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For anyone who dared to look outside the box  


They say the world can be explained by a formula, 
but what if the formula is sentient


Chapter 1

New York, Central Park - 2025

He stood barefoot, dressed in a thin linen tunic, his gaze distant and unfocused, as if he had no idea where he was. The few passersby who happened to be in Central Park on that cold November morning paid him little attention. New Yorkers were used to all kinds of eccentrics - exhibitionists, drifters, and people from the bottom of society’s ladder.

He turned around slowly, searching for something familiar to anchor himself to, but everything seemed strange and unreal. The first thing he noticed was how different he looked from everyone else - both in clothing and in manner. The others walked briskly, certain of their destination, wrapped in curious but obviously warm garments.

He didn’t recognize the buildings around the park, nor the strange moving objects gliding at their base. The city’s noise confused him - it was as if the entire world was humming around him. Only the park, with its magnificent rows of trees, the small lake, and the arched bridge, offered a sense of meaning.

He didn’t know how he had ended up in this strange place. He couldn’t remember anything. The absurdity of the situation was slowly sinking in, and with it came a creeping sense of fear, tightening his chest and seeping into his bones. He remembered nothing - not his name, not who he was, not where he had come from.

Panicked, he ran toward a couple walking from the opposite direction and anxiously asked them where he was and what the name of this city was. The man and woman stared at him, startled, unable to understand a word from the torrent of sounds that came from his mouth. They skirted around him across the grass, glancing back now and then, wary, making sure he wasn’t following.

After several failed attempts to speak to passersby, he sat down on a nearby bench and buried his face in his hands. He wondered what was happening to him. Was this just a dream that would soon fade away - a nightmare that felt too real? The chill that crept through his body reminded him that this was no dream. He was shivering, partly from the unpleasant drizzle that had begun to fall, partly from the despair closing in on him. Hunger and thirst began to stir inside him. He sat there, alone and abandoned, in a city of millions whose very name he didn’t know.

A sudden voice pulled him from his thoughts. Someone was speaking - to him, it seemed. He opened his hands and raised his head. Before him stood a tall man in some kind of uniform, speaking words he couldn’t understand. The man’s posture was firm, authoritative, yet not hostile.

He tried to explain his desperate situation, the fact that he remembered nothing at all. But when he saw the puzzled look on the uniformed man’s face, he realized the truth - he wasn’t being understood. Reality was crueler than fear itself.

He sank back onto the bench, covered his face, and began to sob quietly, trembling in the cold.

***

Officer James Bishop had received a call about a middle-aged man acting strangely and stopping people near Turtle Pond in Central Park. He spotted him sitting on a bench, his face buried in his hands. The man looked lost, but not dangerous. He was barefoot, wearing only a thin tunic - hardly enough for this time of year. Bishop radioed in a short report to the station and walked toward the stranger.

"Sir, do you need help?" Bishop asked.

The man lifted his head, looked at the officer, and began to speak in an unfamiliar tongue, trying anxiously to explain something. Bishop stared at him, stunned - he couldn’t understand a single word. The language the stranger was speaking didn’t resemble any Bishop had ever heard.

"Sir, I don’t understand you. Do you speak English?" he repeated, but the answer was clear from the man’s helpless expression. This wasn’t an aggressor. There was fear in his eyes - deep, naked fear.

What on earth happened to him? Bishop thought. The man was clearly traumatized. He was trembling, from both the cold and sheer panic. Bishop had been on the force for thirty years; he had seen everything this city could throw at him. Instinct told him what to do.

He called dispatch again and requested an ambulance. The rain kept drizzling down; New York continued its busy rhythm, indifferent as always. In the distance, the wail of a siren began to rise.

***

Bishop watched the ambulance disappear into the blur of city traffic. Another strange story touched by chance - another case that might never find an ending. He felt sorry for the man. He hadn’t been violent or intoxicated; he was simply terrified. Bishop could only hope the doctors at the hospital would be able to help him.

As the siren faded, his shift went on, and the city swallowed yet another mystery.

Inside the ambulance, the man watched everything around him in quiet disbelief. Nothing looked familiar. The medics wrapped him in a warm blanket - they were gentle, professional. Slowly, he began to calm down, trying to make sense of the strange reality enclosing him. Everything looked alien: the vehicle they were riding in, the instruments glowing inside it, the small devices through which the medics spoke to someone far away.

The language they used was utterly foreign - nothing like he had ever heard before. He couldn’t grasp a single familiar thread in this new world. He accepted the warm drink they offered. The trembling subsided as heat spread through his body. He closed his eyes and tried to relax. Maybe fragments of memory would return. Maybe this strange reality would vanish when he opened his eyes again. The mild sedative in the tea began to take effect. Moments later, he fell asleep.

When he awoke, he was lying in a hospital bed, connected to machines that tracked his vital signs. A nurse stood beside him, changing an IV bag. When she noticed he was awake, she smiled and told him softly to stay still. From his blank expression, she quickly realized he didn’t understand a word. With patient gestures, she tried to reassure him - that everything was fine, that he was safe.

He watched her as she spoke in a gentle, melodic tone he couldn’t decipher. A thin needle was in his arm, connected to a bag of clear liquid. It must have been medicine. He felt better. He wasn’t afraid anymore. The place didn’t feel hostile. He studied the room around him - the machines humming softly, the flickering lights. At the door stood a man in white, speaking to a woman, both occasionally glancing toward him. They were talking about him, that much was clear. If only he could understand them - or they could understand him.

***

Detective Margaret Hugs was not thrilled about being handed this case. She was the only female detective in the 20th Precinct, Manhattan, and her male colleagues didn’t think much of women in their line of work. They gave her scraps - cases no one else wanted. She didn’t even have a steady partner; detectives rotated weekly. Working with her was considered punishment.

When the call came from NYC Metropolitan Hospital, the captain summoned her to his office.

"Margaret, we’ve got an unidentified male, likely a foreigner, admitted to Metropolitan Hospital today. Officer Bishop found him in Central Park. He’s calm, not violent, but appears to suffer from total amnesia. Here’s Bishop’s report. Go check it out."

At her irritated look, he just waved her off. "Don’t ask why you. You’re the only one free right now. Everyone else is busy."

"Of course I’m free," she muttered, snatching the papers off his desk. "You keep me free for this kind of garbage." She slammed the door on her way out.

The attending doctor at the hospital greeted her politely and explained the patient’s condition. He was exhausted and mildly hypothermic, otherwise in good health, but with total amnesia. He spoke a language unknown to anyone on staff. The situation caused him stress and panic, so he was kept under a light sedative. He wasn’t violent before, nor after the medication. Blood had been drawn for analysis, results pending.

"When can I try to talk to him?" Margaret asked. "Is he stable enough for an interview?"

"He’s stable," the doctor replied, "but I doubt you’ll manage to communicate. We’ve already tried to get basic information - he doesn’t understand us, and we can’t make out a word of what he’s saying."

"Could he be faking it?" Margaret asked. "A performer, maybe? Pretending to speak some made-up language?"

"Impossible," said the doctor. "You can’t fake this level of stress and confusion. His reaction is genuine. And the language - as strange as it sounds - isn’t random. It has structure. It feels real to him."

"Alright," she said, "I’ll still try to get a statement. There’s always a chance he’s a victim of abduction or trafficking - shock like that could come from torture or captivity."

The doctor shook his head. "There are no marks of physical abuse. If he was trafficked, it wasn’t recent. Apart from mild dehydration and the cold, he’s physically intact."

Margaret nodded. "Alright. I’ll see what I can get."

The doctor stepped aside, letting her approach the bed. The nurse quietly left the room. Margaret turned on the recorder in her phone and spoke softly to the man.

"Good afternoon, sir. I’m Detective Margaret Hugs from the Twentieth Precinct, Manhattan. You were found in Central Park earlier today and brought here to Metropolitan Hospital. You’re not under arrest. I’m just here to ask a few questions. If you’re on any missing-persons list, we’ll try to help identify you. Do you understand what I’m saying?"

The man watched her, shaking his head faintly, eyes filled with quiet desperation. He muttered a few words in his strange tongue - words soaked in helplessness. The doctor had been right. This wasn’t an act. The man was genuinely terrified.

She tried a few more times, then resorted to gestures - pointing at herself. "Margaret," she said. Then she pointed at him, waiting.

He seemed to grasp her intent, but the look in his eyes turned hollow, almost panicked. He didn’t know his own name.

Realizing the conversation was going nowhere, she followed procedure. "Sir," she said gently, "we’ll need to take your fingerprints for identification." She turned off the recorder, took a few photos, and nodded politely before stepping back.

"That’s all for now," she told the doctor. "We’ll run his prints through missing-person databases. I’ll send the audio to a linguistics expert - maybe they can recognize the language. Please take a DNA sample and send the results to my email. Here’s my card. Notify me if his condition changes."

She said goodbye and left the room. She could still feel the man’s eyes on her back as she walked away.


Chapter 2

The ambulance screeched to a halt in front of NYC Metropolitan Hospital, sirens wailing, brakes hissing against the wet pavement. At the entrance, the emergency team was already waiting - it was clear every second counted.

The medics rushed the stretcher out and ran toward the operating wing.

"Male, Caucasian, around fifty years old," one of them shouted breathlessly to the attending physician. "Two gunshot wounds to the chest, unconscious!"

One nurse fitted an oxygen mask over the man’s face while another cut open his shirt with surgical scissors, exposing the wounds. Blood seeped from beneath the soaked gauze, dripping onto the white tiles and leaving a dark, trembling trail behind them.

The doors of the operating room swung shut as the team disappeared inside. The wounded man was lifted onto the table - and the fight for his life began.

***

Detective Margaret Hugs was just getting into her unmarked car when her phone rang.

"Margaret, are you still at Metropolitan Hospital?" her captain’s voice came through the line.

"Yes, I’m just leaving the parking lot."

"Go back, please. The hospital just reported a new admission - gunshot wounds. Get whatever information you can about the victim and his condition. Another team’s already headed to Columbia University - there was a shooting reported there."

"Alright," she replied reluctantly. Always the scraps for me, she thought bitterly, not knowing she was walking straight into the biggest case of her career.

The hospital was in chaos - people rushing through the halls, nurses and orderlies darting between gurneys, the air filled with voices and echoing footsteps. 

Margaret flashed her badge to the nurse at the reception desk.

"Please, I need information on the patient who was just brought in with gunshot wounds."

"I’m sorry, you’ll have to wait. He’s still in surgery - his personal belongings haven’t been brought up yet," the nurse said politely.

"Then find me the paramedics and the ER doctor who brought him in. I’ll take their statements while we wait for an update."

"Of course," the nurse replied shortly.

Half an hour later, Margaret knew little more than before. The paramedics told her they’d been dispatched to Columbia University after reports of a shooting. When they arrived, they found one victim - a man unconscious, with two gunshot wounds to the chest.

All they’d learned was that he was a visiting professor giving a lecture in the main auditorium when someone from the audience approached him and managed to fire two shots before security tackled the shooter to the ground.

Margaret decided to stay and wait for the outcome of the surgery.

An hour later, the operating room doors opened and a doctor approached her.

"Good evening," he said. "I’m Dr. Alan Kerr, the attending surgeon. We managed to stabilize the patient - removed one bullet lodged near the chest cavity, the second wound was a clean exit. His condition is still critical. He’s been transferred to intensive care and placed in an induced coma. By morning, we should have a clearer picture of his chances."

He paused, then added: "According to his documents, the patient is Professor Steve James, from Yale University, New Haven. The nurse will bring you his personal belongings shortly. The bullet we recovered will be handed over to the police through official channels."

Margaret thanked the doctor. It’s going to be a long night, she thought. She walked over to the vending machine and made herself a long espresso with milk.

***

A gentle shake on her shoulder woke Margaret. She jerked upright, realizing she had fallen asleep in the hospital waiting room.

"I’m sorry to wake you," said a nurse kindly. "They told me to give you the patient’s belongings."

"Oh-sorry," Margaret replied, embarrassed. "It’s been a long day."

She glanced around. The waiting area was nearly empty now, none of the chaos and noise that had filled it earlier. "What time is it?" she asked, staring at the wall clock in disbelief.

"Just after eleven," the nurse said. "Would you like some water or coffee?"

Margaret shook her head and smiled faintly. "No, thank you."

"Where’s the patient? How’s he doing - is he conscious?"

"He’s in intensive care. They brought him out of the induced coma - surprisingly good response to the surgery. He’s been lucky. The bullet missed all vital organs. He should be able to communicate, at least a little, by tomorrow."

Margaret took the clear plastic bag containing the man’s belongings, promising to leave it at the main desk when she was done. She learned that the wounded man’s name was Steve James, fifty-five years old, professor of quantum physics at Yale University, New Haven.

He had nothing on him except his wallet and documents. The rest must have been left behind in the lecture hall - or perhaps in his hotel room, if he was staying nearby.

A quick online search confirmed it: one of the most respected scientists in his field, a CERN collaborator, unmarried, with no children. In his wallet she found a hotel key card - Ritz-Carlton. She jotted down the details and headed toward the main desk.

I wonder what happened to that amnesiac, she thought. She decided to check on him before heading back to the station. She hated going back to write reports at this hour - hated going home, too. Both felt equally empty.

She hadn’t had anyone in her life for a long time. Men tended to vanish the moment they learned she was a detective, as if she carried a sign across her forehead: Hazardous to your ego.

She walked slowly down the dim corridor toward the ward where the mysterious man was kept. The hospital was quiet, save for the low hum of machines and the faint flicker of a dying fluorescent light at the end of the hall.

As she neared the room, she heard muffled scuffling - a struggle, then a low groan. Margaret quickened her pace and pushed the door open.

The patient was on the bed, a pillow pressed over his face, his legs thrashing helplessly. A large man in a black cap was leaning over him, holding the pillow down.

Margaret froze for a split second - then saw the man reach for something at his side. Instinct kicked in. She dove away from the doorway just as a shot tore through the air, the bullet slamming into the wall behind her.

The silencer told her everything she needed to know. A professional.

The next bullet grazed her shoulder. The man in black kept firing while holding the pillow with his other hand.

Margaret drew her service weapon. She might not have been the most popular detective in her precinct - some of that was jealousy - but she was by far the best shot on the range.

She didn’t hesitate. The moment she pulled the trigger, the hitman collapsed to the floor with a heavy thud, knocking over the bedside table.

Margaret kicked the gun away from his limp hand and rushed to the patient, who had stumbled out of bed, trembling, cowering in the corner. She approached carefully, calming her voice, gently took his hand, and helped him sit back on the bed.

The sound of hurried footsteps echoed in the hallway. A nurse burst into the room, wide-eyed.

Margaret flashed her badge. "Check if he’s alive," she ordered, nodding toward the attacker.

The nurse bent down, checked for a pulse, then shook her head. "No signs of life," she said quickly. "Let me look at your wound."

Margaret nodded, wincing as the nurse pressed gauze to her shoulder. With her free hand, she grabbed the radio on her belt. "This is Detective Hugs - shots fired at Metropolitan Hospital, one assailant down, request immediate backup!"

At that moment, a crackle came from the dead man’s radio earpiece:

"Black Angel One, did you finish the job? Mine’s been moved to intensive care. I’m heading there now."

Margaret met the nurse’s startled gaze. "What’s the fastest way to intensive care? Quickly!"

"The elevator across the hall - fifth floor, two levels up. You’ll get there before him!"

Margaret sprinted out of the room and into the elevator. The hallway above was empty - eerily still. She moved from door to door, gun raised, until she saw a nameplate halfway down the corridor: Steve James.

Carefully, she pushed the door open - relief washed over her. She’d beaten him there.

She stepped back into the hall just as the doors to the intensive care unit swung open. A man, dressed identically to the previous assailant, was striding toward her.

"Police!" she shouted. "Hands up! Face the wall!"

The man spun around and bolted through an open doorway.

Margaret sprinted after him but could only watch as he vaulted down an entire flight of stairs toward the exit. She holstered her weapon and turned back toward the room where Steve James lay.

***

Half an hour later, the hospital was swarming with police officers and detectives. Even Margaret’s captain showed up. The forensic team had cordoned off the area where the shooting had taken place and was busy collecting samples and evidence. A few colleagues from the precinct were there as well.

"Another mess, Margaret? You just can’t stay out of trouble, huh?" one of them tried to joke.

Margaret shot him a furious look, but before she could reply, her captain’s voice cut through the noise.

"Alright, people, enough jokes. This isn’t a comedy set. Margaret, you know the drill. Hand over your weapon for forensic review and get ready for the internal affairs briefing. Frankly, it’s a damn miracle you were here - you saved two lives and walked away with just a scratch. Once you give your statement, go home and get some rest. Try to calm down. You’ll probably have to see the department psychologist before returning to duty. The guys will handle the case from here."

"That’s not going to happen," said a voice from behind them.

The captain turned toward it and saw a woman in her early thirties, dressed in the familiar dark navy uniform with FBI printed in bold yellow letters. He rolled his eyes - and before he could speak, she raised a hand lightly, signaling for him to listen instead.

"Good afternoon, gentlemen… and lady," she said with an easy smile. "I’m Christine Miles, Special Agent with the FBI. We’re taking over this case. Detective Margaret Hugs will stay on as liaison since she’s been involved from the beginning."

"That’s not how this works, Agent Miles," the captain replied, deliberately stressing "Agent." "On what grounds would the FBI have jurisdiction over this incident?"

"Mr. Cruz - that’s your name, isn’t it?" she said smoothly. "In a few seconds your phone is going to ring, and everything will be explained. For now, I’ll ask that you trust me - and please don’t interfere with the investigation my team is already assuming from your people."

At that very moment, Enrique Cruz’s phone buzzed. He looked down at the caller ID, sighed, and stepped aside to answer. The rest of the officers exchanged puzzled glances - first at their captain, then at Agent Miles, still unsure what was happening.

A few minutes later Cruz returned, anger simmering just below the surface, but his tone was controlled.

"Alright, everyone," he said quietly. "We’ve been ordered to hand the case over to the FBI. We’re heading back to the precinct. Margaret, you’ll remain here to assist Agent Miles. Agent Miles, what about the weapon check and the internal briefing?"

"We’ll handle that ourselves, Captain Cruz," Christine replied with a touch of dry humor. "Rest assured, the Bureau is fully capable of conducting its own review."

Cruz nodded stiffly. "Fine. Let’s go, people."

The two detectives muttered under their breath as they followed him out, leaving Margaret and Agent Miles standing amid the chaos of the hospital corridor.

***

"Well, that’s settled," sighed Christine. "Let’s find an empty office so we can talk."

Margaret sighed too. Nothing’s really changed, she thought. Just the person giving the orders. She followed the FBI agent. "Can you tell me why this case is of interest to the Bureau, Agent Miles?"

"Call me Christine, please - no need for the formalities," the agent replied. "And with all due respect, Margaret - and genuine admiration for how you handled yourself in an extreme situation - I’m the one asking questions for now. So keep yours for later, once we have a clearer picture of what’s going on. Is that understood?"

"Understood," Margaret answered, realizing there was no point in arguing.

Once they settled into a vacant doctor’s office, Christine’s tone softened slightly. She asked Margaret to walk her through everything that had happened that day.

When Margaret finished, silence filled the room. Christine stood by the window, her back turned, staring into the dark courtyard outside. After a long pause, she finally spoke.

"What do you think? Any connection between the professor and the amnesiac?"

"None that I can see so far. I don’t have enough information to draw any conclusions. I wish I knew something about the shooter at Columbia University - the one who attacked Professor James. Maybe that could shed some light on this whole puzzle."

"Good thinking," said Christine. "The shooter was a religious extremist - an amateur, just an ordinary man. Not a professional hitman. His motive was ideological - he disagreed with the content of Professor James’s lecture. The question is - how does a zealot like that connect to the professionals who tried to finish the job here at the hospital?"

"He was probably instructed by the same people who sent the hitmen. When the first attempt failed, they had to react fast and send two pros to finish what he couldn’t. What they couldn’t predict was that I’d fall asleep in the waiting room - and that before heading home I’d decide to check on the amnesiac, just because I felt sorry for the poor guy. Why both men are considered threats to whoever’s behind this - that’s still a mystery."

"Whoever ordered these killings has an agenda we don’t yet understand," said Christine. "But the fact that eliminating them was urgent tells us one thing - they’re connected. We need to find that link. Maybe Professor James can tell us something when he’s able to speak. The amnesiac, for now, is no help - he doesn’t know who he is or where he came from."

"I agree - or should I say, I understand," Margaret replied with a faint, ironic smile. "So, what’s our next move?"

"I like your wit, Margaret," said Christine, returning the smile. "And you don’t have to say ‘understood.’ Let’s treat this as a partnership - with me leading and you following my directives."

She continued, businesslike: "Here’s what I suggest. You’ll make sure the amnesiac is transferred to the Manhattan Psychiatric Center on Wards Island, to the secure ward. He’ll be both safe and under observation there. My colleagues have already spoken with the hospital director - he’s expecting you. After that, start digging into his identity. I’m sure you know how to handle that. Your precinct’s been instructed to provide any assistance you need. This case is now top priority. As for the professor, we’ll take care of him. We’re moving him to a Bureau safe medical facility. The hospital here can’t guarantee protection."

"Alright, Christine. How do I reach you if I need to?"

"Call the FBI’s New York field office and leave a message for me. I’ll get back to you."

"Fine," said Margaret, pulling out her business card. "Here’s my cell and my office number."

"I’ve got all your numbers," Christine said with a smirk. "We’re the FBI, remember?" She extended her hand, friendly but firm, signaling that the conversation was over.

Margaret returned the handshake and watched her leave, striding toward the forensic team to issue more instructions.

What a night, Margaret thought. She couldn’t help but like the FBI agent - if for nothing else, then for putting her arrogant captain and those smug jerks from the precinct firmly in their place.


Chapter 3

Michael Reed had been born into wealth. His father was a third-generation Wall Street broker, his mother the granddaughter of a steel magnate. He had never wanted for anything. But that had never stopped him from being ambitious.

Since childhood, everything for Michael had been a competition - school, sports, social life, even women. Whatever he touched instantly became a game he had to win. Playing fair didn’t matter; only the outcome did. And the outcome, almost always, was victory.

What he could not accept was that he couldn’t win the heart of beautiful Emma Miller - his classmate, and the girlfriend of his best friend, Oliver Miles. Michael could never understand what Emma saw in Oliver, who was his complete opposite - calm, balanced, lacking the burning drive that consumed Michael. He had to admit, though, Oliver was brilliant - intelligent, witty, dependable. Michael respected him. He knew he could always count on him. Everything about Oliver was fine - except for one thing: Emma had chosen him.

The three of them studied mathematics and computer science at Princeton University. For Oliver and Emma, it was a path to a better life; for Michael, it was just another arena to conquer.

Oliver was a master of programming - he could turn any idea into software with ease. Michael, on the other hand, found coding dull. He could do it, but it didn’t excite him. Driven by boundless ambition, he focused instead on how to ride the growing wave of dot-com startups - chasing success, fame, and wealth greater than his father’s.

The internet was becoming the new frontier of business, and Michael wanted his share of it. He foresaw the coming demand for online data storage and began to dream of turning it into a vast enterprise. He understood - almost instinctively - the power and value of data, and the importance of keeping it secure.

It was 1991, their third year at university, when Phil Zimmermann released his PGP - Pretty Good Privacy - encryption protocol. Michael was fascinated by the possibilities it offered.

An idea for a business model began to form in his mind, but he couldn’t solve one problem: the massive cost of storage. Hardware, servers, hard drives - all were too expensive. His idea needed an enormous investment to become real.

He shared his vision with Oliver - to use an open-source protocol similar to PGP to encrypt data that could then be safely uploaded to external servers. The goal was to make the process profitable by avoiding the high cost of storage hardware.

Oliver studied PGP closely and grasped both its strength and its flexibility. By the early nineties, the internet was getting faster - uploading and downloading large files was becoming easier.

In late 1992, Oliver came back with a solution: encrypt the data, split it into multiple fragments, and upload those fragments to the computers of users registered on the platform. Each fragment would have several identical copies stored across different nodes in the network. Since every piece was encrypted and incomplete, no one could read or reconstruct the original file - except the owner holding the decryption key.

It was brilliant. The need for expensive hardware vanished - exactly what Michael had been looking for.

Oliver was a problem solver, but no businessman. He didn’t know how to monetize his genius. That’s where Michael saw his opening.

Within months, he founded a company, raised the necessary investment capital, and offered Oliver a position. He promised that once the company grew, Oliver would receive five percent of the shares.

Five years later, FileServ was one of the largest companies in America, with over a hundred million users worldwide. Michael Reed had become one of the richest men on the planet. Oliver was still there - still waiting for his five percent - now second-in-command, with a generous salary and annual bonuses.

Emma, now his wife, loved him just as deeply as she had at the start. They had a daughter, Christine, who had just turned three - the center of their world.

Emma was the one fortress Michael had never conquered, and the more he thought about it, the more obsessed he became. He didn’t hide it. Everyone knew he believed Emma should have been his. He flirted openly, inventing excuses to spend time around her.

When Emma resigned in 1998, Michael spiraled. He started to torment Oliver - subtle humiliation, power plays - until Oliver quietly began to withdraw, avoiding him whenever he could.

In early 1999, when Christine turned five, Emma and Oliver decided to leave Seattle for California. When Oliver finally gathered the courage to tell Michael, he was surprised at the calm reaction.

"I understand, Oliver," Michael said smoothly. "And I support your decision. I’ll help you move - you deserve that much. You and I have come a long way together. I’d like to make the transition as painless as possible for you and your family - and for the company as well. I’ll put you in touch with a real estate agent in California who can find whatever you need. The company will cover it, of course."

"Thank you, Michael," said Oliver. "But Emma and I want to handle this on our own. We want to start fresh, dedicate ourselves to Christine, and do it without anyone’s help or influence. It has to be our project."

"Alright," Michael said, masking his irritation. "But I insist that Emma and Christine stay here until you’ve settled everything for their arrival. We’ll use our logistics division for the move, and my drivers will take care of the trip. That’s the least I can offer."

Oliver nodded, unwilling to argue - he knew better than to challenge Michael directly. "Alright, Michael," he said simply. "I’m heading to California tomorrow to set things up. Once I’m done, I’ll send for Emma and Christine."

He didn’t mention that they were all leaving together the next morning - and that they intended to cut all contact with Michael for good.

***

Michael Reed sat in the living room of his mansion in Montlake, the most exclusive part of Seattle, overlooking Union Bay. The room opened into an enormous library and study. A fire crackled in the marble fireplace. On the table beside him, a glass of golden Macallan gleamed softly. In his hand, a Habanos cigar smoldered - smuggled specially for him from Cuba.

He was pleased with himself - with everything he had achieved. Nothing in his life had come easy, and not everything had been clean, but Michael had always known what he wanted and never let morality get in his way.

Only one thing was missing from his kingdom - a queen. It wasn’t that he lacked companionship; there had always been women. But none of them stayed long. His heart was already taken - imprisoned by a forbidden desire.

That burning obsession with Emma, the unattainable, drove him mad. He knew, deep down, that it was wrong - she was the wife of his friend, and she had never encouraged his feelings. But it didn’t matter. He would not let sentiment for Oliver stand in the way of his greatest victory.

Winning Emma would be his final triumph - his crown jewel, the cherry atop the empire he had built.

Oliver was gone, and Emma was alone with their daughter, he thought. He planned how to call her, how to invite her, how to make his move. He imagined different scenarios - for once, he felt nervous, out of control. Still, he allowed himself to daydream - to picture her walking into his life at last, completing his conquest.

His thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door. It was his butler.

"Sir, your personal secretary is here. She says it’s urgent."

What could possibly be urgent at nine in the evening? he thought.

"Send her in."

Michael’s secretary was a formidable woman - his right hand. She always seemed to know what he needed before he asked. Her calm, efficient "I’ve already done that" used to drive him mad - and secretly impress him. He sometimes wondered if she could read his mind.

He had never seen her display emotion - until now. Her eyes were red and swollen when she entered.

"What is it?" he asked sharply.

"Michael," she said - she never used formalities, per his request - "the police just called. There’s been a serious car accident."

"Oliver?" he asked, half-anxious, half-hopeful.

"Yes. And Emma. Both killed instantly. Christine’s alive - unharmed."

"That’s impossible. Oliver went alone - that was the plan!" Michael shouted, as if the messenger were to blame. Slowly, the realization dawned on him - Oliver had defied him.

"I’m sorry," the secretary said softly. "I know how much they meant to you. It’s a terrible tragedy."

Michael sank into his chair. A cold wave swept through his body, freezing his face, his heart, every muscle. He waved her off with a gesture - he wanted to be alone.

"Should I call someone? Maybe stay with you?" she asked uncertainly. It was the first time she didn’t know what to do for him.

"Call my lawyer," he said, his voice flat, almost mechanical. "Tell him to make sure Christine is brought here immediately - and to start the guardianship process. Whatever it takes. I don’t care what he has to do. Just make it happen."

When she left, he poured himself another drink, took a sip, and hurled the crystal glass into the fire. The shards scattered with a sharp chime against the marble hearth.

That was the night Michael Reed renounced his humanity. From that moment on, people ceased to be individuals - they became numbers, termites, parasites to be crushed when useless.

It was the night the world gained its greatest enemy.


Chapter 4

Margaret sat staring at the strange hieroglyphs sent by the director of the psychiatric hospital where the unknown man had been admitted. Almost a week earlier, she’d received an email that read:

Dear Margaret,

Attached is a scanned copy of a message written by the patient you sent us. I must tell you about his excitement when he realized the purpose of the pen and paper. He eagerly asked for them and then wrote the message I’m forwarding to you.
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