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There comes a moment when every hidden crime, every buried truth, and every whispered conspiracy must surface. For some, that moment is a trial in a courtroom. For others, it is a bullet in the dark.

For me, it began with three black cylinders no larger than a man’s fist—silent, inert, and infinitely dangerous. They called them seeds. To those who understood their purpose, they were more than objects. They were keys—each one capable of unlocking Peregrine, a system built not to serve humanity, but to command it. I had walked away from this world once, burning my old name and burying my past in the kind of shadows you never crawl back from. But shadows have a way of finding you. And when they did, I learned two truths.

The first: Peregrine was never truly sleeping.

The second: neither was I.

This is the story of the last time I tried to stop the world from tearing itself apart. It’s about the night when the lines between man and machine blurred, when enemies and allies traded places in the blink of an eye, and when I discovered the most dangerous weapon in the fight was already inside me.

Some call it justice. Some call it vengeance.

I call it the final reckoning.
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Introduction
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The world rarely notices the quiet wars.

Not the kind fought with tanks and soldiers, but the ones waged in encrypted channels, hidden labs, and offshore platforms no map dares to mark. These wars have no headlines, no medals—only winners and losers who vanish without a trace.

Peregrine was born in one of these wars.

A project so deeply buried that even those who built it only understood fragments of the whole. Officially, it didn’t exist. Unofficially, it was the most powerful control system ever conceived—capable of seizing command of communications, infrastructure, and weapon systems across the globe in less time than it takes to draw breath.

The seeds were its triggers. Three small devices, each holding a part of the activation sequence. Harmless apart, catastrophic together. For years, they were thought lost. Forgotten.

Until now.

When the first seed resurfaced, it began a chain reaction that pulled old ghosts into the light. Men like Belouri—driven, ruthless, convinced the world’s chaos could be tamed if only he held the reins. And people like me—men who had walked away from this fight once, but were about to learn that you never truly leave.

Because some battles follow you. Some enemies remember your name.

And some reckonings can’t be escaped.

This is not a story about saving the world.

It’s about the cost of trying.
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Chapter 1 — A Ledger of Ghosts
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London after midnight made a certain kind of promise: if you were willing to stay awake long enough, the city would tell you the truth. Mara Voss stood under the revolving lights of a glass atrium on Bishopsgate, badge borrowed, spine straight as a plumb line. The rain had just stopped. Pavement gleamed like a cooled blade.

The firm was called Kennington & Hale, a boutique auditor that made messy shipping conglomerates look clean in exchange for billable absolution. She’d left here a year ago with a severance agreement and a nondisclosure that read like a gag and a blindfold. She’d also left with a key fact: the backups for their “special projects” sat in a locked room two floors down from reception, patched into a forgotten rack that no one decommissioned because no one wanted to sign for it.

Her gloves were thin enough to feel her pulse.

The night receptionist glanced up, took in the badge, decided against small talk. “Lift’s to your left,” he said. His mouth was the tight line of someone paid to pretend he didn’t see. Mara smiled like she practiced it. In the descent, the elevator mirrored her from four angles. The person she saw could be mistaken for unremarkable: brown hair caught back with a clip, navy coat, posture tidy with fatigue. Only the eyes gave her away. If you knew where to look, there was a bruise-colored patience there, meticulous and tired. Eyes that remembered a fire door that didn’t close, smoke that rolled low like fog over water, a name on a memorial plaque she could not walk near without feeling heat.

Ana Petrić. Cleaner, two kids, night shift. A safety budget shaved down after a series of post-closing “efficiencies” Mara had initialed because she believed the numbers and the men who shoved them across a mahogany table. She had not caused the fire, but she had smoothed the way. It was a thought that made her breathe through her nose slowly, counting four in, six out, until the doors opened to the server room corridor and the clean cold air erased the smell of rain.

At the end of the hall, a glass door. Beyond it, a vintage rack that looked like it had been lowered into place by crane and left to depreciate in peace. TANAGER-02, the label read. She keyed the four-digit code from muscle memory, snapped the padlock once like a punctuation mark, and rolled the door aside.

The hum inside was the hum of certainty.

She slid her encrypted drive into a spare front USB and watched the old machine notice. Terminal windows spilled across the screen in white text and green ticks: handshake, mount, copy. She’d written the script herself, a brick-by-brick migration in case the guardians of her former life had installed tripwires. The clock on the wall ticked once. Twice. Somewhere above, a vacuum cleaner complained briefly and fell silent.

“Come on,” she told the progress bar, as if it could be charmed.

The data she wanted was not called anything interesting. That was the point. It sat beneath a year-end folder for a client called Mariner Crown Holdings, which itself contained a nested sequence of innocuous labels—SubPorts, Concessions, Subjournals—until the path turned a corner and stepped down into a directory named _Ref WIP. Under that, a file called adj-final-2.xlsx. Under that, a sheet labelled R3 with columns whose headers were deliberately dull: Date, Ref, Node, Remediation, Alloc., Settled.

It didn’t look like a conspiracy. It looked like work.

Mara exported the sheet as flat CSV, then as PDF. She always wanted one copy that couldn’t be re-summed behind her back. Then she built the pivot table in her head, the way she always had—seeing the ledger not as numbers but as a shape. Sums rose under certain ports and fell under others; allocations telescoped outward and then pinched tight with lunar regularity. A particular column—Remediation—behaved wrong. The values were too round, then too jagged, like someone alternated between laundering with a ladle and a scalpel.

She toggled filters. Cut the data by Node. Ports resolved out of the acronyms and mapped themselves across the inside of her skull.

GBLON – London (City of London).

DEBRL – Bremerhaven.

HRDBV – Dubrovnik.

ISREY – Reykjavík.

The hairs along her forearms shifted, as if a draft had found her. She zoomed in on a row with the reference REM-11314. The Date was nine months ago. The Remediation amount, exactly €128,000. The Settled column said YES, but the formula behind it was not a Boolean. It was a string concatenation that drew in a note from a hidden tab called notes2.

Mara unhid it.

Every line there began with a three-letter code: MJB, WSC, HKO. Not internal. Not accounting. She felt the old tug in her brain that said this is not your field, and ignored it. She copied a block of the notes out into her own window and stripped the formatting. Names and snippets remained, every seventh or eighth line stamped with something else entirely: “Inquest Opened – HM Coroner”, “Ident Pending – male, 30–40”, “Autopsy delayed – international liaison”.

For a long minute she only listened to air circulate.

“Talk to me,” she told the spreadsheet. It was an old habit: a bargain with dead things.

She opened a second file she’d built over months, sometimes on trains, sometimes in pantry light at three in the morning when the guilt vibrated under her skin. Open Inquests – Atlantic Corridor. Public notices, scraped from coroner pages, local papers that still printed two columns of type around adverts for window repair and dog-walkers. She cross-referenced corrosive little docket numbers she’d memorized the rhythm of.

22/117A. Unknown male. Discovered near wharf.

23/031C. Matilda R., 19. Exposure.

She filtered the ledger to DEBRL, to ISREY. Scanned the Ref field. The red thread pulled itself tight.

The shape formed fast then: a payment marked Remediation within seventy-two hours of a body appearing within sight of a port. Not always. Not perfectly. The network tolerated noise. That was what made it work. But the correlation was not random. Someone somewhere had decided that when a human being was removed from the world for a price, the price would be paid into a line item that would look merciful on an audit sheet: Remediation. As if tragedy were a pothole filled with hot tar.

Mara pressed the heel of her hand to the bridge of her nose until color popped under her eyelids. Then she pulled her phone and took three photos of the screen at angles that protected the formulas and the path. She did not trust screenshots; she trusted light captured on her device, the raw mess of it.

Her drive chimed gently when the copy hit a clean hundred percent. She ejected, wiped, pocketed it.

The screen saver engaged, a box gliding from corner to corner.

An old workstation like this shouldn’t have had internet, but it did, tenuous and grudging through a proxy the IT director surely thought obviated the need for rules. She typed with two fingers into a news archive, searching the Bremerhaven municipal pages for the docket 23/031C. It loaded slowly, like a bad decision. The notice resolved in serif text: Inquest scheduled pending identification. Beside it, a blurred photo of the river with police tape sagging, the sadness of fluorescent yellow turning gray in drizzle. The date matched. The time bracket matched the Remediation. Her jaw made a small click.

“What are you, then?” she murmured. Her voice came back to her off the rack doors, a thinner echo.

She opened the hidden tab notes3, the smallest of the bunch, almost empty. Three rows. The last one carried a reference she hadn’t seen elsewhere: KLL/ST–V. The cell comment balloon showed a single sentence in a careful, schoolbook hand: “Kallisto only predicts; we decide.”

She sat back. The cold arrived in her stomach first, then radiated outward. A name, or at least the idea of a name. Kallisto. The spreadsheet had not been built by an ordinary book-keeper. This was someone who wanted a record that was also a prayer.

Mara printed one page—two copies. The printer woke with the guilty whirr of a dog sneezing after stealing food. On the page, under the basic headers, the columns looked so innocent you could imagine explaining them to a jury without perjuring your soul.

The door clicked behind her.

She did not spin. Turning fast meant showing the inside of your throat. She set one hand flat on the printer as if to steady it. In the glass reflection of the rack she saw a shape that made sense: security uniform, blue, shoulders broad, hands empty, expression careful.

“Everything all right, Ms. Voss?” he asked. A question dressed like courtesy.

“Nearly done.” She smiled. “Quarterly retrieval. It’s easier when no one is streaming Love Island upstairs.”

His mouth tugged. “You wouldn’t believe.” He didn’t come any closer. “Do you need a second box? There’s a trolley.”

“Just this. Thank you.”

He nodded. The eyes lingered a fraction too long on the printer, as if measuring the distance between her and whatever she could grab. Then he backed out, the click of the latch a soft punctuation. Mara’s hands resumed their size. She fed both sheets into the flatbed and scanned them to her drive; tore the hard copies in four and slid the pieces into a pocket she used for apple cores.

She killed the monitor and waited for the hum to deepen, the way it did when a machine stopped pretending to be awake.

In the elevator she watched herself decline floor by floor, and in each reflection she was a fraction more someone else: the firm’s old senior forensic, the woman who had trusted the edges of numbers like the edges of maps, the person who had not yet been introduced to smoke that climbed stairs like a thinking thing. On ground, the doors parted to the building’s empty intestine of marble and glass.

The receptionist had been replaced by a woman with headphones around her neck and a knit sweater that made her look like a student on a double shift. She glanced up with that same calculus—badge in hand, exits mapped, threat assessed—and decided Mara was a harmless species of late.

“Good night,” the woman said.

“Good night.” Mara set her palm flat on the scanner to authenticate the exit and felt the machine suck the lines of her hand into its memory. Outside, the city hit her in a leaf-wet gust. Sirens muttered somewhere remote. A bus hissed at a stop and moved off reluctantly, like an animal that would rather sleep.

Halfway down the block her phone vibrated. Unknown Number.

She hesitated, then answered, thumb poised to end it.

“Mara Voss?” The voice used her surname like a tool, not a courtesy. Synthetic calm, neutral accent, padded a little as if bounced off a satellite.

“Speaking.”

“You left your employment with Kennington & Hale on twelve June last year.” Not a question.

“Who is this?”

“You have taken property which will not be useful to you.”

Mara stopped in the hollow of a doorway, out of the orange hum of the streetlamp. Water dripped from a scaffold brace in slow metronome. “And yet you’re calling,” she said.

A small pause, just long enough for the caller to notice their own breath. “You have the wrong building.”

It was a smart line. It tried to widen the sky so she felt lost under it. She let it pass over. “Try again,” she said. “Tell me I have the wrong river.”

“Delete the copies. Return the device. We can arrange a meeting.”

“I don’t go to meetings anymore.”

“We can arrange... closure.”

Ana’s plaque vibrated against the inside of her skull. She pictured the ledger’s Remediation column, the bald roundness of €128,000. Closure had a number.

“Wrong word,” Mara said. “Try again.”

This time the pause was longer. She heard the faint thrum you get when someone is masking a line through software that isn’t designed for kindness. “You are trying to be brave,” the voice said finally, with the faintest suggestion of pity. “It doesn’t read.”

“Then don’t read me.”

The line died, not with a click but with a manufactured sigh. She stood there in the door hollow until her pulse remembered how to behave. The drive felt warm against her hip, like an animal that wanted out.

Near Liverpool Street she ducked into a twenty-four-hour café where the coffee tasted like someone’s first try at charcoal and the counterman had seen enough night faces to know not to ask what anyone was writing at this hour. She took the corner table by the plug and drove the USB home. The laptop woke to her passphrase, to the file list, to the identical little icons that meant proof.

She set up a clean notebook—a habit left over from auditing and Catholic school both—and named it GHOSTS 01. On the first page she wrote:

Hypothesis: “Remediation” lines are homicide disbursements masked as compliance costs.

Scope: Atlantic Corridor hubs + select Adriatic nodes.

Test 1: Correlate Remediation date windows with inquest openings (±96h).

Test 2: Compare Alloc. values vs. seasonal shipping volumes (to exclude storm compensation).

Test 3: Notes tabs reference coroner codes (three-letter?), possible internal shorthand. Unknown Kallisto.

She sipped the coffee. It did what punishment does.

On the screen, the ledger waited. The numbers were polite as a bank lobby. The math was correct; of course it was. That was the genius. The worst things in the world balanced perfectly in double-entry. Debit somewhere, credit somewhere else. Only the narrative was crooked.

She pushed aside the notebook and started writing a script to normalize the dates, count the windows, assign confidence scores. She kept her headphones off. The sound of the milk steamer, the slice of a card through a reader, the bark of a laugh from a man in a high-vis jacket—these were proof of a world where life continued, and she needed that as badly as she needed the calculation to work.

When she pressed enter, the terminal fluttered a column of percentages. 0.62, 0.74, 0.88. Under the constraints she’d set, the correlation tightened. She felt the tilt inside her—fear and relief in equal bite. She saved the output, backed it up to an offsite vault she paid for in cash at a shop that also sold phone cases and sim cards in blister packs.

On the way out, there was a flyer pinned near the door with a pushpin that had no head: a charity run, a lost cat, a memorial service with a photograph of a young man in a suit who didn’t quite know how to wear it. Tomás Ruiz, 28. The date. The river. The small square of paper glowed as cruelly as a screen.

Mara stood with her hand on the door until the counterman glanced over and offered the smallest nod, the kind strangers extend to each other on nights that are just a little too long. She nodded back because that was the proper response.

Outside, London inhaled and exhaled.

At the corner, her reflection caught in the dark of a shopfront, two panes deep, like a woman in a chamber. A taxi slowed fractionally as if to consider her, then slid on. She checked the shadows by reflex and began to walk, not fast but with decision. In her pocket, the drive knocked lightly against the edge of her phone. The ledger, obedient and bloodless, had offered her its little field of Remediation and its tiny cell comment in a schoolbook hand. Kallisto only predicts; we decide.

“You decide,” she said under her breath to no one human, to the city, to the thing under the numbers. “Let’s see.”

When she reached her flat in Wapping—the old brick place with the iron balcony that looked like it would drop off the wall but never did—she locked the door twice, slid the bolt, and turned the chain. She put the drive in the tin where she used to keep sewing needles and thread. On the corkboard over her desk she pinned a blank index card. Across it she wrote three words in block capitals:

WHO DECIDES WHAT.

She took the kettle to the sink and filled it and set it back on the hob. When it clicked and the water rolled, she poured it over a cheap tea bag and watched the color rise up and stain the cup. For a long time she stood there holding the heat while the names filed past behind her eyes like a slow, orderly march: docket numbers, codes, mouths that would never explain themselves.

The phone on the table buzzed once with a new message from a number that did not display. No text, only an attachment: a photo of the building’s glass elevator, taken from ground level, about twelve minutes ago. In the reflection of the cabin’s pane, a woman looked down, coat neat, hair caught back with a clip.

Mara’s hands stayed steady as she deleted it.

She returned to the desk, to the card on the corkboard, to the notebook that would be judged by whether its sum could be made to scream. She uncapped her pen, neat black line under the question, and added the first answer she could defend in court and keep in her blood:

We do.
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Chapter 2 — The Man in the Glass Lift
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Morning came like a ledger balanced to zero—light, plain, unforgiving. Mara woke to the hum of the river and the tick of the kitchen clock that always ran two minutes slow. On the corkboard over her desk, last night’s card stared back at her: WHO DECIDES WHAT. Under it, in the neat block she’d added before sleep: We do.

A white envelope had crept under her door sometime after three. No stamp. No return address. Inside, a single card, dense stock that drank light: 09:30 / Vectis Tower / Upper Foyer. Below, in microscopic foil that a jeweler would need to admire: BRING NOTHING BUT YOURSELF. It wasn’t police. Police wrote like they expected to be read in court. This was theater.

She boiled water, poured it over leaves she couldn’t afford when she’d been a junior and now bought anyway, and considered refusing the invitation. Then she considered the photo of the elevator they’d sent after—the comment on proximity—and decided that not showing would only tighten a leash she refused to wear.

Preparation was quick and dull by design. She slid her day phone into a lined pouch that would starve it of signal and took a cheap burner with no history. She put a bit of surgical tape over the inside of her upper arm and nestled a wafer-thin recorder there, its battery new, its storage fresh-wiped. In her bag went a paperback picked for weight and a small tin with a sewing kit that did not hold the drive; the drive stayed at home, locked in a tin inside a toolbox inside a cupboard. She wore low heels that could pass as formal and function as shoes.

The bus toward Bishopsgate was nearly empty, walls tattooed with old stickers you could feel with your fingertips. In the window, London went by as a set of percentages: a third of faces fascinated by their screens, ten percent exhausted enough to sleep, a scatter of men who wore suits like armor. She checked her reflection, then checked who was checking her reflection. No one. On the Strand, a delivery driver swore at a bollard with convincing sorrow. The city felt like it always did when she needed it to: indifferent.

Vectis Tower had been designed by someone who wanted the building to look weightless. The lifts ran outside the skin, glass boxes zipping up the ribboned face. From the plaza you could watch people ascend to power like air bubbles in a flute of something expensive.

In the foyer, clean white light. A guard in a navy suit that fit too well to be uniform smiled without showing teeth. “Name?”

“Marin,” she said, giving the half-truth she kept for lobbies and questionnaires. She slid her old firm’s business card across—her own name sharp, the firm’s embossed. No one remembered the people who left. They remembered fonts.

“Your host?”

“Meeting notice didn’t say.” She shrugged, a fractional apology. He glanced at the card, at her coat, at nothing. The glance said he knew exactly the kind of game being played and wasn’t paid enough to stop it. “Upper foyer is floor thirty-six,” he said. “Glass lifts, there.”

A group of three men in shirtsleeves and laughter got in ahead of her, and the lift swallowed them, rising like a bubble. Mara waited for the next.

As the doors slid open, she stepped in. For a heartbeat she was alone with the thin hiss of machinery and her own face, multiplied and stretched by transparent angles. The doors began to close. In the last inch, a hand slid between them, precise and patient, and the sensors reversed the motion with an obedient sigh.

He entered like a man who intends rooms to fit him.

Blond hair gone steel at the temples. Suit the color of thunderheads before rain. Cufflinks so dark they read as holes. He held no phone. He carried nothing. His gaze ran over her politely, like a scanner that had been taught manners.

“Morning,” he said. A voice made to stay warm at low volume. Accent that had been sanded in several places: Germanic vowels under an English cadence, a trace of the Balkans in some consonants, the kind of accent that spent time in rooms where accents negotiate.

Mara nodded. The lift slid upward, waist tightening with the sensation of ascent. Below, the plaza flattened to a graphic on a brochure. People became pebbles.

He didn’t look down. He looked at her reflection looking at him. “Ms. Voss,” he said.

She kept her face steady; only her pulse admitted to error. “I’m sorry, we haven’t—”

“Met?” His smile had no teeth in it. “No. We keep the world civilized that way.”

The recorder on her arm was small and stubborn. She felt it clap once against the skin with her heartbeat.

“You have something that belongs to my former partners,” he said mildly. “And you have conclusions that don’t.”

“We’re in the same lift,” she said. “That’s all we have.”

“A pity.” He turned, offering her the profile from which photographs are taken. “When you left your employment, you took scruples. Good ones. When you returned last night, you took files.”

“How efficient of you to know that.” The lift cleared the neighboring building and rose into open sky; the sense of being suspended grew delicate. She set her hand against the rail. It was cold and very clean.

“I know many efficient people.” He traced a fingertip along the seam of his cuff, a motion so slight she could tell it was a ritual. “And many who are not. You are a borderline case.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning you are clever enough to find a pattern, and ethical enough to be injured by it.” His eyes went to hers in the reflection. “But I’m not yet persuaded you are practical.”

“Practical is your word for obedient,” she said.

“Practical is my word for real.” He paused, admiring the view without pretending to. “The city looks honest from this height.”

“What do you call yourself?” she asked. He had not introduced his name. She wanted to force it into the air and hear how it sounded beside hers.

He tilted his head, a single degree. “Viktor Arendt.”

A small ordinary name. A large unordinary man. She ran it through the catalogues in her head—articles she’d half-read, panel speakers whose quotes she’d ignored. A foundation. A yacht association. Photographs where he stood near money as if he were part of the décor.

“You sent the envelope,” she said.

“I dislike phones for invitations. They make events feel cheap.” His gaze returned to her, closer now. “And fragile things deserve better staging.”

The lift slowed for floor twenty-one—no one waited, no one wanted off—and rose again.

“You have the wrong building,” he said softly, a smile audible in the words.

She remembered the manufactured sigh in last night’s call, the way it had tried to make the sky big enough to lose shape. “You said that already,” she replied.

“And you will hear it again and again until it becomes a premise.” He steepled his fingers without intending to. “There is no ledger that says what you think. There are only ledgers that show pain where you would rather not see it.”

“Kallisto,” she said, as if trying the weight of a coin. “Is she pain?”

For a heartbeat something in him ticked over—a watch adjusting to a new time zone. He smiled, genuine for the first time, appreciative. “Isn’t she a lovely name.”

“Not a she,” Mara said. “A system.” She liked the way the word system made the lift seem smaller. “And a sentence, handwritten like a prayer.”

His mouth made a shape that could have been regret and could have been nothing. “Predictions are not orders. People make orders. People are accountable.” He spread his hands as if making an offer at a bazaar. “I admire accountability.” She glanced down, not at the drop but at the small blue vein that beat where his wrist met his hand. “Do you admire it on your own behalf?”

“Always. On behalf of others?” He let the question hang. “It depends what they are capable of understanding.”

“Let me help,” she said. “Tell me what I’m meant to understand.”

“That the world’s cruelty can be managed like risk.” He angled himself so the city lay behind him, stitched to his shoulders. “That one may choose a cold way of being kind.”

“The Remediation column,” she said. “That’s compassion?”

He looked briefly amused. “Insurance is not compassion, Ms. Voss. It is an instrument. Like a scalpel. Like a knife. Like numbers—your field.”

“Insurance with bodies in its footnotes.”

“Bodies are in every footnote.” He glanced up as the lift neared the upper lobby, where the carpet looked new enough to smell. “And you are trying to seize on the one you can see. I don’t blame you. Some people are visual learners.”

Her fear adjusted itself into anger with the quick neatness of a shutter closing. “There are families. People. Names. You balance them like a budget.”

“I balance nothing,” he said. “I price. Balancing is your word.” The doors parted. Air took on that expensive quality it gets near rare wood and silence. He didn’t move to exit. “Walk with me.”

She stepped out, because staying would be a performance she didn’t want to give. The upper foyer held too much light for comfort. Glass made the lines of everything unnaturally crisp: the edges of chairs, the corners of tables, the small movements of hands. At the far end a receptionist sat behind a sculpted slab of stone, posture stately as a swan.

“There is no meeting,” Viktor said. His voice didn’t carry; he had learned how to speak in public as if it were private. “I invited you to prevent you from inviting yourself somewhere less convenient.”

“Where would that have been?”

“A coroner’s office. A warehouse. A less beautiful building than this one.” He turned to face the glass, where their reflections lined up like models in a catalogue. “You want to be angry at me. Better to be angry at someone with taste.” She stepped close enough that the reflection made them look like a pair. “I’m not angry at taste. I’m angry at harm.”

“Language, Ms. Voss.” He took something from his pocket. A card, ordinary white, his name in small conservative print, a number that would route through seven countries before finding a person. He held it between two fingers, offering it with the care of a ritual object. “Call this when you are ready to trade your conclusions for something that will feel like victory.”

“I’m ready now.”

He slid the card half an inch closer and let the silence do the work of refusing her. “You will call when you are tired. And you will be tired soon.” He tipped his head, as if to acknowledge an equal—and then didn’t. “Before then, a kindness: stop visiting machines that remember you. Stop dragging your old employer into your new religion. It only makes the paperwork untidy.”

“Religion,” she repeated. “Is that what ethics look like from this height?”

He smiled at his own reflection. “From any height.”

A woman stepped through the foyer then, from nowhere in particular, carrying a tray of empty cups as if she belonged to the furniture. She had black hair braided and knotted tight, a scar across the first knuckle of her right hand like a pale hyphen. Her eyes did not linger on Viktor. They didn’t need to. They passed briefly over Mara and, in that breath-long glance, there was a negative: not warning exactly, something more delicate, like a question asking are you sure in a language made of motion. Then she was gone into the service corridor, a ghost with good posture.

“Your staff doesn’t look at you,” Mara said.

“The good ones don’t,” Viktor said pleasantly.

She took the card. It was heavier than it needed to be, the way expensive things often are, as if wealth were a physical property. A faint grid of microprint marched along the edge; when she angled it, the letters flashed: KLL/ST–V. A vanity detail for the collector who likes to be amused by his sins. 

“See?” he said softly. “Even our paper wears little jokes.”

“I’ve never liked men who think jokes are a sign of intelligence.”

“And yet you liked me long enough to get in a lift.” He took a half step back, giving the impression that he would be pulled away by the building if he didn’t resist. “Enjoy your day, Ms. Voss. The city will have weather soon.”

He left by a door that looked like art until it opened, air moving in his wake with an expensive sigh. The receptionist tested a smile on Mara that meant I didn’t hear anything and returned to keeping her hands still.

Mara kept walking. The card warmed in her palm. The recorder against her skin had done its unromantic work; she promised it fresh batteries and discretion. She took the opposite bank of lifts down, the ones that ran inside the building where reflections were kind.

On the ground, she drifted past a florist whose lilies inflamed the lobby air, past a café where coffee didn’t taste like punishment, into a corner with signal and anonymity. She put the card on her knee and used the burner’s NFC to scan it, the way a child might peel back a bandage to see the damage.

Her phone vibrated and then behaved oddly, hesitation like a breath held. She saw the phone attempt a handshake with an address she didn’t know, saw it try to transmit the time, her proximity, the device ID that was not tied to her but would become tied to someone. She cut the antennae with a thumbpress, broke the connection. The card went into a sandwich bag with a story she told herself about future forensic fun.

The woman with the braided hair and the scar passed in the plaza across the glass, reflection of a reflection, tray now ribboned with white napkins. She didn’t look over. Good. Too much grace would be suspicious.

Back in the open, with buses nosing one another like patient cattle and tourists photographing the sky as if they might miss it later, Mara walked until her pace became ordinary. She cut through small streets, circled twice to teach invisible tails to get bored, and found a library with windows heavy as eyelids. In the computer room, a man nodded to a rhythm only he could hear. The keyboard in front of her had a key missing—a comma—and at first she thought she’d hate it, then realized she could use that.

She opened the notebook GHOSTS 01 and wrote:

Observation (2): Subject Viktor Arendt initiated contact (9:30, Vectis Tower). Confirms awareness of Kennington & Hale breach. Language choices: premise building, risk as compassion, accountability as performance. Presented card with NFC triggering remote handshake to unknown host. Microprint “KLL/ST–V.” Relationship to “Kallisto” probable.

Inference: Kallisto = risk engine; decision layer = humans (plural), structure unknown. Arendt suggests a governance fiction where prediction absolves decision. Structure will be visible in accounting, invisible in governance.

Action: Tag all Remediation disbursements with counterparty networks that touch Arendt’s known entities. Build graph. Identify edges with human signatures (emails, approvals, repeated hand). She opened a private browser instance and searched for the name she already knew. The first page of results shaded him as generously as a donor dinner program: Arendt Foundation supports maritime education; Arendt Capital invests in sustainable logistics; Arendt addresses forum on responsible finance at Davos. The photographs introduced him as a man who had learned how not to be photographed badly.

Mara clicked through to the filings. In among the décor were the dull places where real things hid: directors declared and resigned, subsidiaries who owed tiny obligations to parent companies that did not mind. She started a list and found, as she always did when she was working in her right element, that her breath came easier and steadier once the names were becoming a shape.

A message arrived on the burner—a number that wasn’t a number, a string where a name should go. No text. Only an attachment: a sleepy video of the city from very high up, a poor camera trying to cope with glass and glare. At the end of the clip, the lens turned—by accident or not—and caught a reflection of a man in an expensive suit standing beside a woman with a clip in her hair. The woman was looking at nothing. The man was looking at her looking.

She deleted it. She emptied the trash. She pinched the bridge of her nose until sparks fluttered against her eyelids and opened them to the ordinary light of a library where no one had an expensive suit and the missing comma key would annoy her again tomorrow.

On her way out, she bought a coffee and forgot to sweeten it. On the pavement she slid the card into a fresh bag and taped it shut, wrote the time and place across the plastic with a marker from the counter. She watched the ink dry. She liked watching things become permanent.

By the time she reached Wapping, the river had changed mood, a dark sheet with a distant itch of storm. In her kitchen the clock with the slow mechanism ticked its two-minute lie. She added a new card to the corkboard:

AR / GOV: Who decides?

Name: Viktor Arendt.

Role: Price-setter, not merely broker.

Tactics: Proximity, theater, attempted telemetry.
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