
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Cold Blood

“The events described in this book may be entirely fictional, or they may be unfolding somewhere in the world—perhaps right where you live. What matters is that these stories could be happening very close to you, maybe even right beside you. If that’s the case, then this book is actually describing you.”
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Preface
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The ocean is often described as Earth’s last frontier — vast, uncharted, and untamed. We think of it as a world beneath our own, a silent witness to our history, untouched by the politics and conflicts above the surface.

But what if the ocean isn’t ours at all?

Cold Blood began with a question that wouldn’t leave me alone: If something ancient — intelligent, and utterly indifferent to us — had been here long before we learned to cross its surface, how would we even know? And if it decided to act, would we have any say in what happened next?

In this story, the deep sea is more than a setting — it’s a gatekeeper, a stage for human choices under crushing pressure, both literal and moral. It’s about the people who run toward danger instead of away from it, the thin line between curiosity and obsession, and the terrible clarity that comes when you realize you are not the dominant force in the room... or in the water.

The characters of Cold Blood face the unknown not with the luxury of preparation, but in the middle of its opening act. And as in life, their victories are partial, their losses permanent, and their survival uncertain. I wrote this book to explore that uneasy space between discovery and survival — the moment you understand that some doors, once found, can never be forgotten. 

— İbrahim Sarı
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Introduction
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The surface world moves at a pace we can measure — tides roll in and out, ships cross oceans in predictable lines, storms come and go. But far below, in the crushing dark where light cannot reach, time behaves differently. Down there, silence can last centuries. Movements are slow, deliberate, and often unseen.

For most of human history, we’ve treated the deep as a vast, indifferent backdrop — dangerous, yes, but passive. We’ve mapped its currents, plundered its fisheries, even planted cables across its floor, confident that what we put there will remain undisturbed.

That confidence is misplaced.

Cold Blood begins in a world very much like ours, where technology has made the ocean more accessible but not more familiar. The story follows Mara Ellison, a marine investigator whose career has been built on finding what others can’t. Called to examine an anomalous structure in one of the planet’s deepest trenches, she and her crew discover not a wreck, not a geological formation, but an entryway — guarded, maintained, and incomprehensibly alive.

From the first contact, they are forced to abandon the illusion of control. The ocean does not need their permission to change, and the forces at work beneath its surface are not bound by human timelines or intentions. Every decision — to advance, to retreat, to destroy — carries the risk of opening something far larger than they can close.

This is not a story about conquering the sea. It is about understanding that we are guests in a domain that has its own rules, its own guardians, and perhaps its own plans.

The events of Cold Blood unfold in the space between knowledge and survival — the moment you realize you’ve seen too much to turn back, and not enough to truly prepare for what’s coming.
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Chapter 1—The River Gives Back a Body
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The rain had been falling for three days, a steady percussion that polished Velstadt down to metal and glass. At dawn the river heaved itself like an old animal and abandoned what it couldn’t keep: a man in a dark coat, face turned toward the waking city as if to ask whether it remembered him. 

Detective Mara Whitaker crouched at the embankment and let the drizzle collect on the brim of her cap. Behind her, the blue strobes strobed pointlessly in a gray no one could outshine. 

Yusuf Demir stood beside the body with his hands tucked into the sleeves of his scene suit, as if warmth were contraband.

“Wallet?” Mara asked.

“Empty,” Yusuf said. “Phone? None. Keys? No. Prints?” He lifted a gloved hand and waggled his fingers. “A river’s opinion of fingerprints.”

“Cause?”

“Pick one you can defend in court,” he said, but he angled his chin toward the man’s throat, where the skin bore the faintest blush of a line—too clean for rope, too soft for wire. “He stopped being alive before the river’s advice.”

Mara leaned closer. The line was barely there, less a wound than a margin. Not cut, not bruised—disciplined. She logged the word and hated it immediately.

Rain knocked at the evidence tents, impatient. Farther along the embankment, a jogger who’d found the body huddled in a knitted hat and tried to tell the same story in different orders. A uniform ushered him toward a thermos. The river performed its usual trick of looking innocent.

“Shoes?” Mara asked.

“Polished,” Yusuf said. “Double-knotted. Someone loved a routine.”

She scanned the edges the way she always did, hunting for the thing that didn’t belong. No scattered cigarette, no bottlecap, no angry footprint in the mud. Even the jogger’s prints were neat, as if he’d apologized to the ground.

“Whoever did this,” Yusuf said, following her gaze, “didn’t do anything.”

Mara nodded. “That’s the problem.”

She stood and looked across the water to where the warehouses broke the horizon into a comb of black teeth. Velstadt’s cranes were frozen mid-gesture, like giant birds deciding whether to land. The city was built to be watched: long sightlines, mirrored facades, a river that ferried secrets efficiently. The trick was not to blink.

Her phone vibrated. Elias Noor. He rarely called this early; he preferred precision, not intrusion.

“Whitaker,” she said.

“Good morning,” Elias said, managing to make the words sound like a legal form. “I saw the preliminary. Unidentified adult male, recovered at Pier Seven. I’m coming down.”

“You don’t need to wade through this,” she said. “We’ll brief you.”

“I want to see what you see,” he said. “Or don’t.”

The line clicked dead. Mara stared at the screen a second longer than she had to, then pocketed the phone. Elias had the kind of face people told secrets to; it made her suspicious on principle. But he was the only prosecutor who didn’t try to barter with truth.

Yusuf peeled off a glove and pointed with the clean cuff of his sleeve toward the dead man’s right hand. “See that? Nail beds. No crescent of dirt. Even after a swim.”

“Office work,” Mara said.

“Or a fastidious murderer,” Yusuf replied. “Do we believe in those?”

Mara let the question hang and stepped back as the gurney arrived. She cataloged everything she didn’t see: no defensive wounds, no torn fabric, no hesitation. The man’s expression, preserved by the cold and the river’s peculiar kindness, was unremarkable. Not fear. Not surprise. Just a face between moments. Lila Kade appeared as if conjured by sirens, camera slung, hair soaked into dark ropes. “Detective,” she said, “is Velstadt’s river working overtime, or are we simply lucky?”

“You’re behind the tape,” Mara said.

“Philosophical question, then. Your last three bodies had reasons—drugs, jealousy, a debt. This one looks curated.” Lila smiled without malice. “I have sources. They’re damp.”

“Get dry, Ms. Kade,” Mara said. “Tell your sources to stop swimming.”

Lila’s eyes flicked to Yusuf, who gave her the kind of shrug that didn’t count as conversation. She retreated two steps, raised the camera, and took pictures of the weather—everything but the dead man.

When Elias arrived, he brought with him a smell of eucalyptus and pages. He ducked under the tape and nodded to Mara, then glanced once at the body and looked away, not out of squeamishness but as if refusing to violate the man’s privacy without consent.

“Thoughts?” he asked.

“Too clean,” Mara said. “Too calm.”

“Calm is not a crime.”

“Sometimes it’s a signature.”

Elias studied her face instead of the scene, a habit she tolerated because he didn’t do it to win; he did it to calibrate. “You’ve seen this before?”

“I’ve seen what chaos looks like,” she said. “This isn’t it.”

They walked the embankment together while Yusuf supervised the transfer. Rain thickened, fat drops like coins. On the far bank, a church bell announced a reasonable hour that felt unreasonable here.

“What do you make of that?” Elias asked, stopping by a mooring post. A thin scrape of bright metal showed where something had abraded the paint recently—one narrow, even line.“Wire,” Mara said. “Or a boat hook. But there’s no corresponding scuff on the dock. And the post is too high for a body to have brushed if it drifted.”

“So not drift,” Elias said.

“No,” she said. “Placement.”

They shared the word the way some people shared a flask.

“Whoever did this,” Elias said softly, “didn’t hate him.”

Mara looked at him. “That’s your read?”

“It matters,” he said. “Hate leaves fingerprints.”

“So does love,” she said. “I’m looking for neither.”

Back at the van, Yusuf handed her a small sealed bag. Inside, a single thread, pale as breath. “From the coat cuff,” he said. “Synthetic, but not common. We’ll run it.”

Mara held the bag to the light. The thread caught it and refused to gleam. A modest piece of nothing. Still, it was something.

“Next of kin,” Elias said. “If we can find a name.”

“We’ll find the absence first,” Mara said. “Then we’ll see who fits it.”

He gave her a look that might have been agreement. Or worry.

As they loaded the body, the jogger looked back, hat dripping, face open with that peculiar guilt the living wear around the dead. Mara almost told him it wasn’t his fault. Almost. She let the impulse pass.

The river rolled on, feigning indifference.

Later, at her desk, she pinned the scene photos to the board without clustering them toward a theory. The line at the throat. The polished shoes. The solitary thread. The mooring post with its single immaculate scrape. A negative made of facts.

Yusuf dropped a fresh printout. “Tide tables,” he said. “If the body was placed where you think, the window narrows to fifty-one minutes between 02:07 and 02:58. Less if our perpetrator doesn’t like getting wet.”

“Everyone in this city is always wet,” Mara said, but she circled the window. “Cameras?”

“Convenient maintenance outage on Pier Seven between—surprise—02:00 and 03:00,” Yusuf said. “Logged cleanly. Someone filed the ticket a week ago, approved by a supervisor who retired on Friday.”

She felt, not a thrill, but a settling—like a gear finding its tooth. “That’s not improvisation.”

“It’s procedure,” Yusuf said.

The word landed in the room and stayed.

Her phone chimed again. An email with no body, just a subject line: Procedure prevents pain. No sender, just a relay address from a provider known for valuing discretion over conscience. Mara didn’t move for a long breath. Then she turned the monitor so Yusuf could see. He whistled without sound. Elias, when she forwarded it, called within seconds. “Is this a joke?”

“It isn’t funny,” she said.

“Then it’s a declaration,” he said.

“Of what?”

“That whoever you’re hunting,” Elias said, voice flattening into steel, “wants you to understand him.”

Mara ended the call and looked at the board one more time. The photos didn’t argue, didn’t plead. Outside, the city’s rain slackened to a mist that made edges uncertain. 

She wrote two words beneath the tide window, in a neat block hand. Cold blood.

Not a description. A policy.

And then she went to work.
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Chapter 2 — A Crime Scene Scrubbed of Motive
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By noon the rain had retreated into a pinned gray sky. Velstadt dried in patches—steam breathing off manholes, the river a dull strip of tin. In the morgue basement, the fluorescent lights reduced everything to statement and counterstatement.

Dr. Kohler, the city pathologist, stood with his hands in the ritual clasp behind his back. On the table, the man from the river lay opened with the tidy inevitability of a book you didn’t mean to read this closely.

“No water in the lungs,” Kohler said. “He didn’t drown.”

“Ligature?” Mara asked.

“That’s the undecided part,” Kohler said. He tapped, gently, near the pale line Yusuf had noticed at the embankment. “Superficial dermal compression without ecchymosis. No petechiae in the conjunctiva. Hyoid intact. The subcutaneous tissue shows even blanching. It looks less like strangulation than... restraint.”

“Restraint for what?” Yusuf said.

“For a precise period,” Kohler said, eyes somewhere inside his memory of other tables, other bodies. “Induced syncope? Vagal response? Death by controlled hypotension would be unusual, but not impossible, in an otherwise healthy male.”

Mara watched the way he formed the word controlled. “Toxicology?”

“Preliminaries say nothing useful. No opiates, no sedatives, no stimulants. Clean blood for a city like ours.”

“And the line?” Mara asked.

Kohler held up a sterile tray. On it sat a loop of material no wider than a shoelace, sealed into a separate bag: pale, faintly lustrous, not quite cloth. “Found in a fold of the collar. Not his. Synthetic. I’ll spare you the brand names until the lab confirms. It behaves like PTFE filament tape or a medical-grade soft strap. Nonporous, easy to clean. Doesn’t bite. Leaves a reminder without an argument.”

“Procedure,” Yusuf murmured.

Kohler looked at him, then at Mara. “Whoever did this wanted the body to tell you almost nothing.”

“Bodies always tell something,” Mara said. “We just don’t always speak the language.”

Kohler nodded once. “If I’m allowed a sentence of poetry: this was an ending without anger.”

They signed for the samples and left the hum of refrigeration behind. In the corridor, Mara paused at the coffee machine and didn’t press any buttons.

“Who are we hunting if not a surgeon?” Yusuf said.

“A person who admires surgeons,” Mara said. “Not the same thing.”

Upstairs, the email still sat on her screen, small and perfect: Procedure prevents pain. IT had nothing useful. The relay service paid in cryptocurrency, access logged from everywhere and nowhere; the message composed in plaintext with the default font, as if even typography could be a tell.

Elias arrived with a file under his arm and the tired smile he saved for days that tried to be clever. “Kohler called me. ‘Ending without anger,’ he said. He could hang a shingle as a poet.”

“He’d starve,” Mara said. “You bring me a name?”

“Maybe,” Elias said, and spread a photocopy across her desk: a shoe repair ticket from a shop in the Old Quarter, stamped with yesterday’s date. The ticket had been folded once and carried in a wallet—the crease said so—but no wallet had come out of the river.

“Where?” Mara asked.

“Voss & Son,” he said. “Left bank. The owner called my office, said he saw the news and thought he recognized the make of the dead man’s shoes from the photographs.” He tapped a photo of the polished oxfords on the board. “Work of habit: he looks at shoes the way you look at voids.”

“You already went?” she said.

“I thought I’d invite you to the field trip,” he said. “It’s close. And the field will never be so dry again.”

Voss & Son lived under a peeling sign with careful gold letters. Inside, the air smelled like glue and leather, the honest stink of old crafts. A man in his sixties, with a spine that still trusted him, stood behind the counter. He had sandpaper hands and a surgeon’s attention.

“Detective,” he said when they introduced themselves. “Prosecutor.”

“You called my office,” Elias said gently. “We’re grateful.”

“I don’t make a habit of inviting police into my day,” the cobbler said. “But those shoes on the news—double-knotted, mirror shine, soles not worn at the outer heel the way most men walk. I remember work like that.”

“His?” Mara asked.

The cobbler nodded toward a rack. “He came in two weeks ago with a pair exactly like those. Size forty-three, British last, an old factory in Northampton that thinks the twentieth century was an experiment best avoided. He liked them as they were. He asked for a new insole. Nothing fancy. Oil, too. He watched me polish. That told me something.”

“What?” Yusuf asked from the doorway. He had taken position by the bell as if it were an evidence tag.

“That the shine mattered to him,” the cobbler said. “To some men it matters because they want to be seen. To him it mattered because he wanted to be correct.”

“Name?” Mara asked.

The cobbler’s mouth thinned. “He paid cash. I stapled a ticket to the claim and gave him a copy. He did not give me his name.” He slid a drawer open with two fingers and took out a stack of stubs, neatly arranged. He found one with the number 7134 and laid it on the counter. “He picked them up three days ago.”

“Cameras?” Mara said.

The cobbler pointed to a bubble dome in the corner. “My son’s idea. It records to a card. He says it keeps honest people from being tempted.” He shrugged. “I can show you.” He did. On the screen, time stamped Tuesday, 14:12, a man entered in a dark coat, cap brim low. The camera angle deformed faces into anonymous ovals; the man kept his head slightly bowed. He moved well—no hitch, no hesitation. He accepted the boxed shoes and stood still while the cobbler applied a final cloth to the leather. He paid with exact bills and left without looking at his reflection in the front window.

“Do you recognize him?” Elias asked the cobbler.

“No,” the man said. “But I recognize that kind of silence.”

Outside, Yusuf squinted up at the eaves. “No city camera on this block. The Old Quarter likes to believe time stopped.”

“It stopped for one person,” Mara said, and pocketed a copy of the stub, number 7134.

They walked. In Velstadt, distances were calibrated to thought. The Old Quarter fell toward the river in streets whose angles puzzled GPS but made intuitive sense to anyone who had ever fled or chased. Elias caught his pace to Mara’s and let the silence be companionable.

“The email,” he said eventually. “You think it’s our man, or someone who wants to feel important?”

“It came within thirty minutes of Yusuf’s tide window,” she said. “Not proof. But a person who wants to feel important waits for headlines. This didn’t.”

They detoured to the municipal maintenance office. The supervisor who had approved the Pier Seven outage had retired on Friday. His name—Georg Riedl—sat on a brass plaque still on the door as if he had simply gone out for a smoke.

The man who had inherited the desk looked twenty years younger and forty years older. His tie had accepted defeat at some prior hour.

“About the outage,” he said, skimming the file Mara handed him. “Yes. The paperwork is immaculate. I almost questioned it for that reason.”

“Almost?” Mara said.

He flushed. “It came through the proper system, with the proper authorization chain. Three signatures. All correct.”

“Show me,” Mara said.

He turned his monitor and brought up the record. It was, as promised, exemplary. The request form’s fields were filled in with the precision of someone who had read the manual twice. The reason given: camera recalibration and sensor cleaning. The scheduled time: 02:00–03:00, to minimize public impact. The approvals: Technician L. Krause, Supervisor G. Riedl, Security Liaison P. Toma.

“Do you know any of these people?” Elias asked.

“I know Riedl, of course,” the man said. “Krause—one of a dozen L. Krauses in the database. Toma I’ve never met. His ID checks out.”

“Where does Toma sit?” Mara asked.

The man clicked, scrolled, frowned. “That’s strange.”

“Tell me it’s strange because you’ve never seen it before,” Mara said, “not strange because it happens weekly.”

“I’ve never seen it,” he said, and swallowed. “His listed office is ‘Room 0A—Security Liaison Desk.’ We don’t have a Room 0A.”

“Who creates accounts?” Elias asked.

“IT, based on requests from departmental heads. This one... came with a signed memo from Riedl six months ago.”

“Before he retired,” Mara said.

The man nodded. “We are audited for this kind of thing,” he added, as if reciting an oath. “We pass.”

Mara studied the form again. Three signatures, each a small perfection. The reasons reasonable. The hour careful. A hole cut in the city so neatly it felt like permission.

On the sidewalk, Yusuf had his phone held up to the weak sky, trying to convince satellites to love him. “If there’s no room 0A,” he said when they regrouped, “someone built a desk with the right shadows anyway.”

“Or someone built a process that didn’t require a desk,” Mara said.

They went to Pier Seven in daylight. Without rain, the place felt like a set after the actors had left—ropes coiled, cranes stilled, the river performing the role of river with less passion. The mooring post wore its thin scrape like a healed scar. Workers moved in efficient lines, their fluorescent vests reluctant confessions.

Irena Markovic, the Port Authority chief, was waiting with her big coat and bigger frown. She had the look of a person who had read too many incident reports to believe in them anymore.

“You could’ve called,” she said to Mara. “I’d have lied over the phone and saved myself a walk.”

“You authorized the camera outage?” Mara asked.

“I authorized none of it,” Irena said. “But you already know the paper says otherwise in other departments. What did they tell you? Recalibration? That word always means the opposite.”

“Who worked this pier between two and three?” Yusuf asked. Irena swept a hand at the open ledger the foreman carried. “Three names. None of them will be the one you want. They’re decent men who hate attention and pay their taxes quarterly. But ask them. Esther will translate if you need it.”

The men said what decent men say: they saw nothing, heard a generator cough, carried pallets from point A to point B. Two had families and one had a dog old enough to be called family. One mentioned a white van parked in the no-parking zone with a permit so crisp it looked printed that morning.

“Plate?” Mara asked.

“Temporary,” he said, apologetic. “It started with VZ. Or V7. Letter and number look the same to me in bad light.”

“Logo? Company?” Yusuf asked.

“Blank,” the man said. “That’s what I noticed. We have vans with too many words on them. This one had none.”

Irena watched Mara watch the pier and said, “You know if someone wants to do something delicate here, they wait for weather. Rain makes cameras honest about their limitations.”

“Someone waited,” Mara said.

By evening, the city’s lights made the river’s surface look more forgiving than it was. Back at the squad room, Lila Kade sat on the edge of Mara’s desk as if invited. She wasn’t, but she had a talent for fitting.

“You find me anything I can responsibly print?” she asked, and then, before Mara could refuse: “Fine. Then tell me something I can irresponsibly chase.”

“Your source who swims,” Mara said. “Tell them currents don’t keep secrets.”

Lila tilted her head. “You’re grimmer than usual.”

“I met a desk that doesn’t exist,” Mara said.

Lila’s eyes lit briefly. “Now that’s a sentence.”

“Stay off Pier Seven at night,” Mara said.

“That’s not a sentence you can enforce,” Lila said, but she stood. “Is the killer talking to you?”

Mara looked at the email on the screen. She didn’t turn it for Lila. “When he does, he thinks it’s not talking. He thinks it’s instruction.”

“That’s worse,” Lila said softly. “Men with rules always are.”

After Lila left, the room felt too bright. Yusuf came in with a folder and a look that asked for patience he rarely needed to ask for.

“The thread,” he said. “I sent a sample over to Materials. They aren’t ready to swear in court, but the polymer spectrum matches industrial soft restraints used in... well, a handful of places: hospital ORs, cleanrooms in semiconductor plants, some pharmaceutical lines. It’s not a necktie from a street vendor.”

“Velstadt is a port,” Mara said. “We import the world’s instructions.”

“Also,” Yusuf added, “the insole in those shoes? The glue under it fluoresces under a wavelength Kohler tried as a hobby. Not standard. It’s an adhesive used by exactly one cobbler supplier in this city. Voss & Son buy from them. Most others don’t. I thought you’d enjoy that kind of circle closing.”

“It doesn’t close,” Mara said. “It suggests that whoever our man was, he died wearing a choice. And whoever killed him respected that choice.”

Elias hovered in the doorway, as if not wanting to make two entrances in one day. “I filed a notice to preserve all maintenance logs for the past six months,” he said. “And to keep Riedl within reach.”

“He’ll have gone to the country,” Mara said. “Everyone goes to the country when they want to believe they haven’t done anything wrong.”

Elias crossed to the board. He considered the photos without leaning in, as if closeness could contaminate the truth. “If this person is so determined to erase motive,” he said, “what makes him send you anything at all?”

“He doesn’t think it’s a message,” Mara said. “He thinks it’s... the user manual.”

Elias’s mouth made a shape that wasn’t quite a smile. “And manuals are not supposed to be provocative. They are supposed to be helpful.”

“In his mind,” she said, “he’s preventing pain.”

They stood there a moment longer, listening to the room’s noises—the printer, the old AC unit’s rattle, a distant laugh that sounded out of season. 

“Name the chapter,” Yusuf said, half-teasing, because she sometimes did that when a thing settled into being more than a collection of facts. Mara looked at the board. The mooring post scrape. The non-room. The shoes that wanted to be correct. The strap that left a line instead of a bruise. “No,” she said. “He named it for us.”

On her monitor, the email subject line remained what it had been, calm as law. 

When the building emptied and the city softened at the edges, Mara opened a blank document and typed: Victim: John Doe (male, approx. 45–55). Time of placement: 02:07–02:58. Pier Seven outage: scheduled. Signatures: impeccable. She stopped and deleted impeccable. Too generous. She typed insistent instead.

She saved the file and closed it and sat with her hands quiet on the desk. Somewhere across the river a bell marked an hour that had no reason to be important. In the quiet, her phone vibrated once against the wood.

No voice. A text. Same relay service. No sender.

Motive is noise.

She read it twice. Around the words the world felt insufficiently insulated.

Yusuf, from his desk, saw her face change and didn’t ask what it said. He just reached for his coat. “We start earlier tomorrow,” he said.

“Earlier is already taken,” she said, but she stood too.

On the board under Cold blood, she wrote two more words in the same neat block hand: No motive.

Then she capped the pen like a ritual and turned out the light.
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Chapter 3 — First Quiet Argument
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By morning the courthouse had scraped the night off itself and put on its clean face. Elias Noor’s office sat at the end of a corridor that never learned to echo; files damped the sound the way moss deadens a forest. Through the window, Velstadt’s cranes fixed their long metal necks on the river like patient herons.

Mara stood by the radiator and warmed her palms without admitting that’s what she was doing. Elias set a ceramic mug on the ledge between them. The smell—eucalyptus and something darker—rose like a small argument with the air.

“You slept?” he asked.

“Poorly and exactly enough,” she said. “The text came at 22:41. Same relay. ‘Motive is noise.’”

“I read it three times and then hated myself for the third,” he said. “Our person wants to curate our thoughts.”

“He wants to control variables,” Mara said. “If we chase motive, we chase ghosts. He prefers—”

“—procedure,” Elias finished, not smiling. “Which gives me a different worry. If a person believes they are applying a protocol, they will believe deviation is unethical. That kind of certainty doesn’t bargain.”

“Good,” Mara said. “Then he’ll keep writing his manual.”

Elias slid a folder toward her. “Before we discuss what to do with that manual, a constraint: anything we say publicly can change a future jury pool, and anything you do to invite contact can be read as enticement. ‘Entrapment’ is a word I don’t want to hear in any room with my name on the door.”

Mara opened the folder. Subpoena drafts. Preservation notices. A neat memo proposing a joint task structure.

“P. Toma,” she said, tapping the maintenance approval name. “We start there.”

“I’ve already requested employment rosters and credential issuance logs,” Elias said. “IT will stall. Not because they’re obstructing—because their pride is injured. Someone built a perfect fake right under them.”

“Perfect is a strong word,” she said. “Room 0A doesn’t exist.”

“Perfect until someone like you looks at it,” he conceded. “But for an audit? Enough.”

He took a breath; she heard the preface to an annoyance he’d tried to file down. “Mara, about the texts. Do not reply.”

“I wasn’t going to write back ‘hello,’” she said.

“I know you weren’t,” he said, steady. “But you were going to answer in your way. Through press, or a staged leak, or a detail only the sender would recognize. Don’t. Not yet. We need to know whether the relay is a true one-way, whether metadata moves at all, and whether we can seize a server image before our man changes his route.”

“You want to wait to see if he writes again,” she said.

“I want to wait to see if he writes at all when we’re not listening,” he said. “If he’s talking to you for your benefit, he’ll keep talking. If he thinks he’s instructing, as you said, he’ll keep instructing. Silence is the better collection method.”
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