quickly siz-
ing up the two agents. OFine, gentlemen, letOs get on with it.O

With a twist of the handle and a strong pull she rolled the sheet-
covered body out of its cooling chamber and removed the linenOsupper
end to reveal the face.

OComeon, now donOtbe shy and step up take a peek,Oshe said.
OBoys, meet Doctor Hamilton.O

Rue went closer and looked at the deceasedwhile Gray remained
seated on his metal table for a few more moments before moving up.

He stood over the body, took a deep breath, looked at the dead wo-
manOs face.

And all air went out of his lungs, all color out of his face. His stomach
felt like it was about to pressthrough his throat, cutting off the air. The
sight drowned all feeling for his body. He grabbed onto Rue.
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Ol know that womanE And her name is not Dr. HamiltonE
Rue did not ask in time before he got GrayOs answer.
OltOs Sarah.0
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Part 4
Ripple
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Chapter 1

Lisa had gathered all the evidence she could obtain through her com-
puter, having compromised every system she had approached, except
for one. And for that she needed help.

The files told her that LynnOsreal nhame had been Sarah, and she had
been a DARPA scientist with classified history. DARPA, the Defense
Advanced ResearchProjects Agency, the organization within the Depart-
ment of Defense that had among others funded and invented the Inter-
net and graphical user interfaces before making them civil, had em-
ployed Sarah and somehow involved her in research.

For Lisa it felt strange to have Sarahgone. They had only known each
other through the Internet, but had grown so used to each other during
the past years that her missing created a void where a human relation-
ship based on communication alone, unaffected by circumstance, had
been. Lisa could not name many people with whom communication was
an end in itself. Only few probably could.

They had met through a cryptography discussion group and had
slowly wandered off-topic in their talks before finally reaching areas
even school girls would giggle over. They had becomefriends, yet their
pasts had seldom been discussed, except for in abstracts and
pseudonyms.

Sometimes Lisa had read a thing or two between the lines and had
guesseda few more about Sarahand her work by what she had said, but
now she had those proven.

After seeing her death, Lisa had spent hours staring through her win-
dow at the city waking, the sun slowly rising over a coat of fog and the
day beginning for other people like nothing had happened. The world
had kept spinning. She knew other people might not have understood
what she was doing, risking a lot for Othatgal she knew from the inter-
netsO,but at the same time she knew that her relationship to Sarahwas
not one to be easily explained in current terms and to people that had
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grown up without being connected 24/ 7, something sociologists would
have to wrap their heads around at some point. And while she had
looked upon the oblivious world around her, the urge to clear SarahOs
death and not just let her slip away had risen and taken over, even if a
stubborn part of her still did not want to believe that she had died. It
seemed soimpossible

But she needed help. And she knew who to talk to about that.
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Chapter 2

Cshehad been your fiancZe?!0

Rue had a hard time believing it.

OYes,(Bray said, not looking up but still fixating the brown swirl of
cream in his cup of vending machine coffee. OWehad not told her par-
ents yet.O

They were sitting in the empty hospital cafeteria, where only half the
lights were switched on and the counter closed, giving the usually busy
place a ghostly atmosphere of abandonment, only missing napkin
tumbleweeds.

Gray had said his goodbyes to Sarahand now sat at one of the plastic
tables, surrounded by other empty tables and upturned stools. Their
voices echoed like in a cave along the tiled, bare floor and walls of the
unfilled room, neon bars buzzing quietly, as Gray sat opposite Rue,
warming his hands on the coffee cup between the cold angles of the
sterile cafeteria.

He was confused, yet felt asempty and bare asthe room they were sit-
ting in. He had often wondered about what he would say or feel if he
ever saw Sarah again. Countless versions had played out in his mind.
None had gone quite like this.

Rue had listened patiently as Gray had told his story and now GrayOs
hands were cold and clammy. He felt uncomfortable sweat sticking his
clothes to his skin. Like a fever had come over him, but burned out as
quickly and strongly as it had gotten hold of him. Magnesium fever.

But in some way he felt free, after years of probabilistic uncertainty
had collapsed into one single truth. It was ugly, but Gray preferred an
ugly truth to a beautiful lie, and this truth caused a near-life experience
in Gray: For a brief moment he felt asif the colors had come back, the air
was fragrant, noises sharp, his senseof touch returned. The world had
texture again and the hazy dullness of ten years hibernation had fallen
off, a sleeptoo long- ended. And all of it with a bang that could not have
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been louder, and left him with a senseof freedom that bordered on ver-
tigo. He knew what he had to do.

Gray looked up from his cup.

OI0II get this fucker,O he said. OIOIl get him and make him pay.O

OIf we get the case that is,O Rue said, not sharing GrayOs resolve.

Olf we get the case?! Tom, you didnOtread me. | donOtcare about Oa
caseOlQllget this one. And if itOsthe last thing | do, 10llfucking do it,0
GrayOsvoice grew louder as he leaned over closer to Rue, grabbing the
table from both sides. OUntil | closethe coffin on whoever did it, IOmgo-
ing to do whatever it takes,OGrayOseyes pierced his partner and re-
kindled, feverish flames burned in his eyes.

OEric, | seriously doubt you are in the right condition to make any
such vows. You should take a break, leave this to someone else.O

OYou honestly think | could do that?0

OWell, no.O

ODamnright. | didnOtexplain everything to you for nothing! YouOve
seen me in recent years!O

Olstill wish you would consider taking a backseatin this and not let
your clouded judgment take the better of you. Eric,ORuetried to appeal.
OThisis no childOsplay. SomethingOsooking here. First, encrypted data
Is stolen that we considered safe,and suddenly one of our leading crypto
scientists is killed by somebody trying to get their hands on her re-
search.ORue beganto run out of breath. OAnd there are other sensitive
fields your Sarahhasworked on. Cyber warfareE who knows what she
had brewing in her lab and now is in the wrong hands? They killed her,
for ChristOssake! Inside the Department of Defense! Do you think they
are going to stop there?!ORue shouted after a few words. He rarely
shouted. OThis requires professional and sober handling!O

Not me then.

OWould you stop me?OGray asked in a flat voice and peered into his
cup of coffee again, asif he tried to read the bottom print through the
murky fluid, seeing the discussion go nowhere.

Ol donOt know.O

OWould- you- stop- me?0O Gray repeated, his voice growing denser.

OEric, | canOt answer it simply like that, itOs-O

OWOULD YOU STOPME? ITONOT THAT FUCKING HARD. YES?
OR NO?0

OListen, Eric-O

OFORFUCKOSSAKE!OGray vyelled, as he threw the coffee cup at the
wall and sent his chair flying to the ground. The coffee kept running
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down the wall, painting it murky and uneven brown, when Gray kicked
the doors open and disappeared.

Outside, he leant against the car in the winter twilight, head thrown
back, as the chilly winter air streamed over and beyond him while he
looked at the stars.

| will not let this slip away.

Before Gray could get freezing and uncomfortable, Rue came out and
to a stop in front of him, looking like he wanted to say something, but
then decided otherwise, shook his head and entered the car.

Gray got in on his side.
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Chapter

Araneus paced back and forth in his office high atop the premises of
their monastery. He had traveled the length of the overheated rooms
hundreds of times already, but could find no rest.

Things had gone wrong. They had not managed to obtain the data
and now things were in limbo again, the cards reshuffled. Although
Araneus thought that he had beendealt a splendid hand, it did not mean
he would win by default.

He kept walking and reflecting until he cameto a halt in front of the
golden French mirror that stood in the corner near the window of his
main room. OQuovadisOhad beeninscribed into the frame atop the mir-
ror itself. Different from the artisanship and filigree of the frame, the in-
scription had been added by somebody else with a sharp edge and had
been cut and scratched into it in afit of madness, of existential rage and
desperation. Araneus liked the urgency and immediacy of it, the intens-
ity it radiated. It gave the question the appropriate weight.

As he stood there in the mirror, dressed in his black robe and white
mask, he repeated the question to himself. OQuovadis, old man? Where
do we go from here?Cthe image in the mirror nagged him, sowed seeds
of doubt and insecurity as it belittled him and mocked him.

He took a seat, relieving his weak back from the load of standing and
walking. Slumped over he looked outside, where first precursors of
clouds brought news of colder winds.

Oltis no use,Ohe whispered to himself. OWeregret the chanceswe did
not take and rarely the ones we took.O

He picked one of his cards.
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Chapter

Lisa had logged onto the system. The camera was in place, lights
dimmed, the stage set.

The mainframe Lisa needed help with had been compromised before
its security upgrade and through backtracking Lisa had identified the re-
sponsible hacker, Kel, hoping he had a backup.

Lisa had learned that Kel was a very reclusive character and referred
to himself as otaky the Japaneseterm for obsessivefans of pop-cultural
fetishes, suffering from weak hygiene and social skills, coupled with the
tendency to shy away from responsibility and remain indoors for times
at a stretch that would have embarrassed advanced agoraphobics, to be
occupied with manga, anime, dolls, toys, soft-core porn and other use-
lessplunder. Lisa failed to grasp the concept of soft-core porn, trying to
show fucking without showing any fucking. It was like music without
music. Rap. Or news without news. Faux News.

Kel collected videogames and spent his time and wealth on them like
any rich collector looking to buy back his childhood or the nostalgically
wholesome memory delusion he had of it. Thesedays he spent his time
nearly exclusively online in the biggest existing massive multiplayer
game, Sphere also affectionately called OThe WorldO by its players.
Nobody seemed to know how to reach him otherwise.

Releaseda year ago, Sphere already had the highest number of con-
current paying subscribers ever seen,and millions of people around the
world were more than happy to plunk down twenty dollars a month or a
few dollars an hour to gain accessto their shared hallucination, escaping
their lives headlong for hours at a time like heroin junkies taking a hit.

SphereOdig successhad come with a new way of emoting, using a
cameraand a microphone to capture the playerOdace and voice and map
it to the avatar, rendering the online representation a mimicry of the
playerOsexpression where additional filters allowed even the daintiest of
girls to sound like a chunky twenty feet ogre. The synthetic smell
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headset upgrade was just a matter of time, to feed more information
back to the player, hooking him with the one sensethat allowed the most
direct brain access without prying the skull open.

Overnight, Sphere had exploded as the next big thing, pushed along
by lush graphics, carrot-on-a-stick gameplay and the new means of com-
munication that were as lifelike as consumer electronics allowed. It was
cheap, addictive and many neglected more than just hygiene and nutri-
tion to play it. Whereas the past thirty years had belonged to external
substanceabuse,the future belonged to internal substanceabuse,caused
by entertainment and social manipulation. Somuch so,that peoplecalled
Everquestvith no smallamountof seriouscriticism by its nicknameEvercrack
at times. And now Lisa had to jump into it becauseKel could not be
reached any other way anymore.

Sheloaded up the client and hit the OConnectButton. The game up-
dated itself, loading server data and automatically patching her client,
before the dead non-color of her screenturned into a beautiful, swaying
autumn landscape of iridescent reds and warm yellows, majestic trees
swinging their heavy arms with delicate leads rustling, cloud-breaking
mountains framing the horizon and a field of grass in deep sapphire
green with high blades making her sight, the soft sounds of a lazy wind
combing through the grassand leaves,and a small river meeting pebbles
and drops along its way making the soundtrack asit happily rippled and
splashed along.

Breathtaking.

The artistic rendition seemed better than reality and larger than life.
The dreamlike landscapesand scintillating deep colors gave the world a
super-real look that was like being transported into her deepest child-
hoodOsireams, to the world of wonder she had always wanted to live in,
but was ripped out of every morning. A world grand and deep, import-
ant and meaningful, of promise and adventure.

It was not just slightly enervating. Lisa looked aside and shook her
head. Shelet her gaze wander through the room for contrast and what
she saw in normal reality seemeddull and flat in comparison with her
screen.

It was puzzling. Reality should have more colors.

Like the frequencies of voice transmitted over radio waves, she
wondered whether there was more to the pictures her screenshowed, a
subliminal payload transcoded in the colors and only for her subcon-
scious to pick up on, similar to voice frequencies modulated atop radio
frequencies. In any caseit was more impressive than she had expected,
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but also more disturbing by the same token. But then again, Lisa had
never enjoyed satisfying accessto visual art. Even at age 20, everything
she had painted or drawn when required to was OartOeven a Waldorf
teacher would have ruthlessly beaten a four-year-old senseless for.

Lisa set off traveling towards the city where she was told to meet Kel,
and the gravel beneath her leather soles scrunched as she walked on the
made-out path, passing various folks of wildly differing looks. Some
people were underway astiny fairies, asbig as sparrows yet with human
bodies and opaque butterfly wings, swirling around their companions,
others as humans in poor clothes, or short and brawny dwarfs with
majestic beards over their clad mail. Shemarveled at how people chose
to represent themselves and what results came around when people
were free to chose what to look like.

As she passedthe cityOshigh gatesin the gigantic stone wall surround-
ing it, she still looked around like a small kid in a theme park, over-
whelmed by the detail.

And the city was absolutely cooking with activity. People, mounts
and carts ran and rolled around, occupied traders bartered on the open
street, weary groups of adventurers looked for assignments, equipment
or rest, enthusiastic puffers advertised shops or taverns and everywhere
was the noise of life. There seemedto be no shortage of things to do and
people to do them.

Shefollowed the signs to the Three Oaks, where she would meet Kel
and stepped through the circular door into the subdued gloom of the
room. It was quieter inside as the noise and blinding light washed
ashore at the door and left the room dim and quiet. The beechwood in-
terior with its few banks and tables and a massive bar was populated by
half a dozen people who chatted with low voices in their corners and
minded their own business.

On the second floor Lisa knocked at door number four and assoon as
it gaped open, threw herself against it and entered the room.

OWhatdo you think you are doing? DonOtyou know who | am?!Othe
elf that had opened asked. He put his head in raised, semi-heroic posi-
tion as he started reciting. Ol am Lorathien, Guardian of the Eastern
Light, Keeper of the Sacred Mysteries of UlOarOquienl am Lorathien,
Protector of-O

OYouare Jake Crannigan, you live in 742 Evergreen Terrace, Spring-
field. You are 22 year old. You are as geeky asthey come and you owe
some people, who are looking quite intensely for you | might add, more
than twenty thousand dollars you borrowed to invest into a table-top
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game idea of yours that went down really well with, well, nobodyand
now wastes his time with idle daydreaming, you pompous prick!O

OWhat? How do you-O

OZIP,sweet cheeks! Everyone tells me you are a pompous prick. Un-
less you want some nice burly men with pliers to come your way and
take nails as substitute for coins or teeth to sell to the tooth fairy, 10dad-
vise you to deal quickly and openly with me here.O

His avatarOdace went white, like somebody had decreased his color
saturation and increased his brightness. He toppled to the floor as a
drop of black and white in a color painting.

Olwant you to get me into contact with Kel, cupcake. And if not, then
those nice amateur chiropractors will pay you a visit and demonstrate
each other their newest techniques on you,Oshe said without giving him
a chanceto interrupt and did not expect him to develop a spine out of
the jelly that seemed to keep him upright by mere miracle.

Lisa walked up to him and pulled him to his feet. OAnd now, hush,
hush!! 10llwait outside and try to find things to think about before | run
out of patience and talk to the-powers-that-want-their-money-back,O she
said to Jake,who stood there stiff asa board and trembling like an unbal-
anced washing machine on high revs.

When he had gone, Lisa waited outside and after just a few minutes
somebody started talking to her.

OYouhave beenlooking for me?Qa voice with a gentle, swinging pitch
reached her and shook her out of her dozing boredom. It belonged to a
man standing in front of her, whose most remarkable trait was a regular-
ity that was hard to put a finger on. Dressedin simple flowing garbs of
black color the man had black, smooth hair falling beyond his shoulder
and emphasizing the thin, bleak face. His eyeswere afull black, like coal
diamonds, and he mustered Lisa with playful interest.

OAre you alright?0 he asked with a deep English accent, his head
slightly tipped over to her.

Lisa shook off her daze. OYesyes, IOnffine, thank you. Yes, |Ovebeen
looking for you!O she blurted out.

OWhy?0

ODARPA. May 2004.0

Kel immediately stepped back. Brows drawn together his looks vis-
ibly darkenedNsomehow beyond black. OWasnOime,O he said and
crossed his arms. Ol donOtthink there is anymore to be discussed
between us. Good day,O he said and turned.

Shit.
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Shehad hoped to be able to drop the foreplay and cut to the chaseim-
mediately. With a short sprint she caught up with Kel and grabbed his
arm.

OWait! IOmnot out to get you or rat you out and IOmnot with any
authority.O

OSo?It wasnOtme. Leave me alone. | donOthave anything elseto tell
you.O He yanked his arm free and kept walking. Puzzled, Lisa stood
there for a moment and then activated the securechat option that would
allow encrypted communication with Kel.

ONSA, yesterday. That was me!O she yelled behind him.

He stopped. OWhy should | believe you? How did you getin? And
what proof do you have?0

OSendmail contains a race condition caused by improperly handling
asynchronous signals. | forced the SMTP server to have an I/O timeout
at the right moment and made it executemy exploit code at the privilege
level of the sendmail process.O

KelOdace showed a mix of suspicion and curiosity. OThatwas submit-
ted to CERT yesterday, but was not published yet. How do you know of
that?O He was far from trusting Lisa.

Ol submitted it. After using it.O

OYou used it to enter the NSA?0

OYes.And | know that you worked six years for them. | know what
you did and why you quit, before starting your own security advisory
company that left you rich beyond any financial worries when you sold
it shortly afterwards, Kelvin. How would | know that without having
entered the system?0

Hell hath no fury like an admin scorned.

OYou are good,O he admitted, a hint of approval swinging along.

OButnot good enough to accessdata that isnOthere anymore and has
been overwritten more than a dozen times, which is why | need your
help.O

OData that was accessed in the DARPA system, May 2004?20

OYes. It could contain clues to the circumstances of the murder of a
friend of mine,O Lisa laid her cards open onto the table. OYou might
have known her. Dr. Lynn Hamilton. Ishtar.O Lisa had given him one
of SarahOs more public aliases.

OAssuming that it was me who entered the system in May 2004,what
would make me admit it and give it to you?0

Ol donOtwant you to admit it. | just want the data in some way or
other.O
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OLeavesmy second point: Assuming that it was me, why should | give
it to you? You are offering?O

OSnatcher.Kojima. PS2 version remake, beta that has been dropped.O

ONo such thing,O he said, betrayed by the excited timbre of his voice.

OReally? Is that an Elven dagger in your pants, or are you suddenly
just happy to seeme?OLisa asked, well aware of his excitement. Olt ex-
ists. | cansend you the header files of the disc and the rest after you give
me what | want.O

Two physical copies of the game had existed after the development
team had upgraded their computers. One had been destroyed, the other
had found its way into LisaOsands through a thief that had not known
what he had held. Worth gold under normal circumstances,in these it
could be worth lives if it bought her access to the data.

Shestarted a file transfer to send Kel the game, who instantly accepted
it and stopped moving. His avatar came shortly back to life when it
turned to her and he said, OThisis going to take a few minutes. Running
a few tests. Hold on,Obefore it went back to hanging like an unmoved
marionette, shoulders slumped over and head hugging the chest. A few
moments later KelOsroice came through her speakersagain, sounding a
lot friendlier and closer than he had sounded in their prior dealing.

OThisis incredible. This looks real!lOhe exclaimed. Oltseemsyou are
legit,O was his overjoyed realization.

OYeah.Told you. Now, where we at?0

OYouonly want the data as pertaining to some Dr. Lynn Hamilton?
Not all the data of the raid?O

ONo, just her data. As | said, itOs personal,O Lisa said.

OOK. Catch the download!O

A prompt appeared on her screento savetwo gigabyte of data coming
from Kel.

2 Gig?!

The massive data set surprised her, and depending on what it con-
tained, sifting through it could take weeks, months or years. The down-
load alone would take long enough to grab something to eat. Sheclicked
on the OAcceptCbutton and crossed her fingers asthe download started.
In turn she sent the game files to Kel.

As she rose from her armchair, she realized how tense she had been
and how sore her body felt. Her dizzy head told her to get a proper
break and some sleep soon, but she wanted to check the data first and so
went to her kitchen to find something to keep her awake.
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With a steaming coffee cup in hand, slowly sipping on the hot balsam
for her mind when not chewing on her lip, she leaned against the wall
and watched her screenfrom afar as the files were shoveled onto her
disk. Shewarmed her hands on the cup and clutched it tightly between
her slim fingers asif she could wring the heat out of it to warm the room
that had gone cold. Attention to worldly things had slipped her mind in
recent hours and the prolonged waking and sitting had left its marks in
her pale complexion and deeply grey underlined eyesas her blood flow
and pulse had beendemanded asmuch asthe mind during daytime TV.
Years ago she would at least have had a mild CRT tan, but now, with
half a dozen LCD panels on her desk, her only radiation source was
moonlight on her nightly trips to the convenience store.

But the coffee did not help. Shecould feel her mind slipping onto tan-
gents and imagined how nice it would feel to fall into her warm and soft
bed, and relax and stretch before coming to some very welcome rest.

Forcefully shepried her eyesopen and kept them peeled at the screen.
With only a few more minutes to go she counted the secondsthe down-
load still went on, having to get back on track two times when she acci-
dentally had started counting nonsensenumbers asher mind had drifted
off. Shefelt cold, hungry and miserable as it finally finished before she
could reach the four hundred mark in her count. With relief she quickly
typed a few hasty words of OThanksGand OGoodbyeQwith the promise
to getin touch soon and hurried to open the files, quickly scanning their
contents. Researcldata,Lynn Hamilton, their title read and they were full
of diagrams, scientific language and long indexes. A lot of tension un-
loaded from her that very samemoment as she established the dataOsu-
thenticity, giving her more information to continue on.

With shutdown computers she barely managed to get undressed,
nearly falling over in the process, as she let herself crash into her bed.
Her mind went to sleep quicker than her computers had on hitting the
power button.

It was not the most refreshing and comfortable sleep, but the lack of
recurring thoughts and the dayOsstress was alleviation enough as she
wallowed in her uneasy and dreamless slumber.

Her work for the day was done.

Others started theirs.
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Chapter

Jane packed her things.

Her room in the Order did not contain much and even less personal.
Nobody would have known sheinhabited it by looking at it, becauseshe
had not bothered to arrange any personal items or decor that would
have made the bare room any nicer. A small bed, a wooden desk with
writing utensils in front of the window, a big closet. Like any other
room of the wing.

From standing on the light beige carpet, thin enough to barely isolate
her feet from the rough stone beneath it, she let herself slump onto the
bed and stared straight at the white ceiling before she turned aside,
propped her head onto her hands and looked through the dusty and
milky window onto the clouds painting the sky in their curls like spun
sugar.

She felt miserable, and was not very sure of what she was doing.
Would every bit of doubt be a drop, she could have filled a pond this
day alone.

What exactlyam | doing? she asked herself again, still gazing onto the
shifting clouds. What have | been doing the last few months?

It all felt like a blur to her. Shecould barely remember anything. It
felt like she had been asleep the recent months, yet she felt like she
wanted nothing more than actually go to sleep. There was this need for
comfort, a need for rest, for content, that lay on her and felt like a hole in
her being, a constant hunger. Shewanted to spend her life in an etern-
ally long weekend.

The perpetual feeling of incompletion and unrest turned colors ashen,
food fowl and air stale. Happiness had slipped away in mercurial
streams without notice and left her without memory of when she had
felt happy, genuinely happy, the last time. It must have been months.
Like from a distant, hazy dream that could be doubted to be hers, shere-
membered the beginnings of her days in the Order. She remembered
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other people her age, friends, shared days of sun and laughter, warm
nature on many trips outside, the feeling of belonging somewhere after
having been astray for too long. Did | just dreamthat? she wondered,
afraid of an answer.

With a faint shake of her head Janegot up and left the room for the
floorOs bathroom and went up to a sink.

The cold water warmed her hands and after letting it flow and watch-
ing it trickle over her knuckles and fingers she splashed some of it into
her face.

With afew quick creaksthat sounded like a mouse yelping in fear, she
turned off the faucet and stared into the mirror while the water ran off.
She could hear water dripping from one of the other taps and the
gloomy, golden light in the desolate bath room illuminated her face in
the small, warped mirror over the basin only to an insufficient degree. It
was all quiet, except for the occasional dripping of the leaking faucet,
where every drip felt satisfying after listening in on the silence that built
expectation for the next one.

Janekept looking into the mirror, fixing on the reflection of the reflec-
tions on her eyes.

Who are you, JaneDoe? she thought, but the mirror did not respond.
Where do you come from?

Only more dripping answered her silent question.

And where do we go from hergte asked herself.

Shedid not know. But what she did know, was that somebody would
pay if she was not allowed to go back soon. She had seento that.
Nobody expected it, but it would be a major paymentNwith dividends.

Breaking out of her lethargy she shuddered and walked out, still whis-
pering to herself.

OWhere do we go from here?0
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Chapter 6

OCryptography, Electronic Warfare, Communication Protocols,
Counter Intelligence, EMP strikes, Artificial Intelligence, Pattern Recog-
nition, Quantum Computing, FEM simulation? This is hopeless. She
had her fingers in everything that even closely resemblesa computer-re-
lated buzzword. Going by this entertaining collection of a marketing
dictionary she could have crossed people from all walks of life,O Gray
said and let the latest printout slip from his hands and hit the desk with
a shapping noise of resignation and spent good will.

OSamaewith what | got on her. Shewas a genius and her different ali-
asesappear on enough papers to make the most prolific of slush authors
blush with inadequacy. Sheloved her job,ORue replied before closing
his own file.

Enoughto haveleft mebehind. For this. For numbersandequations.Is that
all there is to it?

After a long awkward drive to the office Gray and Rue had started
talking out of professional necessity and after a few minutes things had
gone back to normal as they sat in the office and talked through the case.

OWhat do we tell Baystead?O Gray asked.

OThe truth?0

OThat we know jack?0

OThatwe may know jack, but that you knew the deceasedvery well,0
the conflict flared up again as Rue mentioned the circumstance.

OWhich would very likely rule me out of the investigation.O

OAnd very likely for very good reasons, Eric.O

The fever built up again, but before Gray could say anything, Rue
already cut in with a sedate and unaffected tone.

OLetit go, Eric. | will tell Baystead the facts as are. We have proced-
ures and thatOghat as far as IOmconcerned. You arenOmaking the best
case for participation in this investigation the way you acted at the
morgue and the way you act again right now, you know?0
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GrayOsupwelling protest was pre-empted again, OAnd just one more
word and youOllbe sent on a forced vacation after having checked in
with our psychological counsel. Which sounds like a good idea in any
case,the more | think about it. YouOvebeenonly sounding minor chords
for way too long now. And you arenOtexactly reaching for the upper
registers.O

Gray lowered his gaze onto the ground several levels below them. A
lump like a heavy and wet tennis ball formed in his throat, choked him,
and his eyesburned in frustration ashe was not even able to give voice
to it. But his determination to stick with the case had already bloomed.

His eyes abruptly refocused as a notifying window appeared on his
screen. He immediately forgot his anger. OSarahQsoint of location and
current occupation was among the data set that was stolen in the DC
hit!O

OYou think they were after Sarah, not the agent list?0

OCouldbe. And whatever she had beenworking could be even worse
news than the loss of the agent list. | donOt think itOs coincidence.O

OCrap,0 was RueOs professional statement.

They instantly got on their way to BaysteadOsmpty office and as soon
asthey had taken seats,Baystead himself hurried through the door, neck
tie and hair waving alike in the rush of air as he sped towards his place.

ORue,Gray, excellent. Justthe two people | need to speakto. 1Ovdust
been briefed on your case.O

He turned his head towards Gray. Oltseemsyou knew the deceased
from your time in college. Is that correct?0

OYes, sir,0 Gray said without intonation. There goes my plan.

OAlright. This brings us into a dilemma here,OBaystead said and sor-
ted his clothing before finally taking seatand being on eye-level with his
two agents.OYouknow the investigation cannot continue with you being
involved this way?O

OWith all due respect, sir, | think my acquaintance of Dr. Hamilton is
enough of historical nature to be considered insignificant, like OknowingO
a car salesman or a waitress from years ago.O

OWhich is exactly why | wanted you to stay here for a moment.O He
paused. OHow close have you been to Dr. Hamilton?O

Gray would do anything.

ONot very. Yes, | knew her from college, but we havenOtbeen very
close, or close at all for that matter. Justanother co-ed. | donOtsee my
prior knowledge of her person affecting my judgment or action, Sir,O
Gray said, feeling he had delivered it with the right amount of distance
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and indifference. He had learned that indifference was usually inter-
preted as proper judgment and sensibility. It was professional.

Ol see,O Baystead saidl see.O

He shook his head slightly and then stated, OYouOre off this case.O

The following silence was explicit.

OExcuseme?OGray said. He must have misheard, he thought, before
he hastily threw in a OsirO.

OYouare off the case,Gray. | asked you to give testimony regarding
your relation to Dr. Hamilton and you lied to protect your own in-
terests. Who do you think we are?Ohis voice cut the room apart. OBut
more importantly, you lied to a superior, demonstrating a clear lack of
judgment and distance to this case.O

OBut-O

OFor GodOssake, Gray, this is an intelligence agency. Do you really
think we donOthave files on eachand every single agent working here?
Think twice.O

Gray realized that Baystead had known all along. It had been a test.

Ol could have accounted for your continued involvement if you had
demonstrated reliability and trustworthiness. Now though, unlikely.
Do you understand?0

GrayOseply was hollow and had no echo. To him it sounded like a
third person was saying it. OYes, sir.O

OGood,CBaystead said with irritation in his voice, asif he had to deal
with atroublesome kid again, losing faith that it one day would turn out
fine and go to church and pay taxes. OFurthermore, you are free for the
day and | expectyou to checkin with our psychologist tomorrow. Your
general condition seems to dictate this move.O

OBut,who would be better suited for this casethan me?! | knew the
victim! If anybody, | would be the one most able to trace her steps and
understand what she might have gotten into! You know his affects me,
howE | could-O

Ol thought we were already clear on this, Agent Gray. Unless you
want to be addressed Mister Gray for the future of your professional life,
| advise you to follow suit.O

Gray had the urge to keep protesting, but was lost for words, so he
grunted. He felt nauseous and as if his tie was tightening around his
neck, giving him an impression of what it must feel like to hang oneself
onto atree one did not seecoming. The whole sessionseemedfarcical to
him. Completely different from what he had hoped and expected.

Ols this your final word, sir?0
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At first it seemed like Baystead would not answer, but after a short
pause he uttered, OYes.You are dismissed.O

His hands already on the arm rests, Gray was about to leave, when he
leant over to Baystead.

OYoucan reassign me, you can suspend me, you can fire me, but you
know what? That all doesnOmatter. It doesnOmatter the slightest bit,0
he said quietly. OYoudo what you feel you must do. And | will too. I
am going to hunt that fuck down and nail the coffin on that bastard,
whether it goddamn pleasesyou and your procedures or not,OGray said
and smiled a smile that left his eyes unlaughing.

ODoasyou pleaseand live with the consequencesson. IOmnot going
to feel intimidated by your little show there.O

OGreat!GGray agreed overly enthusiastic. OGoodday, Sir. Good day
to you,Ohe said and left the room. Towards the exit he heard Rue shout
OHey, Eric!O,but Gray waved him off without a further look and rushed
out. He did not want to drag Rue into this.

This was personal.
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Chapter 7

Lisa slumped over, disappointed by the vagueness of what she had
found, and massaged her knuckles.

Most of the work was somehow connected to the field of pattern re-
cognition and its different applications on several platforms, with a
strong mathematical foundation. Patterns everywhere.

What did shefind? Perfectdecryption? Perfectencryption? Both? Whatis
in there?

Trying to trace what work Sarah had done in the past to guess what
she was doing now had only brought her so far and left her with far too
many options. Too many parties could be interested in her work, and
many of them would kill and had killed for less.

It was no use. She needed a break.

As she stepped out of her door into the quiet night, the outside air felt
nice, even if it was among the worldOsworst. Besidesthe wind sweeping
she heard traffic in the distance, her own street being quiet and asleepas
she started walking through the interplay of light and dark, passing un-
der streetlights, houses like her own to the side.

A paper on the ground caught her eye. OSeveralspeciesinfected by
same mystery flu in local ZooO it read.

Several species, same flse brooded and chew her lip.

Without the overbearing brightness of the day hurting her eyes, Lisa
listened to herself breath on her contemplative walk, running things
through her mind over and over again.

And then, suddenly, she knew what Lisa had been working on. The
Z00 headline had told her.

Excited, she spun around and started running back towards her house,
passing a road sign and casually looking at the weirdly swung characters
on it.

OGod, lloveTokyo,O she thought.
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Chapter 8

Gray had found a place on a benchin the park near the DHS building
and celebrated having thrown away his career.

He felt hungry, lightheaded, but mostly alive and quite well as a stu-
pid grin stole onto his face. He had thrown things away, but not for a
dead person.

Before his suspension completely kicked in and all departments were
made aware of it, he phoned the lab to seewhether the analysis of the
crime scene had turned up any more evidence on the killer, but was
disappointed.

ONothing new. All the traces, particles and prints we found belong to
Dr. Hamilton. Her attacker left no unique trace at all,Othe scientist told
him and Gray was aware of how odd this was. It was practically
Impossible.

In the futile attempt to arrange his short, sandy-colored hair some-
what, Gray ended up holding his face in his hands and felt his cold fin-
gers on the bony jaw and cheeks as his face was warm and still flush
with his excitement, until his cell phone noisily reported a short mes-
sage. There was no number associatedwith the messageand all it con-
tained was the address of a close highway underpass and a time: In fif-
teen minutes.

Unsettled by the weird message,yet unwilling to let any chancespass,
Gray found a black sedan with tanned windows roll to a halt where he
stood fifteen minutes later at the underpass.

The door opened, a gap widening, but even though Gray was unable
to see into the car, he grabbed it and entered.

OBaystead!O

ODoctor, Mister, or just Stephen would do too. And | would prefer
you would not keep at this volume for the rest of the talk,0 Baystead
said, not unfriendly.

OWhatOs this about? did not expect to ever see you again.O
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OListen, Gray, |IOmsorry we parted the way we did. Everything 1Om
going to say and do now is off the usual record and on another.O He
brought the car back onto the road and said, OButthere were external cir-
cumstancesthat forced my hand. | was as much a victim of that asyou
were.O

OWere?0

OYes, were.As soon as | have left, you have not seen me.O

OSecret?0

OYousee,being the departmentOspresident, | enjoy certain privileges.
Like being able to make sure nobody actually spies on me.O

OSowhat is this about? You are not going to hold my hands over two
double lattes, apologize in drama with some bad poetry, give me broth-
erly pecks on my cheeks before confessing your love for another man
and disappear into the sunset?O Gray asked grimly.

ONo. IOmhere to do us and you a favor, Gray. Before | reachedthe of-
fice today | already had several talks and most of them were gravely dis-
concerting. There is rumbling and noise in DC, in the NSA, the CIA, the
Pentagon. Nothing really on the surface, but people are talking about
what happened at the facilities and to Dr. Hamilton.O

OWhy?0

ONational security. And now starts the off-the-record part. Dr.
Hamilton was part of a research group that had the task of finding out
how to bring modern computer networks down, among them ISPs,sub-
nets, carriers, and yes, even the whole Internet if need be aspart of Oper-
ation Cyberstorm. It was part of another military contingency plan.O

OReally. What did they plan on doing after lunch break? Pesky over-
achievers. ThatOs what happens when you sit in the first row in class.O

OAnNd her task was to write polymorph viral code that could be used to
take over the networks and control or destroy them. Polymorph hastwo
meanings in this case:A, it changesits own appearanceand structure to
evade detection, and B, it carries itself in different versions for different
computer and operating systems. It could infect your PC through your
PDA, hop onto your cell phone, exploit a networked printer, laying
dormant and escaping detection until it receives the signal, activated
through a driver exploit, and takes control of the system. And then it
would be under our control to handle like we see fit to use. Or destroy.O

ODid she succeed?O

ONo. At least we thought so until now. But the fact that somebody
penetrated secretfacilities without us knowing how they came to know
of them, then entering the NSA and killing a high ranking scientist
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working on very sensitive material that only a handful of people know
of? ThatOs quite indicative.O

OYep,indicative,O Gray agreed, Oontwo things: First, her researchwas
a successin someway. Second,this was an inside job. You said it your-
self. Only a handful of people knew of it and had accessto it. Thereis a
leak.O

Baysteadleant back, concern deepening the creasesin his face. OThatOs
why 1Omhere, Gray, and why IOmnot on the official record. Do the
names Bilderberg, Skull & Bones, llluminati, Council of Foreign Rela-
tions or Elders of Zion ring a name?0

OOfcourse, right along with the FIFA Technical Study GroupNmost
opaque bunch ever. Conspiracy theories for nutters and whack jobs that
need to project their failures so they donOt have to blame themselves.O

OThatOs blanket statement | wouldnOt sign, and one would guess |
know what IOmtalking about. Someof them exist in some forms, but itOs
highly unlikely that they in fact are responsible for everything they are
blamed for. Their members probably laugh a lot when browsing the
Internet.O

OYeahwell, world being governed by a few powerful people. Hardly
news. WhatOs the important part for us?0 Gray asked.

OAnother conspiracy. One that managed to go mostly unnoticed and
in fact we have problems sorting out fact and fiction ourselves. Most pe-
culiar is that even our documents, our secretfiles, have no apparent au-
thor. There is not much to go by, except for their name: Brotherhood of
Babylon.O

OWait! DidnOtthey have that great hit in O742CanOtecall the name,
but | think it had organs, jangly guitars and flashy clothes. Funny
bunch, back in the day when songswerenOfust incredibly long ringtone
ads,O Gray said and pulled his thin, colorless lips into a sour smile.

OFunny. But-O

OPffft, very nice, but | donOtseehow any of this story affects me. IOm
not part of the office anymore. Wait, let me think about whoOsrespons-
ible for that?OGray shrugged his shoulders. OGeeseems| canOtemem-
ber who put me off the case. Your point was what again?0

OOh,so you blame me for not being in control of yourself? Great. But
youOll see where this is heading.O

Gray observed the outside world and waited for Baystead to go on.

OSo,Brotherhood of Babylon as | said. It seemsto consist of people
strongly opposed to any government and establishment. But instead of
opposing it like a small flame opposesthe darkness, visible but without
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much effect, like most OconspiraciesOthey kept weaving their net and
preparing something hidden from all view. Mostly scientists, immature
nerds that stylize themselvesto be the secretly ruling power, some form
of science-fuelled gray eminence of mankind.O

OAnNd you suspectthat they will try to bring down the Internet, mobile
and phone system with a virus destroying all communications in its
wake?O

OYes. TheyOlimiss the current Internet, and basically all other electric
devices, but they loathe our governments much more than they like the
net. Or they could sell it to the highest bidder, and God knows, there are
currently more than a handful of countries out there that would be
pleased to deliver such a blow! WeOveseenbad things happen at much
lessercatastrophes. And then, donOffall victim to intellectual arrogance.
That we canOthink of an explanation does not mean that there is no
reasonable one.O

OBringdown the net? Porn and Bittorrent have beenvl of their project
then, | assume.O

OListen,Gray, IOmnot here to entertain you and God knows IOmnot a
funny guy that likes stories. The data we have on that group hints that
there are plans for our current time, and this threat is serious. Can you
even imagine in the slightest what this breakdown could mean, this an-
archy, this chaos? IOvebeenthere. IOveseenand experienced times of re-
volt. Without a force bringing order, mankind degenerates when let
from its tight leash.O

Ol never liked our office after three pm either.O

OYouare an ass,Gray. But even worse, you know it and you like it.
1tOs all unimportant, false or a joke to you!O

ThatOs how | roll.

OYou want something true?O Baystead continued. OIOlltell you
something true. During my early years of espionage activity | was in
Eastern Europe, doing undercover surveillance. | was young, | was
idealistic, | thought | could change something, even the slightest bit, in
my lowly position. Guesswhat, | was wrong. The country was wrought
with corruption, decadence, perversion and people wallowed in it like
pigs. | once brought a young boy from a small, poor village into a hos-
pital on my own hands, having walked for miles, after he had broken in-
to a lake in deep winter. He was blue from cold and badly cut from in-
dustrial litter that had been dumped there. He had blood all over him,
could barely breath and his heart beatirregularly. Of coursel was put in
line, and what an illustrious line it was, | tell you. Cripples with
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bleeding stumps from having beencaught in one of the broken machines
of a factory. A woman with puss where her right eye should have been
and only blood and mushy tissue where her teeth should have beenafter
some roaming bandits had raped her and beat and cut her upNfor fun.

An old man that looked to be hundred years of agewith old, leathery but
healthy skin folding on his face and roasted, rosy and brown skin from
his grade A burnings hanging onto his weak bones from below there to
his belt, throwing bubbles and peeling off as he sat there. | felt sick for
being alive and healthy. And the boy, you might think that | was in a
hospital everything should have beenfine and they nursed him back to
health, but man doesnOwork that way,O Baystead spat the words out
with increasing disgust as he recalled his tale, looking onto the road asif
he was reading from its lines.

He looked up and asked Gray, ODo you want to know what
happened? A party official was brought in with a sore throat. Guess
who was treated? This pig had gone into the treatment room with a
common cold and the kid in my hands was dying, his breath growing
fainter by the minute. You might have expected them to be finished
quickly at least,and | asked the attending nurse several times how much
longer itOd take, but it was always Ockopo, ckopoO, Osoon, soon0.0

Gray grew uncomfortable. He had never heard the old man tell any-
thing from his past or anything remotely personal, and what he was
hearing was no story from a Freddie Prince Junior movie.

OTheboy was dying and nobody was going to do anything about it. |
couldnOthelp it anymore, with people suffering around me and the boy
barely holding on, I busted through the door to confront the doctor face
to face, determined to make him at least watch the boy die if he was go-
ing to do nothing about it.O

A mad little smile played around the cornerOsof BaysteadOsnouth
now. OAnd what | saw there opened the truth about the human nature
to me. After that, nothing ever shocked me again.O

The grin contorting BaysteadOsface would have prompted every
mother and her child to change the side of the road if he had walked
around on the streets like that.

OTheywere having a party. The party animal and his doctor were
downing shots of vodka, laughing and hitting each otherOsshoulders,
having the time of their lives. Two of the bodyguards played poker with
them while the others lined the doors and walls, looking all grim and
serious. The last thing | saw before | was promptly dragged out through
the door, kicking and screaming, was the sight of the two grown men in
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charge laughing so hard they had tears in their eyes, as | shouted and
gestured, restrained by the hands of the guards that threw me onto the
yard of the entrance and made it abundantly clear that they would shoot
me if | setfoot into the hospital again,OBaystead said with a trembling
voice.

OAnNd the boy?0

OTheboy? With tears streaming from a maelstrom of frustration and
inability | told the guards, and shouted to them from where | was sitting
on the frozen ground outside, that there was a boy in there who needed
treatment and that they should look after him. They nodded grimly and
went inside again. A stupid, in all reality unprompted, spark of hope
sprung up inside me at that moment and when the door swung open
again with the two guards, one of them carried the weak and tiny body
of the boy that nearly disappeared in the guardOsbig and rough hands.
They simply tossed him out. Tossedhim out like somebody would toss
out a discarded paper tissue, like worthless waste. He-O

Baystead started over. OHewas dead before he hit the ground,O he
said with a voice that left open whether he believed it. He looked aside,
squinting as if trying to discern something in the distance that was cut
short by the next wall. OAnd then they shot him two times to make
sure. They left me sitting there with the dead body in that winter.
Alone, cold and robbed of much that had been dear to me,Ohe said still
turned aside, as if talking to his left mirror.

OlOmsorry, Sir,0 Gray said at a loss for words, afraid of saying
something awkward or inappropriate.

Baysteadturned back, his old somber self with deep and steady slate-
grey eyesin his orderly face. Only his voice retained a hint of the unrest
he had gone through when recalling his past.

OItOOK, aslong asit brings the point across. It would pain me deeply
to see something like this happen here, in our country, to our people.
This software EMP could createanarchy for months or years, and IOmot
going to let it happen.O

Ol can follow that.O

OGood,becausethat is where you comein. When our Department was
founded we were granted some extensive operative rights. ItOscalled
Status 212in the documents and itOsshort of giving you a carte blanche
to do whatever is required to avert danger, except that you will have to
face the consequencesof your doing to some extent. Smaller hiccups can
be covered up, but issuesthat can not be hidden from public eye any-
more will go onto your score card.O
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OThe government is going to deny knowledge and participation?O

OAbsolutely. You are going to sign a discharge form, but of course
some higher-ups in key positions will monitor your activities and aid
you as far as the case is concerned.O

OAsfar asthe caseis concerned. If | do a misstep, IOmout and nobody
ever knew me?0

OOfficial story will be that after your discharge you investigated on
your own accord. What we can promise though is getting you out of the
country, setyou up somewhere elseand issue a death certificate for your
current identity.O

ONotmuch of a safety net,OGray said, not too satisfied. Baystead did
not reply immediately, but took off his glasseswith a free hand and
rubbed his tired eyes as he spoke, OYouare right, it isnOt. [tOsnot very
safe, but itOshe bestwe can do. Official investigation will be comprom-
ised by whoever is the leak in the inner circle, but this way | can make
use of you.O Baystead pointed at the second suitcase. OThisone is for
you. Of course the protocols donOtplan to send our agents out naked.
IDs and passports, handguns, surveillance gear, computer, phones, two
hundred thousand US dollars in cashand credit cards with accessto five
hundred thousand more.O

OHow did you get this organized so quickly?!O Gray asked.

OBy being prepared. We have them for all of our agents.O

Gray rubbed his hands on his thighs asif he was an athlete about to
perform some miraculous feat.

He took the plunge.

OI0II do it,0 he made his decision and signed up.

OYouwill only respond to me and the president,OBaystead said. ONo
one else knows about your exact mission. | guess there isnOtmuch left
for me but to wish you good luck.O

GrayOsmind somersaulted as he considered the possibilities. He
wanted to be let out of the car. He was ready.

With the formalities done, a short approving nod and a closing door
later, Baysteadwas gone, swept away with the snow as Gray stood at the
side of the road and looked after the disappearing car. Plans started to
form in his mind.

This is going to be interesting/ery interesting.
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Chapter 9

Lisa could have slapped herself. It seemedpainfully obvious in retro-
spective: Polymorph virus code. And it had taken the zoo story to make
sense of all the data.

Furthermore, she had managed to find another connection to SarahOs
computer right before the death. It had evaded her attention first, asit
had beenan incoming connection, something she had not looked out for,
but now she had more to follow up on.

Her fingers hit the keyboard in a wild allegro.
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craper 1O

Gray was on his way out of DC, through the sunny country side, ashe
drove northwest and looked over the barren and snow covered land-
scapeto his sides and marveled at its simple beauty in its solemnity and
cold sleep.

The drive was relaxing, nearly meditative. In the warm, protective
shell of his car the winter had much of its serenity and none of its harsh-
ness. The sun warmed his face through the windows and his fingers
tapped to the beat of the low-key pop music coming out of the stereo as
his head bobbed on some of the tunes.

He drove up north to visit Sarah's parents. While SarahOdife and
death were technically classified information, he could not see trouble
arising from telling them the truth and sticking to uncritical facts.

There had been no prior telephone call becausehe thought they de-
served a human being bringing the news instead of eventually getting
place-holder condolences of the fourteen by eight-point-five format,
which he considered to be worth shit. If somebody died, the one re-
sponsible should break it personally. Letters made it all too easyto util-
ize the "human resource”. It would only be a matter of years before they
used Twitter for it. O@PARENTSZOMG! UR DOGHTR IS DE4D LOL
KTHXBAIO

Crawling through the last of the suburban streets he had second
thoughts on whether he would be held responsible and whether it was
cruel to make them lose their daughter a second time, but decided to
stick with it and tell them the truth. While not completely a gift, they de-
served it.

After slowly entering the driveway of the house he had visited last
years ago, he still gripped the wheel after the engine had died, until he
found the courage to exit the car. When he went to the door, his heart
beating rapidly, it suddenly swung wide open before he reached it and
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Gray could look through the frame into the dim hallway and onto the
person at the door.

"Eric?" the person, a slender young woman, about thirty years of age
with blond hair and hazel eyes asked him hesitantly.

"Who are you?" Gray asked. He did not recognize her and was caught
off guard. She looked similar to Sarah, but not quite like her.

"Eric, it's me, Catherine? Don't you recognize me? Have | changed
that much?" the woman beamed at him.

Bewildered, Gray did not reply, but was ushered in like a confused pet
dragged by its leash.

"Come on, don't just stand there, comein! Haven't seenyou for ages.
What brings you here?" she asked and took Gray's jacket before she
made him go through into the living room where he finally said
something.

"Catherine? Little Kate?" he tried.

"Yup, in person,” she laughed at him.

Not only had he been expecting to see Sarah'sparents, but he had all
but forgotten about Catherine, Sarah'slittle OkidOsister. They had both
born on the same day, yet were nothing alike from what he knew about
them.

"Wow, you sure have changed. I'm sorry for not recognizing you,"
Gray said.

"Don't be. It's been for the better | hope!" she said warmly and did a
little mock curtsy. "Come on, sit down, have a seat. What do you want
to drink? Coffee? Tea? A beer? Something with more body?"

"No, thanks. Coffee will do."

She swept out and left a baffled Gray back in the living room, which
resembled a large hall and was crowned with a wide skylight roof that
flooded it with daylight. He had met Catherine only a few times besides
seeing some occasional glimpses and hasheswhen he had come to visit
Sarah,but she had beenvery different back then: The troubled child, thin
enough to be x-rayed with aflash light, flunking school, going through a
whole lot of motions, rebelling, opposing, in short being the black sheep
of the family. Her relationships to Sarah and her parents had always
been strained and taxing and the two sisters had been nothing alike.
They had not even resembled eachother, and after a hefty fight between
them Sarahhad once stormed into his arms and refused to talk about it,
but had never spoken a word to her sister or about her ever again.
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But as he had not come to this house in along time he had all but for-
gotten about Catherine, until she had dropped into sight two minutes
ago.

Still thinking about her, she camein, carefully balancing a tablet with
freshly brewed coffee and cups in her hands, slowly gliding towards the
table in the spacious living room.

OSowhat brings you here? |0vecertainly not seenyou for a while?0
she asked and poured the fragrant coffee into GrayOscup and looked at
him.

SheOs got the same eyes as Sarah.

OActually | expected to meet your parents here,Ohe said. OWhereare
they? 10d rather tell everybody at once.O

OWhy? Is something wrong? They arein Hawaii to get away from the
cold. IOm house sitting here.What happened?0

Gray felt the weight of his tongue in his dry mouth. The words felt
like they tried to stay down his throat and he had to push them up by
force.

OltOs about Sarah,O he finally said while his throat felt like cramping.

OSarah?COrhere was a small break in her voice, a faint creak, and her
lips started to tremble slightly. OSarah?O she repeated.

She suspects itWhat else would | come to tell?

OYes. Sarah. Shedied yesterday,OGray said bluntly, tempted to say
nothing more and leave, relieved enough to have gotten it out.

OBut,how.. why.. when.. | donOtE sheE ,OCatherine stammered,
pressing against the tears swelling in her eyes. Trembling, shewiped the
emerging tears from the corners of her eyeswith her bare hands, yet still
held on until she dragged herself over onto the sofa next to Gray.

OCatherine, listen, IOm sorry | had to bring this up.O

Gray did not know what to do. He had never beencloseto Catherine,
but it felt awkward to have her suffer in tears and sobs, next to him, and
not reactin some way. A being in misery and he felt unable to provide
any comfort.

Shetilted slightly over to him, and at loss, Gray put his arms around
her and kept talking to avoid uneasy quiet.

OlOnsorry | had to break up old scarslike that, but | thought it would
be for the best for you all to know the truth. You donOtneed to worry
anymore and hold your breath. SheOs gone.O

Not only did Gray not know where to put his hands, but also where to
put himself, wishing he could have slipped out of his skin and disap-
pear. But after a while Catherine stopped crying and under stifled
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breath tried to regain grip on herself, yet pressed herself deeper into
Gray arms, who was uncomfortably aware of her body, her touch, her
smell, her skin, torn between guilty attraction and embarrassedhelpless-
ness. Awkward.

OHey, are you OK now?OGray asked, loosening his grip so she could
have easily broken contact any time, but soft sobbing was her only
answer.

OIOm really sorry,O he said again.

OltOsot your fault,O she replied after a while. OltOsiot your fault,0
and gently put GrayOsarms down with a whispered OThankYouOwhen
she sat back again.

OHow did it happen?Oshe asked when the first wave had subsided
and she was able think about the news in more practical terms.

Gray was tight-lipped about what he told her and explained aslittle as
possible, relaying it as classified work-related death without pain or
suffering.

OYouare lying,0 Catherine suddenly said. He turned to her from his
thoughts, finding her looking at him, her facestill red and puffy, the eyes
still in anguish. And he noticed again how familiar they seemed. She
looked at Gray like a wounded deer, accusing and entrancing him while
looking for sympathy.

OCatherine, IOm sorry | canOt tell you mordtOs really-O

OYouare lying. Shedid not die peacefully, did she? What part of your
story is it? ThereOssomething wrong. You donOtfeel right about it.
What is it?0

Ol really canOt tell you.ltOs confidential. If they knew | was here and-O

It was too late when he realized his mistake.

OWhatOthe worry then to tell me everything? Do you think 10llrun to
the press? Run to the next hostile countryOs government and sell
secrets?0

ONo, but-O

OGoddamn it, Eric, IOmher sister! DonOtyou think | have a right to
know what exactly happened? 10mnot looking to blame anybody, | just
want to know.O

Ol really canOtlOm sor-O

OSure. You can come here and tell me sheOslead, but not how it
happened?! And who did it?!OHer voice was like granite. OEric,do you
really think | want to go from one lie to another? No! Not happening!
You could have saved yourself that trip up here then.O
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For a moment Gray had the feeling that Catherine resented him for
holding back information. Those eyesthat seemedso known to him, so
intimate, accused him to the point that it became unbearable.

OYouare fine with giving me some fake official story? ThatOsas good
as one of those nice letters with those patriotic sealson top. ODeaiMr.
and Mrs. So-And-So, we are sorry to inform you, blablablaO?Nice. | al-
ways wanted one of those. Gonna stick it on the fridge.O

OShewas murdered. And we donOtknow by whom and only have a
vague idea of why. IOmworking for a government agency task force and
| was ordered to check out the crime sceneand investigate her murder.
There you go, now you know it. Satisfied?O he blurted out.

Catherine let herself sink back into her chair again, OMurderedE O
Gray still felt the grilling. OKilled for something she worked on.
Beatenup and left with a slit throat. You wanted to know. Satisfied?0O

he asked again.

OThank you,O she whispered as her voice failed her.

He already felt guilty for having been harsh. The way she ran her
hand through her hair, the way she rolled her eyes or how she shifted
her weight in her seat, he could not stand to watch it. It reminded him
so much of Sarah,rekindled so much the nervesin him that wished and
tried to tell him that Sarahwas alive, and confused him so much that he
could not look at her.

| need to get out of her&low.

Catherine spent the next minutes trying to convince him into letting
her join him on his investigation, but he kept declining while he walked
through the room and feigned interest in the items in it, preparing to
leave. Their argument went back and forth and Gray felt himself losing
ground.

| really needto learn how to handlethe womenin this family. I'm goingto
have a word with Mr. Hamilton.

He pulled out the stops.

"No. Fucking No! Get it through your head, for good. If you want to
help me, check your post and email whether Sarah tried to contact you."

Ablaze with anger and disappointment, Catherine stormed out of the
room and upstairs towards the computer, leaving Gray alone. With
nothing else to do, Gray occupied himself with looking at the framed
family pictures when he noticed a distant fluttering noise that slowly
grew louder, yet he could not locate.

He knew he had to leave Catherine, and this house, behind as soon as
possible or things would not end well.

123



And he wasready to leave.

Until the skylight above him exploded in a splitting crunch and came
down in whirlwinds of shatters, shards and splinters, followed by ropes
with masked men in combat clothing and loaded guns shouting com-
mands escaping the hovering helicopter and its deafening rotor noise.
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Chapter 1 1

Lisa had narrowed down the number of people that would have been
able to handle SarahOsesearch. Only a handful, and half of them were
hopeless, borderline-autistic nerds not made out of military subcontract-
or material: Brilliant, but unstable. The nitroglycerin of the thinking
world.

Two of them though, anonymous hackers suspectedto be high-rank-
ing professors at the same university rang a bell and Lisa presumed they
had had contact with Sarah. Little was known about them except for
their silly nicknames, OWaldorf and StatlerO,and that they knew to cover
their tracks exceptionally well. They were asgood asit got at coding and
hacking, yet she had found overlapping connection logs between them
and Sarah.

And her further researchshowed that some Agent Eric Gray had been
assigned to the casein an official investigation and then immediately
suspended.

"GrayE " Lisa let the name roll over her tongue. It felt familiar. The
tightening headband of pressure and stressaround her head relaxed as
she remembered and looked up social security and school records.
Sarah's fiancZe before she was recruited!

It was a weird coincidence, and Lisa had always thought that OGrayO
had been a pseudonym, not a real name, when Sarah had used it. His
suspension, and not just reassignment, seemedfishy to Lisa though, so
she considered contacting him, believing that he would end up investig-
ating on his own anyway.

She called him.
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Chapter 1 2

Gray managed to throw himself at the wall and hide against one of the
closets as the heavy roof construction came down like a wave of cutting
destruction, with ear-splitting noise of explosive chargesand a helicopter
hovering closely above. Metal scraped against metal and glass and
ceramics shattered as if somebody celebrated New Year's Eve with an-
tigue cannonsin a glassfactory. He heard men shouting over the noise,
but had trouble keeping his eyesopen in the dust and debris and could
only seevague shadows descending earthwards. He crouched deeper
into his cover and hoped the dust would settle quickly enough to give
him an equal playing field with whoever had ignored the unlocked front
door. His only conclusion was that somebody suspected Catherine to
know something Sarah had been unwilling to share.

Catapulting from his hiding place, dust whirling in milky cords be-
hind him, he grabbed the first of the attackers by the gun as he saw him
through the fog of the fires that had been set off by the explosions.

Catching him by surprise, Gray ripped the manOsweapon up as dis-
traction and then brought his knee up to settle it deeply in the man's
stomach. When the figure buckled over, Gray brought his elbow with
full force against the helmet with the dry thud of somebody beating a
bag of flour with all his might. The mercenary lost consciousnessand
dropped like he had been caught by gravity mid-jump, losing the short
struggle.

Heckler& KochMP5, standardissue,Gray recognized the gun. It was as
non-descript asit got, the BMW 3-seriesof submachine guns. As atrace
it was useless.

Ducking, Gray ejected the magazine, checked it, reloaded, cocked.
Still ducked he sprinted through the overthrown furniture towards the
door so he could get upstairs and secure Catherine asanother shape sud-
denly cameup in the smog. Without delay Gray knocked his gun in full
swing and run against the head and the manNhis back turned towards
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GrayNreceived the swing with a loud rap, toppled to the side and
crashed into the wall where he slumped over into a lifeless heap.

Gray heard grunting and quick steps behind himself and letting him-
self fall forward to the floor, he twisted around to land on his back as
bullets whirred by over him, leaving spirals in the smog that now
covered the whole house. Where the man had stood and fired, orange
blooms had lighted up from his muzzle, making it easyfor Gray to know
where to send his own greeting to. Pulling the trigger, his gun rattled
through the magazine and danced in his hand as the projectiles hit their
target and threw it around and aside into the destruction. The difference
in pitch in the screamsconfirmed having hit two of them. Goodenough
for me.

He jumped up and tried to recall what he had seenjust before the ex-
plosions had covered all his sight. Hasit beersix men? Seven?Eight? He
could not tell, but there should still be a handful left, and he had a bullet
for every one of them.

On through the corridor, avoiding breathing in the burnt air, Gray ran
on when without warning a forceful kick brought him out of his dash for
the staircaseand sent him flying, his head hitting a door handle, before
he slammed into the wall. Something warm trickled down from his
head where he felt anumb pain spread atop while his lungs were on fire,
a rib feeling like it staked into his upper body, splinters cutting into
flesh. That's what a magicianObox must feellike oncethe swordsare all in
place. Awesomehe thought in numb joy asthe adrenaline swamped him
and numbed the pain to something present, yet distant, like sun shining
through a window: blinding and intense, but without the burning heat.
Gray had just about brought himself up onto his elbows when he saw a
shadow rushing in again from the corner of his eye, leg pulled back to
bring down another devastating kick.

Gray turned over so the foot only scraped against his body, setting his
skin aflame, and from of a twist of his midsection brought up his own
leg and powered his foot with all his might against the attackerOgknee of
the standing leg. The leg, supporting all the manOswveight had nowhere
elseto go but the wrong way: back. With a snap the knee broke like a
mauled chicken bone and GrayOsattacker tilted aside with hair-raising
screamsbefore he camedown like afell tree and Gray rammed the blunt
end of his gun from his lying position into the manOs face to shut him up.

Panting, Gray tried to gather himself. His ribs felt horrible, but not
broken after all. But he was still badly bruised and there was still warm
blood trickling down into his eyes from somewhere on his head.
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A scream shrieked down the staircase to where he lay.

High-pitched. Female. CatherineOs voice, screaming like a Banshee.

It senta shock through GrayOsody ashe jumped onto his feet, careful
to not fall over again, and raced up the staircase.

All he saw was a blur, his view darting back and forth between the dif-
ficult stepsin the spiral staircaseand his path up, the world adirty mess
covered by a sheet of blood.

OLetGO OF ME!'Ohe heard CatherineOscream and something crash-
ing onto the floor, sending vibrations through the house that Gray felt on
the stairs.

Just as he reached the top, another one of the attackers appeared and
towered several feet above Gray, from where he kicked GrayOsweapon
aside, which cameto rest three stepslower. The manOdace, the first one
Gray really saw as there was barely any of that dense fog around up-
stairs, carried a hostile smirk of arrogance beneath the slight surprise of
seeing Gray. Without thinking, Gray punched him in the crotch. When
the man buckled, Gray grabbed his throat with the left hand and his belt
with the right hand. The hardened and tough face seemedto sail over in
slow-motion as Gray heaved him over his own head and threw him
down the steep stone and steel staircase,to make intimate contact with
many of the unforgiving, perfect angles. The manOsexpression of unbe-
lieving surprise never went away in time, as his neck broke on contact
with the concrete and his spine cracked on several of the steps just like
his flailing extremities. As he came to rest he resembled a puppet with
cut strings, no tension remaining, his limbs assortedin impossible angles
of an MC Escher drawing.

Taking up his gun again and feathering off the step he stood on, Gray
rolled onto the floor and came up kneeling, weapon gripped with white
knuckles and brought before him when he was in front of the open door
where CatherineOs screams had come from.

A man, a blond brute of nearly seven feet height tugged at Catherine
and gripped her neck like one would grip a naughty puppy to drag it
away from wherever it went to hide after having done something bad.
All Gray saw was CatherineOgace, convulsing with pain and wet with
tears asshetried to claw at her assailant, kicking, ripping and tearing at
him. The man merely grunted and his grip did not easethe slightest bit
as GrayOs gun sight followed their movements.

Too close, moving too muchlold stillE
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OLETHER GO!'OGray barked at the man over the pulsing noise of the
helicopter still hovering above the house. He held him firmly in the
cross sight.

The man twisted away, holding Catherine as a shield between himself
and Gray, a jagged combat knife at CatherineOghroat that immediately
brought down athin stream of fresh blood asit pressedinto her skin and
the ancient part of GrayOsbrain that wanted to skin and hide prey
howled inside him.

OlguessitOgime to let us pass. What are you going to do? Shoot me
and the girl?!Othe man shouted short of arrogant laughter and stood still
for a moment.

No. Just you.

Gray pulled the trigger and the gun bellowed brimstone and bane.
The first bullet hit the manOdorehead and blood shot into his eyesas it
expanded on its travel, whereas the second bullet shattered his left cheek
and ripped the nose aside, bone shards plastering the surrounding face.
His hands sunk down while the body remained upright and his breath-
ing fought against the blood, pooling in his nasaltunnels and running in-
to his throat and lungs with weak sputtering, before he fell over, blood
spreading on the floor asthe last heartbeats pumped it through the open
head wounds.

Gray was not afraid to shoot at close range with valuable cover. He
just did not like it.

Catherine still stood where the man had held her, eyesfrozen, pupils
dilated, her whole body shivering and sweating, sucking in and exhaling
air in rapid coughs with someone elseO®lood on the side of her face,
which she did not seem to register.

Gray ran up to her and grabbed her by her arms.

OKate,are you OK?! Kate, you hear me?!OGray shouted over the noise
and destruction around them.

Her pupils took an eternity, one of the longer eternities, to refocus.

OCatherine,we have to get out of here! There could be more people
here any minute!O

Her head snapped towards Gray, life coming back into her.

Ol-,I-, IOmsorry. | couldnOtdo anyth-, you shot at meE O Catherine
stammered, still not in control of herself.

OThatOslright. DoesnOtmatter. LetOsgo! Forget your things! We
need to get out of here!lOGray said and looted the dead for additional
magazines.
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He had to take her along now, Gray knew. If not for his own benefit,
then for her safety. The local police would not be able to protect her
against somebody risking guerrilla ops like that near DC.

Gray secured the stair case with his submachine gun and then re-
loaded with a series of clicks and raps as Catherine managed to swipe
her portable computer of her table, clinging on to it as if it meant her life.

Gray held her hand when he helped her down and, step by step, care-
ful not to trip or be surprised by somebody approaching, they made
their way towards ground level.

The fire did not seemto have spread more, but the smoke was over-
burdening and it had become a lot hotter. Halfway down, Gray tore a
sleeve of his shirt and dipped it into a watering can that stood there for
the copious number of plants spread over the house. He handed it over
to Catherine and told her to breath through it. When they reached the
ground level he dragged her to the front door, making sure to secure
their path ahead and check their behind as they progressed when he
heard a noise behind them.

He whirled around and brought Catherine behind him.

Nothing. He waited for the sound to repeat itself, but naught
happened. About to shrug it off, but still listening in, a loud ringing
startled him and terrified Catherine enough to let off a small shriek.
Gray reached for his mobile phone and switched it off, afraid that the
noise might have given them away.

And asif somebody had just waited for a signal, a door to their side
flew open and another black-clad mercenary stepped out with his gun in
firing position and, aiming at them, pulled the trigger.

Catherine did not register what happened next, when Gray swept her
feet away underneath her and brought her to fall sideways just about as
the bullets flew by. Gray dropped the phone and held his hand under
her head so it would not hit the floor while he sank down crosslegged
and raised the submachine gun in his right hand to return fire. Opposite
to Gray, the mercenary did not reactin time and caught the bullets with
his body, being thrown against the door he stood in and left red smears
on it as he sank down.

Weird. Gray knew the man should not have missed on this distance,
but before he could think more about it, he pulled himself up and helped
Catherine onto her feet.

OWe have to hurry! Move!O

They passedthe front door and it was still sunny and bright outside,
just that the wind from the helicopter pushed away the snow cover and
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down onto the grass and at everything that was not fixed or tied down
as it filled the air with rotor noise. Pushing against the wind Gray
brought them to his car and made Catherine take her seat before he
threw himself behind the wheel.

The engine sprang to life with a growling roar as Gray kicked the
throttle as hard as he could and rammed the reverse into the gearbox to
start off backwards with screeching tires and more smoke. They had
barely hit the street when the front door sprang open again and three
more men in combat clothing appeared and brought their weapons up to
aim as soon as they spotted the car.

Without waiting for aresolution or any other good ideas, Gray forced
the first gear in and dumped the clutch on full throttle. Screaming, the
car slid sideways until the tires gripped and the whole vehicle shot off
ahead.

The men behind them opened fire, but the moment they were in prop-
er firing position the car was already too far gone to be hit by anything
but a lucky shot. Taking over, the helicopter moved to follow them, but
the ropes that still hung into the broken roof got caught up and effect-
ively put the vehicle on aleash asit struggled and strained against them
like a bull caught and tied down in several lassos. When they were cut
or ripped off, the car was already out of sight and beyond its reach.

Gray threw only occasional looks at Catherine as he navigated the
traffic to get asfar as possible as quickly as possible, but it took most of
his concentration to keep them out of accidents or the police's attention
at a hundred-thirty miles per hour while he changed lanes as regularly
and fluidly within traffic as an ice skater switching feet on a long dis-
tance speed run.

"Cath, are you OK?" he asked, keeping one eye on the road as he
glanced sideways.

Catherine seemedto not hear him, or not understand what he said.
With a blank face, showing no reaction, she looked ahead without blink-
ing. Gray looked closer and concentrated on her face, body and hands,
which trembled slightly under her repressed and shallow breath, her
glassy eyes looking inwards. "Cath, do you hear me? Talk to me!" he
tried again to get her attention and end her trance. "Catherine!!" he
shouted.

And Catherine reacted. Finally she turned her head and met Gray's
eyes, still confused, still shaken but slowly getting back into consensus
reality after having sunk into shock a second time.
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"Huh, what, IE IE was just-", she stammered and her eyeslooked
for help to close the gaps in what she wanted to say.

"It's OK. Relax. We are out of the worstNfor the moment,O he said
and stepped on the throttle.
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Chapter 1 3

ONo, really, | need to know, Ichiro. You are the only one | could turn
to for this. You have to tell me WaldorfOsand StatlerOddentity!O Lisa
said.

The voice on the other end of the phone first answered in breathing as
the person behind it thought about the demand.

OFive-Oh-Three,woman. They have a reason for doing what they do
through pseudonyms, you know? They made OcomputersecurityOan
oxymoron for a dozen western governments.O

The voice had a noticeably throaty Japanesesound and pitch, yet was
clearly pronounced and easily understood by Japanese standards.

OItOs important, you see-O Lisa tried again.

OAnd why the hell are we talking on the phone about this?! You
should know better than that! Meet me at my place in an hour,O he
ended the talk abruptly.

Gray had not picked up the phone when Lisa had tried calling him, so
nobody could have helped her more than Ichiro right now. Shehad of-
ten beento the Akihabara district, where Ichiro had his place among run
down facades, neon lights and shiny, brightly colored yet oddly happy
plastic toys (that were so nauseatingly cute, they killed spectators
through induced oxytocin overdoses), but would have preferred to stay
at home and not lose time with commuting. There were dressed-up
freaks of all sorts running around between oversized, flashing advert-
Ising signs that induced epilepsy in everyone that had not grown up on a
steady diet of modern ADD-oriented TV programming, among just way
too many people per square foot in general.

LisaOsusual tolerance threshold for population density was about one
person per ten thousand square feet: Herself in her own house on her
own property. Going outside at this time was bad. Going to Akihabara
was a lot worse.
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And going there by subway was out of the question. The subways
were so overcrowded, they reminded her of taut sausages,exceptfor not
being made out of intestines and then being filled with gristle, bone, con-
nective tissue, fat and the slightest amount of meat for the coloring, but
being made out of metal and filled with people. Soylent Metro.

Yet, despite this low tolerance for human presence,Lisa was no misan-
thrope. On the contrary. But she felt like she was not made to be with
mankind all the time. She needed being between other people and she
loved watching them, but at times she needed so much spacefor herself
that she opted for social celibate for days at a stretch. Tokyo with its vi-
brant culture and millions of people, but as many options for personal
retreat, suited her well. As did computers.

And now, waiting outside for her cab, shelooked up at the starsin the
night sky, like millions of diamonds in a huge pad of midnight blue vel-
vet. Wealth beyond imagination.

Shefelt small and alone. And again she beganto feel displaced. Yet at
times like theseit was to her asif she heard a soft and intricate melody.
Faint, melancholic, inaudible but to the heart and mind, it always
provided comfort and felt like a distant calling.

As teenagershe had wondered what the Oright thing to do in lifeOwas
and what anybody would do after finishing the OgameOlike she had,
never having to work or worry about money again. The amount in her
accounts made sure of that.

And yet, now, Lisa felt disconnected and aimless, floating through life
without bumps or shoots, on eternal holidays.

All her life had been a rat race, drilled by her parents to perform and
succeed. Sports, school, clubs, collegeNalways had her parents driven
her with the most potent carrot-on-a-stick for an otherwise happy kid: af-
fection. Sherecalled when she had brought home her first D after years
of AOsand BOs.n the two following days her parents had her convinced
that she was the greatest failure to ever walk the earth, undeserving of
love, affection and especially any word of comfort or encouragement un-
til her grades improved. She had felt bad enough about it herself, but
her parents distancing themselves so much from her had been the dag-
ger in her heart. The bricks in the wall that had beenher faith in the un-
conditional love of her parents had not only come tumbling down, they
had been beaten out one by one with every word and look, the whole
wall crashing like JerichoOgo the sound of her parentsGtrumpets. For
the first time she had not been her parentsCdaughter. Their relationship
had never been the same.
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Every time her parents made her do school work she hated, or train
some sport that was rather her parentsCthan her own, she hated them a
bit more for it. And no matter the discipline, there had always already
been concrete footsteps to follow, even if they did not fit her. Anything
else was failure and made her a failure.

OArt and literature are nice hobbies, but who do you want to feed with
that? MedicineOssomething solid, something with status. You are better
of with medicine,O her father had said.

OYeah,right, screw what interests me, what makes me happy, what
would have given me a feeling of purpose, of doing something import-
ant to me. Let me study medicine so you can brag to your country club
buddies and mom can tell all the nice ladies at work that IOmenrolled for
medicine somewhere,Oshe had thought, but not been brave enough to
say. Her parents had seen happiness in solid finances.

With twenty three years of age, in the midst of med school, she was
certain that everything her parents had ever wanted her to do was not
for her own sake, but in some way for her parents. And she had been
stuck in a rut. She had hated her studies, all the sports she had done,
where her life had beengoing and what her parents where doing to her.
With every passing day she had moved further and further away from
them, until it had not hurt anymore to not be loved for not being what
they wanted her to be. Shehad beenclose of running away, somewhere,
anywhere, just to get out of her life. Life had seemedtoo precious not to
risk it. The hand she had beendealt in life had not beenthat bad, and so
she had wanted to go all-in and see whether fate had bluffed.

The game had already been settled on the turn.

Her only mainstay interest through all these years had been com-
puters, ever since she had gotten the first one as a gift from her uncle.
Reliable, not judging, opening the world.

One day she had beenin a small group discussing autonomous beha-
vior of simple organisms, when on a sudden insight she had designed a
searchalgorithm basedon [insert_technobabble]. It was simple in imple-
mentation, yet complex in informational emergence and she had pub-
lished her design proposal and early implementation in the group.

Minutes later she has had an email by one of the groupOsmembers, in-
viting her to a talk and participation in a start-up company. Fast-for-
warding through months of coding, venture capital and an IPO, her
stock options had been worth some dozen million within a year. She
had checked out, taken the money and left everything behind as the
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Internet economy had bubbled and the company she had helped found
had been worth more than most old school Fortune 500 companies.

All her prior education had been focused on getting a job that would
pay for Italian $7,000sofasand provide the most bragging rights at high
school reunions. And with one blow, with one traderOsfinger coming
down onto the Enter key like an unstoppable guillotine, this had beenall
worthless and meaningless, cut off at the head and fallen wayside. It
had set her free, winning the rat race part of life. While not with a High
Score, it was still more than she would ever need.

Her parents, unsuspecting and thinking she was still in med school,
were surprised when she did not want to go back to school after a holi-
day break and Lisa had confronted them with the fact that she never
would. Against better judgment she had let herself be drawn into anoth-
er heated argument until her father had played the Sicilian defense of
parenting again, that started with OAslong asO,usually went through
something about feet, houses and tables and ended in an imperative.
Fed up with being reduced to awalking burden and costitem, unwilling
to take it any longer she had announced her final leaving if things were
just about money and control. Still, on her way to the door a part of her
had hoped her parents would reconsider and look for a new start. This
part of her had been small, but had hoped. Hoped hard.

Hanging her head and fighting back the tears her stepshad beensmall
and her walk slow, her ears pricked whether the people that had been
her father and mother would say something, anything, but they had not.
So she had not. And had walked out as a failed investment.

Shehad cried all the way to the airport, wanting to get away. Away
from her parents, her current life, and the whole country.

She had let go the first time.

At the airport she had picked a random flight and traveled the world
for years. Staying for months, moving on when her sleeping pattern,
perpetually drifting towards twenty-eight hour days, got out of sync.
And ever since a day two years ago, she had beenin Japan,staying in vi-
brant and colorful Tokyo with its many faces,largely in solitude, but not
in loneliness.

Lisa only looked away from the stars when she heard the cab
approach.

The drive took her through central Tokyo, on the deep chasms the
roads were between the towering skyscrapers that made the skyline, in
the ever-present traffic and mix of people and machines and the never
sleeping fuss they made as hordes of bodies swashed through the

136



streets. Folks looking for nightly entertainment or company, others com-
ing out of theatres, yet more spending their time in restaurants or meet-
ing on the street. Like any mega city that was a microcosm in itself,
Tokyo never slept, asclichZ asthat insight was. Peoplewere the blood of
the city, pumping and pulsing through its streetsat all times. Tokyo was
easyto jump into and have the time of oneOdife. But it was as easy to
jump into and drown in its candy coated white noise.

She had taken to the cityOspulse like a newborn to sleeping at its
motherOsheart. While she did not like interacting with other people
much, it was soothing to seelife being lived around her. Urbanity was
her natural habitat.

And Lisa watched and took all that in on her drive as she looked
through the halfway steamedwindow at her seat,the hair on her leaning
head painting scratchesinto the fogging. Rain had fallen shortly before
and the roads still glistened with wetness, the countless surrounding
neon signs painting images like melting colored glass in crystallized
blues and pinks, greensand yellows onto it, fluidly illuminated mirages
on slickly black tarmac, staying and washing away with the water at the
same time.

Exiting the cab in Akihabara, she went through IchiroOsside street
shop, which sold old retro video gaming consoles, video players for
tapes and discs that had never become popular and successful,and even
old computing systems like PDP-10 mainframes and Apple 2E personal
computers. It was geek heaven for electro-nostalgic people. Not that
Ichiro needed the sales,but he was interested in the people that were at-
tracted by it and chatted with them as a hobby. The place had a nice
vibe to it between the old peripherals, groovy wall paint and
paraphernalia of a long gone zeitgeist that looked like exercisesin the
application of the most original secondary color contrasts. It would have
made an even nicer cafZ.

Before she had even opened her jacket, Ichiro let his head be seen
through the curtain of a backroom door, taking alook around before he
stepped through.

With a military buzz cut and shy of thirty years of age he had the look
of somebody that liked to work out asmuch ashe liked to eatand lacked
a bit of moderation in both. Dressedin a pair of shorts and an undershirt
his bare feet let slight sucking noises escapeas he traversed the shiny
tiles of the floor.

His eyes showed his good mood as he turned towards Lisa. "Hoi,
there you are, Liz! Took your sweet time."
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