
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Table of contents

			Copyright Page

			The book

			Back cover

			The Writer

			Quote

			Setting of the book

			I – KHB AGENCY 005

			0 – Everyone had a secret

			1 – The chick had a problem-under-control

			2 – They were monsters, although no one had ever seen them

			3 – The spy was not the problem

			4 – The case had rained from the sky

			5 – The whole thing was getting weirder and weirder

			 6 – Happy-looking animals grazed.

			7 – There were several things to talk about, afterward

			8 – The view from above is the best

			9 – It wasn’t the pharaohs who built the pyramids

			II – SECRETS

			10 – Doors, keys & escalators 

			11– Beauty and the beasts at the ocean party

			12 – Mixed pancakes are the best

			13 – Not precisely cruelty-free

			14 – Only a couple of scoops at once

			15 – It had been a warm friendship 

			16 – Matter of point of view

			17 – We always start on Monday

			18 – F4F – Scrap section

			 19 – Overdose

			20 – Tears and soju

			21 – One-night stand

			22 – Greetings from Hearth

			23 – Like cherries, one leads to another

			24 – What a tiredness, guys

			25 – No secrets, no troubles

			26 – Atlantis sinks again

			27 – They had asked for one last favor

			III – CHIMERAS

			28 – Better to stay away

			29 – Special Delivery for Mr. Xiao

			30 – She had come for coffee

			31 – The Last Days of Daewon 

			Author’s Note 

		

	
		
			Copyright Page

			
Graphic design: EPIKA editions

			All rights of translation, electronic storage, reproduction, and adaptation in whole or in part, by any means, including microfilm and photostatic copies, are reserved.
 
EPIKA EDIZIONI
Registered office via Gramsci 116/b - Editorial office via S. Apollinare 1258
Loc. Castello di Serravalle - 40053 Valsamoggia - (BO) - (ITALY)  Map

			Mail: info@epikaedizioni.it
Web: epikaedizioni.it

Literary property reserved © Lorella Fontanelli 2021
 
Paper 		ITA 	ISBN 979-12-80712-01-1 
E-book 	ITA 	ISBN 979-12-80712-00-4
E-book 	ENG 	ISBN 979-12-80712-21-9

kimera is a work of fiction. Any names or characters, businesses or places, events or incidents, are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. Every reference to facts that happened must be considered in full as a narrative occasion for literary fiction.

		

	
		
			The book

			In Daewon, a luxurious and avant-garde city, a private police agency famous for winning the best investigations, one morning stumbles upon an unusual case: two bodies fall from the sky and crash to the ground, killing the elderly owner of a kiosk that Kang Habaek, the agency’s notorious owner, was very fond of. The involvement in these murders of a powerful elite, willing to do anything to confuse events and hide the truth, is immediately apparent, and the case becomes deadly for anyone who comes close to touching it.

			As the agency unveils more disturbing facts, one by one, secrets emerge that are rooted in a shared past and bind the team members in profound and unexpected ways. Unscrupulous and unethical criminals have manipulated their lives, causing them unspeakable suffering and irreparable changes.

			Brothers in blood, heart, and genes, they will find themselves fighting together, unleashing their immense power, to do justice and bring down a world that denies their right to life, creating the basis for an epochal change. 

			A fast-paced thriller where humanity is nowhere near where it should be.

		

	
		
			Back cover

			«We will live in the world with more capacity, more sensitivity, more power, more endurance. 

			And we’ll see what comes of it».

		

	
		
			The Writer

			Lorella Fontanelli was born in Castello di Serravalle, Valsamoggia (BO) in 1957. Before Kimera, she published several novels for Epika, including the trilogy Le Colline del Mistero, I Signori della Valle, 2013; the science fiction saga Renaissance: Renaissance 2.0 vol.1, 2014; Radioactive vol. 2, 2015; Redemption vol. 3, 2016. Dominus Lucis, 2017; Valsamoggia, luoghi, persone e gastronomia, 2018, based on the documentary Il Vino nella Valle; Sinless World, 2020. She has also participated in numerous short story anthologies.   
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			Quote

			“The proper guiding elements of evolution

			It’s not species or organisms,

			 it’s genes”.


			Edoardo Boncinelli

			(Algorithms for artificial intelligence. Chapter 5)

		

	
		
			Setting of the book

			Daewon: City-state encompassing the entire Korean peninsula. Current year 2071
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			I – KHB AGENCY 005

		

	
		
			0 – Everyone had a secret

			The sun had set with little clamor. The helicopter flew silently through the young night in a sky still without stars, although the refraction of the megalopolis lights was flying over would have obstructed the view in any case.

			Kang Habaek piloted with a quiet mind, observing, he was tired. Without any particular emotion, he wiped a trickle of blood oozed from a wound in his jaw, the one in his side dabbed with the flaps of his rolled-up shirt. His hunched back ached dully but steadily, and it seemed to pulse at high voltage like Daewon blaze down there.

			Daewon... Daewon – he repeated to himself as if he were looking for the keys to doors he had not even found yet. 

			Looking at the City as far as his gaze met the darkness of the distance, he thought of the people who populated it. Between the aerial City, the Lower City, the rural areas, and the islands, it exceeded 90 million people of all races and backgrounds and, for one land as depopulated as it was, at the moment, it was the navel of the world. 

			Daewon. 

			After four exhausting pandemics that never wholly ceased, there followed a substantial melting of the ice and floods, landslides, Earthquakes, tidal waves, and two tremendous and disastrous monsoons to intersperse the almost perennial drought. With despair came the years of guerrilla warfare. Then these subsided and, at the dawn of Normalization, after thirty years of technological standstill, humanity began to build endless cities, gradually incorporating the others or their rubble.

			On the peninsula, political boundaries had been practically broken down by the misery of the Thirty Years, as that tragic period for mankind was called. To get around the memory of an old north-south division, still burning, no one called the Korean peninsula by its name anymore, and they had begun to call it that, Daewon, a kind of cosmopolitan City-State, arbitrary but tacitly accepted. Especially since, money-wise, it was the most productive factory worldwide with absolute certainty.

			Cosmopolitans, all cosmopolitans. 

			Daewon and the others were cosmopolitan cities only because so many people had died that it was no longer possible to do otherwise, indeed not because the demonization of the “Different” was no longer practiced in one’s heart. But at least officially, society had standardized every race, gender, sexual and religious orientation, favoring the least hypocritical form of prejudice, money. Everyone could dress and make up as wanted, sleep with anyone consenting, and, as long as one was rich or of a tolerable social status, even if it would be difficult to be accepted in a family, no one would have pointed him out publicly. He could work wherever his skills allowed him to.

			To officially define the social strata, wealthy, middle class, and ordinary people were only the education received, the bank account, and, consequently, the life expectancy subject to the quality of care that could be accessed. 

			Zero percent unemployment was one of the three positive notes of  Normalization and the current Daewon. It was impossible not to find a job: if you couldn’t find one, it could. Because rich people needed everything, and the delinquents required everything. People were aging, and children were born with an eyedropper, so one of the most sought-after commodities was labor, on which gangs of human traffickers thrived. 

			Daewon was the biggest of all the new cities, having no particular problems finding water from morphology and technology; from nothing, it had spread like an ultra-body all over the Korean peninsula without anything or anyone could stop it. It attracted people and money, lots of money, and it was like an orbiting Space Station in perpetual progress. 

			Divided into 12 quadrants – from 1, the southwest islands, to 10 and 11 on the Chinese border, 12 being the largest and touching the Russian edge – it was governed by administrators headed by a Mayor who was exclusively concerned with its development. 

			Soon it would be the turn of the great destroyed, disappeared, or damaged historical sites that, as the Mayor’s Office advertised, would be rebuilt identical as they were – even if not always where they precisely were. All this to give the definitive boost to elite tourism, new life to the film and entertainment industry in general, and all the induced activities, not to mention the preservation of national history and millenary cultural roots blah, blah. That’s why the reconstruction of the Gyeongbokgung Royal Complex had been resoundingly anticipated, showing the efficiency of his tenure.

			Then there was the City. It was an aerial city, built vertically above the skyscrapers, reaching 1800 meters in altitude, and was a narrow central strip that ran along the peninsula like a luminous spine. Lastly, there was the City Shell. It was a number on its own and had been built overhead, a maximum height of 5 floors, on the islands and isthmuses of the south coast, from which the first support pylons rose. Seen from above, it had the shape and the iridescence of an abalone shell of which it was covered entirely. It stretched over the strait for two kilometers, between the island of Jeju – or what remained of it – and the first Japanese island, Tsushima – or what remained of it – of which the last 400 meters in exclusive electromagnetic suspension in self-generation. 

			Those who arrived at Daewon from above could admire the beams of light that the City Shell poured out into the sea and had the impression that an alien ship had parked there, waiting to take them to distant sea worlds. 

			The City Shell remained suspended for those first 400 meters over the heads of those arriving from the sea. Massive decorated columns rising from the bottom acted as evocative access gates to a resurfaced Atlantis. For those who saw it from the hinterland, it was a boundless mirage, and the stretch of coastline overlooking the City Shell was the most sought-after area of Daewon. All the places of financial power were concentrated there, with views of dream lofts suspended over the sea, rented out for conferences, weddings, exhibitions, and cultural events, and it seemed as if we were already witnesses to the third millennium. 

			But it was all show.

			Except for transportation – planes, trains, subways – which were all at high speed and had made every quadrant normally reachable in no time, and Research Centers for artificial insemination, basically, the technology was little more than that developed in the twenties. But the architects had indulged themselves. They had designed the Lower City as a modern city, the various quadrants characterized in different ways, trying to save the characteristics of the pre-existing towns. To the City, especially the City Shell, they had instead given a futuristic shell and the illusion of a still non-existent hyper-technology. So they were protected to the extreme: no unauthorized person had ever been able to set foot there, including insects.

			Despite the glaring social differences, the citizens of the two Daewons had in common the shifty stare. No one ever really looked you into the eyes. If in the City they distracted you with smiles, bows, and offers of drinks and luxury goods, in the Lowtown, the duty to make the most of every minute of one’s life was the excuse for the survival anxiety that had taken possession of the entire population.

			But Habaek knew it wasn’t just that. No one could stand the stares because, in Daewon, almost everyone had a secret. Something had happened long ago, something no one had spoken of again to forget they were guilty, and so had sunk into the common unconscious, passed down from father to son.

			By his side Shiwo Lian, a strange mix Taiwanese – not sure for the rest – exhausted by the long chase of the two traffickers and the subsequent violent scuffle, was dozing, if one could say so, because Shiwo rarely slept, it was his destiny. 

			He was the son of a dancer-hostess whom he had loved very much. He looked like her for features of her face and the green of her eyes, though a lighter shade. 

			During the day, she was a normal mother, cooking for him, playing with him, sending him to school; at night, so as not to leave him alone, she took him to the clubs where she was performing and sometimes entertained the clients. He would put him to sleep in the artists’ rooms, read him a story, and tuck him in. Then she would go to work, leaving him to be watched on sight by her colleagues, of whatever gender they were. He would pretend to fall asleep to listen to the stories they whispered to each other so as not to wake him up. He peeked at them undressing and dressing, telling each other about problems with clients and tricks to get them off his back first. He watched them make up and console each other, each with his own story. He smelled the perfume of creams and lotions; admired the transformations brought about by wigs and false eyelashes and the glittering dresses he had secretly worn more than once. His mother always told him that soon he would change jobs, that they would leave; he had to wait just a little longer, just a little longer. 

			He had learned to love all those people, to respect every difference. And he certainly hadn’t needed the impersonal sex-education lessons given in ninth grade because, by that time, it had been three years that he was learning on his own, as he said. 

			Sex had been his first interest, only to become his meditation. Shiwo had never wanted much time to sleep in school and gym during the daytime and field researcher by night. He had learned to always manage himself and to indulge when necessary. He allowed himself 48 hours of total detachment to reset his brain every now and then. Still, even the three/four hours he allowed himself were very profound, populated by vivid dreams, sometimes nightmares, to which he never rebelled. “Every story, even a horrible one, must have its ending”, she had once told him. “If you interrupt it early because you’re afraid, you won’t be able to win over fate, and besides, if you’re afraid of dying, you’ll never be able to make love properly”. 

			They had drunk a lot that night when he had told them, each time toasting to the “no pain, no gain” inherent in every achievement. The time to leave and stop living that life hadn’t come soon enough, but he never talked about his mother’s death; he was just a kid when she was gone.  Shiwo had been getting by since that moment, expertly escaping any social worker. Alone, but with the constant help of his mother’s friends, that’s why he had stayed tied to that night world; it was the way he had found to feel her by his side.

			Indeed her death had been unjust; Habaek could sense it in the shadows that passed in his eyes when he mentioned her. He had never asked, Shiwo had never confided in; it was evident that the pain was still immense. 

			«What are you looking at» Shiwo mumbled without opening his eyes. «Am I beautiful?»

			Habaek let out a chuckle. Indeed he was just that, beautiful: an oriental with eyes ranging from jade to aquamarine to emerald and long brown hair with slight lighter streaks, from bronze to brown to golden. He could have had a prominent role in the entertainment industry and often found himself holding business cards from scouting agencies. Still, he was not interested in becoming an idol revered for his beauty. 

			He was a researcher of human fragments; in every orgasm he gave, Shiwo wanted to provide a crumb of the universe’s secrets. However, in each of those he conceded himself, he perceived that life was just an electrical illusion created by human minds locked in boxes without light. Everything was energy, and he was part of that flow to which he surrendered himself. He was convinced that man lived in this illusory world to atone for sins and cleanse dark matter particles’ energy. For Shiwo, every man’s life on Earth was comparable to an air purification plant, but it was not reductive; instead, it gave fundamental importance to every action.

			When Habaek had hired Shiwo, he had asked him why he wanted to be a detective. He had replied, “Because this city is full of people with no rules and no humanity, someone has to stop them”. Then he had added, “I have a score to settle”. 

			Habaek had no doubt about what that unfinished business was about. It was the perfect answer because Daewon was full of people without humanity and himself had a big unpained bill.

			The lights from the helipad on the central Prosecutor’s Office skyscraper snatched Habaek from these thoughts. 

			Hino called. «We’re on our way».

			«I see you. I’m on the roof», replied the detective as he watched the helicopter approach; he raised an arm.

			Habaek saw him. 

			Atiwara Hinoki, who shortened his last name to Hino, was in his late forties but didn’t look it. He had been born in Japan; had lived most of his adolescence on military bases, where his family had served from time to time. He had had no particular problems, except for the complete lack of affection and the extreme severity of his education. His face with its thick eyebrows, the various scars, the angular features, and the hair that he kept tied in a tail gave him a grim look, but he had a tender heart and a developed sensitivity, and this was what his parents had never forgiven him. Following his father’s diktats, his training had been fierce and wide-ranging, but the painful decision to refuse to be a soldier had created an irreparable rift, so he left, cutting ties with his family. 

			When he arrived in Daewon in his early twenties, he smoothly obtained a job as a security guard, fell madly in love with an educator, and even married. His wife passed away just two years later, and he felt abandoned by heaven, so he fell into abject poverty. 

			He had found himself at one point working as a bouncer in the filthiest slums of Lowtown, getting drunk and throwing punches every night until, after 15 years of that infamous life, someone shot him, leaving him between life and death for a month, and in rehab for another three. In those months, he had had a chance to reflect and decide to start over. 

			Once back on his feet, five years earlier, looking for work, he happened upon the KHB Agency that had just opened its doors two days after Shiwo. 

			Hino had changed a lot; he was no longer the talkative type but still sensitive and honest. He had told Habaek these things without reticence, except for what concerned his wife, but that was his own business. Hino had concluded by saying he would work beyond his strength to cleanse the City of all its horrors if KHB had hired him. He said horrors indeed; Habaek understood that he too had unfinished business and had hired him, and he had never regretted it.

			Habaek arrived at the building; he could see Hino. With a sense of relief, he began to duck. Waiting for him down there was also Seo Taekyon, the Judge-Prosecutor. The most influential one, independent even from the Supreme Court that cherished him, had only one true boss: the President of Daewon, who personally appointed him on his inauguration.

			It was a predominant position as far as the Law was concerned, yet no one wanted it. The work was too much, the media exposure too great, and even the boss was too powerful; for a poor Judge, one single feather on the tower was enough to topple a castle in a city as luxurious, corrupt, and perpetually window-dressing as Daewon. 

			Taekyon seemed not to care about feathers, bribes, and castles; honest but flexible, intelligent, and very prepared, he had taken office with President Yong four and a half years before. Since then, no one had ever even thought of undermining his chair.

			Four years older than Habaek, he was the closest thing to a best friend as Habaek had managed to make, in addition to his team of co-workers. He had met him when he took the test for his private police license, and at first, their relationship had been permeated with distrust – in fact, they had hated each other at first sight. But then, the intellectual honesty of both had allowed them to grow closer over the first two and a half years and almost a brotherhood in the last two years.

			Privatizing the police had not exactly been a good thing, but Habaek, recently returned from overseas where he had been sent to study, had seized the opportunity. He had enough intelligence, skill, and anger to stand out. He had an undergraduate degree in Criminal Justice and Criminology, his second in Law with several assorted master degrees – and that was the second good thing about Normalization.

			No longer able to afford to waste minds and talents, the UNEI (United Nations Educational Institute), a specialized branch of the UNESCO, provided the deserving – meant as a combination of ability, achievement, intelligence, and determination – of any social class, access to very rich scholarships to any institute in the world. As long as the schools reports semi-annually said that you were a profitable investment, you were even paid very well because you should have no other thought but study.

			If you were good – and had the nerve to hold yourself to a high standard – you could rise from the dust to million-dollar employment without anyone dreaming of discriminating against you out loud. That’s how Habaek had done it, saving all he could, being the best in the class all the time. He knew he had to be if he wanted to have a future.

			Once he had opened the agency, in a short time, he had understood. It was enough to choose complex cases – and then solve them – to earn well and live with all the comforts that the City could offer at the moment to the upper-middle-class he had managed to reach, with the approval of the city administration.

			In this way, the state police were only called in for the rare cases of terrorism, public demonstrations, and political issues. Neighborhood policemen were left with drunkenness, rear-end collisions, and arresting criminals caught in the act, which earned them a little more than their basic salary. The Prosecutor’s Office had absorbed some of the judiciary functions and vice versa; the Judge-Prosecutor was also the most important Judge: Chief-Prosecutor outside the court and Judge inside. 

			The Prosecutor’s Office was in the hands of the Forensic Service, which all-encompassed forensics and pathology. Offered authorized agencies any type of warrant, access to autopsy results and various tests, to the databases of various international departments, and possible assistance in the arrest of criminals, but all the rest of the investigation was the responsibility of private agencies. The generous bounty was paid only for solved cases, presented with conclusive evidence, even better with signed confessions, drastically reducing the costs of police personnel, investigations, and the judicial system, not to mention the prison system. 

			More importantly, the policy could legally give a damn about public opinion. Was there a serial killer on the loose? Was a gang targeting a neighborhood? Was trafficking in illegal workers expanding? Was a new kind of drug spreading? Were there those who were producing tainted vaccines? The responsibility lay with the agency that took the case. The police remained clean, and the politicians touted cutting costs and waste, too. What more could be asked? 

			Habaek landed, and Shiwo threw out the two traffickers of young men destined for the brothels they had so painstakingly nabbed.

			Hino lifted them up and handed them over to Taekyon and the four cops who had arrived. All that remained were the formalities: presenting the evidence and having the seal of delivery affixed.

			Habaek left them with Hino while Shiwo restarted the engines and resumed the flight, heading for the agency roof: KHB Licensed Private Police Agency 005, on Quadrant 5 coast.

			He needed to pass out on his bed.

			«Shall I take you home?» asked Taekyon, looking at him. «You’re in bad shape».

			«Hmm, three-quarters of this blood is not mine», he answered him lightly. However, the hunched shadow his imperfect body projected told that he was just a step from collapse.

			«Come on, the Prosecutor’s Office will buy you a cold beer so you don’t make it home».

			Habaek didn’t feel like refusing. 

			Four beers later, he walked down the street and got into the cab Taekyon had called. 

			It was late at night; the City glittered in the place that once belonged to the stars in the distance. But no one paid attention anymore. People had their own businesses and their own secrets.

			Upon entering his building, he called Hana, the factotum assistant. They called her that as a joke, practically an oxymoron, like comparing a supersonic plane to a paper airplane.

			The phone rang, Hana immediately answered it.

			«Are you okay?»

			«All good. I’m home; we turned the two assholes into the Prosecutor; check the account in the morning... Yes, see you tomorrow at the office, goodnight». 

			The elevator opened in front of his door.

			The Hana’s low, scratchy voice again.

			«Go to sleep; I’ll take care of the rest. See you tomorrow». 

			Always sweet, thoughtful, and kind, Hana.

			He typed in the door code, thinking about when Taekyon one day, after discussing a case Habaek had taken on, had rattled him by saying, «Listen, I have a favor to ask you».

		

	
		
			1 – The chick had a problem-under-control

			Two years before

			 Taekyon had been nervously pacing back and forth in his office, then stopping in front of him, eyes to eyes, since they were roughly the same height.

			«Habaek, I have a favor to ask you».

			«A favor? About the case?» asked Habaek, leaning over then to affix his seal to the contract.

			«No, personal».

			Habaek was surprised, straightening up. This had never happened before, and the Judge certainly wasn’t the type to ask for favors. «What’s this about? Shoot». 

			«Do you have room for a hire at your agency?»

			It was a strange question, but it could only mean one thing.

			«Do you have someone to propose?»

			«Yes. My sister Hana».

			«Hana?» Habaek had seen Taekyon’s sister a few times when he’d bumped into her outside his office. She was a very, very lovely chick, sweet it seemed to him, quiet for sure. They had always greeted each other with the hint of a bow, and he had never heard her voice. Her gaze had struck him particularly; she was someone who did an MRI on you with a look. «I’m listening».

			«Hana is 26 years old, has a 186 IQ, and is a genius at many things. I have no doubt about her abilities that might even be outsized for your agency. She freelances for several companies, but because of a problem she has, let’s just say she never got out of the house much. Now that problem is under control, and she would love to work for your agency, expressly».

			«Expressly?»

			«Yes».

			«Why?»

			Taekyon sighed. «Aside from her passion for mysteries, which is as strong as her sense of justice, he says she’s like you».

			Habaek, who was listening, staring at his hands, looked up. «What do you mean?» he asked, though he wouldn’t have wanted to.

			«She says you’re doing what she wants, living a normal life, and a great one, despite everything».

			Habaek caught the reference to his physical handicaps and leaned back in an unconscious attempt to hide his most visible flaw. Still, he appreciated Taekyon’s way of saying even the most embarrassing things simply and painlessly, so he didn’t overthink it. 

			«No problem. I’ll expect Hana for lunch». He didn’t ask anything else because he hated when someone asked him about his shortcomings. He would have asked, and the day came when he needed to know what that problem-under-control was. Not until then.

			«Thank you, Habaek. I will tell her».

			«Okay».

			He was already at the door when Taekyon called out to him, causing him to turn around.

			«Look, Habaek», he was hesitant.

			«Yes?»

			«If someday, because of that problem that’s now in control, you don’t want to keep her in the agency anymore, I won’t hold it against you. Just stay free of any constraints, whatever they may be, okay? Our relationship certainly won’t change».

			Habaek barely moved his eyebrows; it was a decidedly exciting flap.

			«I’ll keep that in mind», he replied before disappearing through the door.

			He waited for Hana to arrive the next day, barely restraining his curiosity. He laughed and was amused by her resume. In addition to a row of degrees and qualifications, it consisted of a single succulent line: consultant for... followed by four names of the most important companies on the planet, plus the National Space Agency.

			The interview lasted ten minutes; he had already made up his mind by the eleventh. He offered Hana a two-year contract that made her eyes wide open; in those days when a job offer was a three-month contract, it was already worth a drunken evening celebration. 

			Hana was a sweet, beautiful, and all-gold girl despite her Asian features, making Habaek think the two brothers had Western ancestry. She was also one of the most intelligent, capable, and versatile people he had ever met, very shy but even likable. 

			Although she was mostly silent, she would occasionally pop in with some zinger or sarcastic comment without stopping what she was doing, and the unintended result was hilarious. It was impossible not to burst out laughing.

			In just one month, she had become the lynchpin of the agency. She had a vast and heterogeneous culture; she managed everything with speed and precision; she could make lightning-fast autonomous decisions; she was gifted with intuition beyond the norm. She was reliable and adorable, and her shyness made her blush whenever someone approached her out of the blue. The icing on the cake was that Hana had a low, gravelly voice that was sexy as hell, and clients went crazy for her calls.

			Despite himself, in the early days, Habaek had observed her a lot, looking for her problem-under-control traces, but he had never noticed anything else apart from that shyness. With Shiwo and Hino, they had confronted each other and made private guesses soon forgotten.

			Then, one day, because of a case that had turned out to be dramatic – a mother had killed her husband who had hammered her son in the head, who he thought was unintelligent – he and the boys had seen in her an apathetic and poignant sadness. At that moment, they had understood that her problem-under-control was not «heart disease» or «leukemia» or another severe physical ailment as they had thought. Still, it was psychological: she suffered from depression, and then they understood her swinging character, her muteness, and her sudden smiles at every gratification. They had understood that she struggled every minute of every day to hold off, and from that moment, they had pampered her even more. 

			It wasn’t until a year later that they realized they were tremendously wrong. 

			

			One year earlier

			The suburban dirt road was bumpy, and as soon as the silhouette of an abandoned warehouse appeared, Hana, driving the black van, turned off the headlights and proceeded slowly in the dark. When the road began to descend, she turned off the engine, then parked behind a pile of rubble. Hino and Shiwo in the back slid the door, took their weapons, and jumped to the ground.

			Hana turned back to Habaek, sitting next to her. He was looking at her; a slight reflection in the dimness showed the contours of his face, his cheekbones marked. The man’s eyes glowed like those of a beast in the forest. She lowered hers, blushing in the shadows. When she unbuckled his seat belt, Habaek stopped her.

			«Hana, you stay here. I don’t know what we’ll find inside, and I don’t want to worry about you too, okay?» He’d spoken without much care to soften the sentence, but Hana knew what he was like; she hadn’t flinched.

			«Okay, I’ll stay here on watch. But I’m not comfortable; something’s not right».

			«What doesn’t make sense to you?»

			«The train with the counterfeit goods bound for Russia is completing its cargo control operations. Within two hours, it will leave if we don’t stop it. But... if the smugglers have already completed the cargo... what did they come here for?» Hana made a gesture to tell him Look where we are. «Beyond this area, there are only rice paddy greenhouses and chicken farms; the quadrant is only scheduled for renovation next month; why would they meet here at two in the morning?»

			«That’s why I told you to wait here. I’m sure the main transaction is taking place inside that warehouse. I think this is a storage facility for old weapons; it would be the perfect place to hide them. Because the reconstruction of the quadrant has been approved, they have to dispose of them; when the excavators come, it will be too risky. We’re in the former demilitarized zone; they could use the abandoned underpasses, come in with a column of trucks with counterfeit signs, load them up, and get to the rural quadrant’s high-speed freight train storage area no one would see them. There is no surveillance of any kind, just a few night guards. The two bosses are here now, probably on a new business deal. And if they’re here, seeing the goods, there will also be the first payment slice. In any case... if we want to arrest them, we need to be too. As soon as we’ve got them, we’ll block the second shipment, which I’m sure is stopped elsewhere. We’ll be fine».

			«Okay. Keep the cameras on, though, I want to see what’s going on, or the anxiety will kill me».

			Habaek hadn’t responded but obliged her, put on his night vision, and turned on the micro-camera, as did Shiwo and Hino. They walked away and, dressed in black, immediately disappeared. In the darkness, two parked luxury cars could be seen. In the distance, towards the mountain, only a dog barking.

			Hana turned on the screen, and greenish images appeared in three different panes.

			He saw their advance. They had entered, and they had stopped. 

			«There they are. They’re haggling. The warehouse is crammed with crates of old machine guns and ammunition». Habaek’s whispered voice.

			«Obsolete». Hino.

			«Yes, but functional». Shiwo.

			«I’m going right». Hino.

			«Me on the left». Shiwo.

			«I’m going up». Habaek.

			They had separated. Habaek was going up to the office floor; from the balcony, the view was now from above.

			Hana heard the voices of the smugglers. She could see them. The delivery was for the next night, in the suitcases the first payment: money, vaccines, drugs. Then a sudden blow, the hustle and bustle of the fight. Habaek falling. Shiwo running toward him, three figures in front of Hino. In the rolling images, Hana saw the hangar fill with men. How many were there? She counted eight, no, eleven, thirteen, fifteen men, considering the two bosses. It was a mess, as she had thought. They had to be the men guarding the cargo. Now the images were fuzzy, Hana saw a hand with a knife appear, a blow delivered near Habaek’s visor, Shiwo flying backward against a crate.

			Another knife hit Hino, who, thrown to the ground, tumbled. And there, Hana decided he had seen enough.

			She got out of the van, ran to the hangar, entered, and walked confidently to the electrical panel in the darkness, turning on the light. At that moment, the fighting stopped, which Hana counted on. Three seconds of surprise would have been enough. It took Habaek one to realize, «Hana!» he shouted, waking up even Shiwo, who jumped back up, and Hino, who was bleeding profusely from his right shoulder.

			The fight began again, furiously; Hana threw herself into the fray; she fought not bad.

			People were flying into old cabinets with a terrible crash, raising dust clouds. Then someone made the mistake of hitting Hana with a punch. And as her companions rushed to her rescue, there emerged her problem-in-control. 

			Hana, before their eyes, was completely transformed. 

			Her wavy brown hair suddenly fell down as if attached to weights. Very long, straight, blue-black like the color of her eyes, which faded into an electric turquoise. Her face was impassive, her head a little bowed, her gaze detached. She had the same black uniform, but she was no longer the same person.

			Suddenly she made a leap, and it was not normal. She levitated into the air with a spin, fell back, and landed with lightning-fast kicks and short, quick strikes on her first opponents as if carried by a jerky, deadly wind. When others pounced on her, she levitated again, and her flying kicks were like graceful, deadly choreography. Her body moved as if defying gravity, her muscles responded with impenetrable concentration, and she seemed to sense her enemy without even looking at him. Her blows were lighting-fast, the most powerful ones accompanied by a decisive cry, then she extracted from her jacket the nunchaku that began to whirl with its own life.

			After another two minutes of fighting, it was all over; none of the smugglers could stand anymore. The person who was not Hana stood composed again, hands behind her back, head bowed before Habaek, barely panting.

			«I’m Mei Lee, boss, Hana called me. Maybe the left-handed man who injured Hino is dead; I’m sorry... but Hana says the bounty will be paid anyway. I’m going now; Hana is already here».

			As they stood with bated breath, unable to believe what they were seeing, Mei Lee closed her eyes, opened them again.

			Her hair returned wavy and light brown, her eyes golden, her gaze sweet and penetrating, her little smile timorous. Hana was back. There was a heavy moment, then Habaek took control of the situation, skipping it for the moment.

			«Shiwo, handcuff those assholes. Hana, call Taekyon. Let them come and get these people and these weapons; we’ll take Hino to the hospital; we’re done with the job anyway». 

			But Hino was not of that opinion. «I’m not going to the hospital; let’s wait for the police, go to the agency, medicate me, talk to her, and after that, I swear we’ll get drunk for breakfast». And he looked at Hana like a faithful a goddess apparition.

			They heard a groan, so they turned around. 

			«He’s not dead...» communicated Shiwo to Hana with a grimace of encouragement.

			Hana gave a shaky sigh and picked up the phone. They heard her talking to her brother, providing the location, recommending the seizure of the entire area and raiding the old underpasses, and concluding by saying, «Taekyon... now they know. Yeah... I’ll let you know. No, take it easy; it’s okay. Yes, really, I’m fine».

			After rounding up the smugglers and handcuffing them to each other, they waited for the police to arrive in silence, scrutinizing each other.

			Hana stood by as Habaek dabbed at Hino’s wound. «You’re not going to die; it just grazed you».

			After the invasion of vehicles, helicopters, agents, and having seen the area brightly illuminated by the large floodlights, they resumed their way home after seeing the sky clearing.

			They remained silent even as they drove back. Habaek had gotten behind the wheel, watching Hana from behind; he could tell she was worried but quiet enough. He put on some music to fill that void.

			Hana knew they were all trying to process what they had seen, and that trip back was providential after all.

			When they arrived at the office, Habaek locked the door, threw his jacket on an armchair, and walked to the refrigerator while Hana rushed to get the first aid kit.

			«Take off your shirt», she said to Hino, who obeyed meekly, without stopping staring at her, looking for where Mei Lee had been hiding. The girl quickly cleaned the wound, put a couple of staples, covered it with a band-aid, and closed his shirt. She finished by putting an antibiotic and painkiller in his mouth, telling him to «Swallow». 

			Now that Hino was set, she sat down, picked up a beer, opened it, and drank half of it in one gulp, waiting for the verdict.

			In front of the second round of beers, Habaek finally asked her

			 »Is that your problem? DID? Multiple personalities?» 

			«Yes, let’s say an organized mutant DID».

			«How long have you been like this?» asked Shiwo, very softly.

			«Since I was five, I think, maybe earlier, I can’t be sure».

			«Is it just... the two of you?» asked Habaek.

			«Mm... no... there’s Eva too».

			«...Can you introduce us to Eva, Hana?»

			«I don’t... I won’t horrify you?» asked the girl.

			«I assure you that horror is definitely not the right word», Hino told her. With the gangster’s face he had, he fully understood her concern, and moreover, he had instantly fallen in love with that pseudo-ninja personality. «Where did Mei Lee learn to fight like that?»

			«Jeet Kune Do, let’s say a little bit evolved and mixed with other martial arts... Mei Lee is creative, and she learned the basics when she was twelve years old from her only idol, Bruce Lee...» Hana finished with a smirk, touched her nose with her thumb, thrust her hand palm up, and repeatedly folded her fingers closed in Bruce Lee’s famous gesture, meaning bring it on.

			Hino and Shiwo burst into giggles. 

			«Okay. Bruce Lee... but will you introduce us to Eva?» insisted Habaek.

			While Shiwo and Hino were still recovering, Hana stood up and transformed again. Her hair took on several light shades, her skin called up all the melanin in a deep tan, her eyes turned an emerald green: she was devastatingly beautiful. She straightened her back; her whole body took on another posture, prissy. Her head bent to one side, her gaze impenetrable and cold, her smile mischievous.

			«Hi guys», she said, her already hoarse voice lowered again, and it was clearly masculine, «sorry for the outfit, but there’s no way I could look chic in this junk. I am Eva. Ask around; everyone knows me... maybe not exactly in your areas. Hana wants me to tell you how I can be of service to you». 

			Hinging slightly, he walked over to Shiwo, placing a leg between his own. «Honey, whatever informant or thug you’re looking for, I know where to find him, and if need be, I know how to blackmail him. Aahh...» a long look, an ostentatious sigh «...beautiful Shiwo, I’ve admired you for a whole year. You’re an artist, I’m sure. You like to experiment...» she leaned over and, lowering her voice almost entirely, she blew out the end of the sentence «...without prejudice...» She slowly ran a hand through his hair, then descended with a light caress on his cheekbone and a barely grazed finger over his mouth.

			In the boiling atmosphere that had been created, Shiwo was breathless, keeping his eyes glued to Eva’s face. «I mean, whatever you need from the darkest Daewon, from my army, call me... I am Eva, the queen of the night». Then she turned back to Hino.

			«We met once, you butter-hearted slugger», she told him. Hino remembered well; impossible to forget someone like Eva, even because he had met her the same night he had been shot. 

			There had been a fight in the market district of Quadrant 8 that night, and a slasher of poor people whom Eva had unmasked in front of everyone had gone crazy. He had first verbally attacked her, calling her a fucking faggot, then pulled out a knife. Hino had stopped him, and he had run away, followed him, and shot him in the back. 

			«Don’t worry about that guy... he’ll never get another chance to use his hands to shoot someone», Eva told him. «Take it as an expression of my gratitude for standing up for me». She smiled at him and gave him a little bow with her head.

			Realizing that defending Eva had led him to change his life, Hino found himself with a lump in his throat. Finding himself like this could not be a coincidence; even in the absurdity of the situation, they were both exactly where they needed to be. 

			Eva spun around, walked back to the chair Hana had gotten up from, and sat back down, crossing her legs. «That’s all for now. You don’t know how tired these things make me», she exhaled theatrically, closing her eyes. To open them again a moment later. «You admired Mei Lee, the sociopath with the crush on Bruce Lee; I bet you’re not as happy for me». She moved her hand as if to chase away small annoying thoughts and closed her eyes again. Moments later, the shy Hana was back.

			«Oh... wow», said Shiwo and Hino together. 

			Habaek couldn’t find the sound for his thoughts; he opened his mouth and closed it again as he made his assessments. Eva was a charming and suspiciously dangerous tranny. Mei Lee was deadly, equally deadly beautiful, and Hana was lovely, sweet, shy, and organized. How could they live together? It occurred to him to ask her:

			«Hana... do you, Eva, and Mei Lee remember everything the other does?»

			«Yes, we are now. We’re co-conscious, and that’s the... empowerment».

			«Is Eva telling the truth?» asked Shiwo. «I mean, the queen of the night, that sort of thing».

			«Yes and no, the absolute truth doesn’t exist for her. She tells the truth as far as her contacts are concerned, but in reality, she rarely approaches someone so... openly, she must like you a lot...». Hana’s voice ended in nothing; she blushed as she glared at Shiwo.

			«How was that possible?» asked Hino.

			Hana understood what they really wanted to know.

			«When I was growing up, they weren’t defined personalities. They would come out when they wanted to; they were just confused and destructive impulses. It took years just to realize that there were two of them, and it wasn’t until I realized I had to let them take on an identity that things started to get better».

			«But...»

			«How did I do that? It was through an idea from Taekyon. Getting them out planned so that both Eva and Mei Lee could grow up and stabilize. We had a kind of adolescence... very troubled. But for over five years, they have been under control, we have achieved a balance. Since then, I’ve been able to live normal days, too. I’ve been able to work».

			«How often do you... get them out?» asked Habaek.

			«They come out when they need to in order not to suffer. And they can only retreat when no one can see them, and I’m not in danger».

			«And... they can do whatever they want?»

			«Yes, they live as they wish, but they don’t hurt the innocent, absolutely. And if they get into trouble, they don’t have to kill anyone, if possible. They fear Taekyon a lot because getting them out of trouble would be up to him».

			«And has it... happened many times that he had to bail them out?»

			«Several times, but they weren’t big things. Something serious happened only once, but the bastard was beating a little girl to death... Eva can’t stand that kind of thing».

			«Eva? Not Mei Lee?»

			«That’s right, Eva. You see... in case of need, we can... interact...»

			«That is, each of the identities can interact with their unique capabilities whatever the manifest personality?»

			«Yes, we give each other a hand now and then. That’s what I’ve been working on for the last five years. That’s why Taekyon told you that my... problem was under control. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have asked to work with you».

			«Has anyone been able to determine how this happened to you? How is it possible that you can change the color of your eyes, hair, and of your skin?»

			«If you don’t mind, I don’t want to talk about it now. But I will tell you someday when I feel ready».

			Habaek’s senses were all on alert; the sudden memory of his nightmares stung him, but he said nothing; he cast a grim look at Shiwo, who had straightened up and was about to ask at least ten questions on repeat. The young man understood; he let himself get caught up in his chair again. Right, she had said she didn’t want to talk about it at the moment, but he felt a pressing need to do so.

			«Is there anything else? Other peculiarities of these personalities?»

			Hana hesitated.

			«Come on, Hana, you can say it».

			«I don’t know if it’s a peculiarity, but for sure, Eva and especially Mei Lee are much stronger than me and much faster».

			«And how is that possible?»

			«I don’t know, but I do».

			«Okay. Are all the personalities there? Or are there more?» asked Habaek.

			«No, it’s just the three of us».

			«Did you... did you use them yet, for the job here at the agency?»

			Hana wiggled in her chair.

			«I used Eva a couple of times... maybe four or five, or six... To find informants... cooperative».

			Habaek stared at her.

			«And Mei Lee... once upon a time, the first few times I worked with you...» her voice died in her throat.

			«When?» asked Shiwo and Hino together.

			«The case of prostitutes in the religious quadrant... Mei Lee hates religious people who do dirty things... it’s stronger than her».

			The three looked at each other; they remembered sharply: it had been one of their most important cases; it had made the agency a mountain of money.

			«When we arrived, we found a slaughterhouse... those bastards were badly beaten, priests, monks, and shamans had been beaten to a pulp...» recalled Shiwo.

			«The pimps we found tied up inside one of the votive altars, and they thought they were being attacked by an emissary from a rival gang», Hino finished.

			«So... Was it Mei Lee?» asked her Habaek.

			Hana nodded, «It’s just that I was from the Prosecutor’s Office, I was closer, and I arrived much earlier than you. Those assholes had stripped them and tied them up, they were little more than children, but they were whipping them to death; according to them, they had to purify themselves before...» she didn’t finish; they remembered the case. Hana kept silent, Shiwo brooded, Hino metabolized, Habaek reflected.

			«So», he finally asked, «if you happen to need one of them quickly, can you call in their skills as well?»

			«Not 100 percent, but yes».

			«Can they do that too?»

			«Yes, if I let them».

			Habaek relaxed. He wouldn’t have to worry about Hana anymore. The sweet little girl had people looking out for her; from his perspective, the team had just upgraded significantly. He smiled. 

			«Okay. Allow it, and you’re hired permanently».

			Hana’s eyes went wide. «Really?»

			«Really. Any objections?» asked Habaek then, looking at Hino and Shiwo, though he was sure that, by now captivated, they would fight to the death not to let her get away.

			«No, no objection. Then, when you feel like it, you’ll tell us and... I would have some things to ask Eva», Shiwo said, already thinking about how he could see her again without waiting another year.

			«Well, let’s get properly drunk then», said Hino, intentionally placing three beers in front of Hana. At that moment, they saw what Hana looked like when she was happy.

			Habaek looked at her, and now that he knew, he wished Taekyon could see her too. He was probably wondering what was happening at that moment; he was sure apprehensive.

			As the two detectives talked thickly with Hana, Habaek took a picture of her and texted Taekyon.

			It’s a bargain, pay one, get three. 

			 He attached the picture: Hana smiling as he was curling her hair, her bag abandoned, her hair behind her ear, two disheveled locks framing it, a beer in her hand, Hino and Shiwo laughing. It was the image of someone completely at ease with friendly people now that such a burdensome secret had fallen away.

			Taekyon in his office read it; when he saw Hana’s picture, he called Habaek but could only say thank you as he cried. 

			Habaek ended the call without a word. Resumed his beer while looking at his team, thinking about what he had seen and what Hana had said. 

			In a gust, the terror brought on by his nightmares had suddenly resurfaced. A dark face, a voice: Do you want to be saved? Somewhere in her brain, he wondered if Hana’s secret wasn’t even more extensive; maybe it came closer to his own. 

			«Let’s go home; that’s enough for today», he said. «We need some sleep. See you in the morning».

			He watched Hana come out last. She had always been everyone’s little sister, but with the worry of having to protect her removed, he found he looked at her the way a man looks at someone he wants. Just as Shiwo had looked at Eva and Hino had looked at Mei Lee.

			He sent a message to both of them.

			There is a new rule.

			Hana and her condos are absolutely off-limits.

			Too bad. Hino.

			You kill me. Shiwo.

			Does that apply to you too? Hino and Shiwo

			Above all. 

		

	
		
			2 – They were monsters, although no one had ever seen them

			One year earlier

			Hana did not return home until late afternoon. Having shared her secret, having been accepted, made her feel so good that she had wanted to do nothing more than walk around, looking for the streets free from the heavy shadows of the City, searching for some rays of sunshine. She had eaten lunch at a café on the Han River, watched the water move by the countless boats, and watched the people. Then she had walked with no other purpose than to put one foot in front of the other; she had sat on a bench, and every now and then, Hana had grabbed onto it because felting so light she feared she would fly away. 

			She had listened to Eva inside chattering, wanting to know everything about Shiwo; she was as intrigued as a high school girl. She had listened to Mei Lee’s silence, but it had seemed much less dense to her.

			When tiredness took over, she returned home. She opened the door and found Taekyon in front of her, pulling her into his warm embrace. It was a big day for both of them.

			«You’re okay, aren’t you?» he asked, stroking her face and hair.

			«I’m fine, really. Habaek and the guys have been amazing, and I can’t thank them enough for making me feel so... special».

			«Come on, tell me», he asked her. He needed to know, stick that lightness to his heart, and Hana told him everything. About fighting in a weapons warehouse. How her companions had fought to accept her as soon as possible without making her wait. About Hino, who had recognized Eva, and Shiwo, on whom Eva had admitted having a crush. And about Habaek, who had looked at her differently from the other two, as if showing herself for what she really was, had been somehow painful for him, like seeing himself in a mirror previously obscured. But also how she felt he had accepted her instantly, without any hesitation or judgment.

			Taekyon was a man of few words; the few he wanted to say were already drowned in emotion. Hana had been his whole life, had absorbed his every spare moment and thought that didn’t involve work or study. During those years, there had been terrible moments, so crazy that he couldn’t believe they could see the next day. There had been entirely blank nights where he had watched her sleep, trying to suppress feelings, choosing what kind of hope to let live inside him. Together they had managed to build a balance that seemed impossible. Now Hana also had other people who accepted and loved her. He could direct every effort to find a solution that would allow both of them a life that included allowing each other love, even a family, and maybe even find ways to do justice.

			«You’ve been seething», Hana told him, trying to smooth out a wrinkle between his eyes with her index finger. «I know what you’re thinking».

			«Do you?» he told her.

			«Yes, I know. We need to find out who did this to me. And make them pay».

			Taekyon was playing with a strand of her hair. He rolled it around his finger, unraveled it, and looked at her with a sweet sadness. «We will find them, Hana. If they are still of this world, we will find them».

			«Can we think about this tomorrow? I’m tired now. Can I fall asleep here?» Hana snuggled into his side, inside his embrace: she was exhausted.

			«Sure, Hana, we’ll take care of that tomorrow. Now go to sleep. I’m here; I’m not going anywhere».

			He continued to caress her until he felt her sinking into sleep. Despite the enormous difficulties, he could not even imagine a life without her. He waited a little longer, then without the slightest effort, he got up from the sofa holding her in his arms, and carried her to her room. He put her to bed, as he had done thousands of times before, and covered her with the comforter on which the Eiffel Tower shone; seeing it one day was one of her great desires. He pulled down the blinds, closed the door, and returned to his study. 

			He turned on the computer, his face serious because Habaek was right; everyone in Daewon had a secret. 

			He scanned the images on the screen and took a document from a locked drawer. A sheet of paper was torn at the bottom, blackened by ash; it was scorched, barely legible. He placed it on the desk and resumed reading on the screen the news of twenty years before when the City was still under construction, and the whole peninsula was a vast construction site.

			The earliest survivors of the Thirty Years had arrived at Daewon when it was just an endless expanse of steel frames thrown skyward. People came from all over, by all means: to work, eat, and survive, some with the illusion of finding cures for their illnesses.

			But the floods and Earthquakes had done more damage than anyone thought: of the 442 atomic power plants on the planet, only a few had survived without damage, the majority had been fenced off for hundreds of miles and abandoned.

			When radiation effects began to show up in new generations, genetic engineering had worked to create a universal type of plasma and stem cells that would heal cancers. But money is what it is, and the human mind is what it is. Genetic engineering had continued even in the primary intent: to create animal fetuses with human cells, to grow organs and tissues for transplantation.

			The genetic engineering lab had been built in a neighborhood in Lowtown. The DT Biotech had thrived in a large complex, officially selling plasma and universal stem cells. In reality, its most significant revenues came from the hybrid cultivation of hearts, kidneys, livers, tissues, and bones for export all over the planet. Its products were in such demand that no one had dreamed of controlling its activities, especially the most hidden and coveted one since the beginning of the millennium: experimentation on human subjects, ethical-criminal vetoes forgotten on the way. 

			Before the last pandemic wave that compromised fertility in young men and women, if there was one thing that had never been lacking in Daewon at the beginning of Normalization, it was children. Orphans because their parents had either died or abandoned them because they couldn’t or wouldn’t care for them. Moreover, the pregnant women who arrived at that time were so exhausted and unable to access the expensive hospital facilities, and likely they would die giving birth to their children. The administration had streamlined even the adoption procedures: anyone could adopt a child only by entering him in the family register, just a stamp, receiving a monthly contribution for maintenance, in exchange for the mandatory obligation to make him attend school at least until high school, this to avoid that they were adopted only to increase the workforce. Despite this, private adoptions were a negligible percentage; the majority of orphans remained in the care of the City. Thus the boarding schools for abandoned children had become prosperous reservoirs of material for these researches. 

			Children were shown in their beautiful school uniforms at city parades, as the supportive goodness of the administrative bodies pride, and nothing of what happened in that infirmaries was disclosed. 

			Then there was an accident, one of the overseers was found dead. Later, the rumors about the most gruesome experiments circulated, exaggerated and visionary like all storytellers’ voices throughout the ages. There were narratives about grafts worthy of the most classic horror literature: children who had dog heads, tiger heads, or any animal that suited the moment of the tale. The boogeyman became obsolete and put into oblivion. It was said that children with lunar skin and crocodile teeth mauled all those who carelessly approached; it was noted above all they had brute strength, and each story always ended with a warning to the future. When these monsters had grown up and become adults, no one could stop their ferocity. 

			The cultural and social fabric had been destroyed, and fear did the rest. The rumors rekindled the atavistic anxieties that swept through the Lowtown, and after several days of protests, no one responded. One night, a host of rioters came down to occupy the streets of that neighborhood because the impotence, anger, and fear had to find an outlet. A stream of enraged people approached the DT Biotech complex. The most enraged set fire to the building, then to the building next door where the researchers were housed, to the orphanage facilities and the affiliated schools where the geneticists catch their guinea pigs. The exits were barred; everyone knew, but no one came to help those trapped in the newly built neighborhood wholly devoured by the fires.

			252 people died, 198 were children and teens from three months to 22 years old, but it was only an estimate from the official records because no bodies were recovered. 

			By the next day, all shouting had ceased, nothing remained of the neighborhood but blackened structures and acrid smoke rising skyward, funneled among the City skyscrapers under construction. 

			When the rubble was cleared, the giant bulldozers came back and removed it and took it to the shredders of the furnaces, where it was recycled into shiny new beams and bricks. The desolate emptiness was once again filled with the sounds of reconstruction because space in Daewon was precious in every possible sense. 

			The place of the vanished neighborhood was taken by two high-rise telecommunications buildings.

			As a final mockery, only a few articles appeared in online newspapers, a few short television reports with quiet tones, purely informative. The tacit intention to forget the incident meant that the news fell into oblivion in a few days. No one ever spoke of anything else. Neither of those murders nor experiments of which nothing was ever known for sure. DT Biotech disappeared that night together with its various projects that served, according to them, a higher purpose: to create a being with the plurigenome from which all living species on Earth had descended, the common ancestor, or at least an interpretation of them.

			No one was punished; the poor monsters that no one had ever seen had already become ashes, re-mixed and re-posed in the skeletons of the skyscrapers they had atoned, giving new life to the City. But silence and denial don’t make faults disappear, and for this reason, in Daewon, nobody looked at each other in the eyes.

			Hana was more than that, though; she was one of those children; she was that secret. Taekyon was already too old for experiments; he was a diligent and gifted orphan student to be proudly displayed at parades; Hana had not been so lucky. He had to find those responsible without involving the city justice system, which would never take the case. But he couldn’t do it alone. He ran his hands over his face, over his hair. There was only one person who, one day, could help him. 

			 

			Shiwo had taken the helicopter away; the four policemen had picked up the two traffickers, and Hino had handed over the evidence: everything was perfect; as always, the KHB had been efficient.

			Habaek had had a few beers with him; they talked and even kept quiet. Sitting as far apart as they were, Taekyon could only sense his weariness, a great pain, and a secret that he was constantly covering up, dissipating energy. He could have asked, but he didn’t want to. The day Habaek wanted to share some of his pain with him, he would, and he would listen. 

			Habaek stood up; the evening was over. Taekyon walked him down the street, stopped a cab, and waited for the man to get into it. He closed the door and raised his hand in greeting, and Habaek surprised him with a smile. He watched the cab drive away. 

			Like every time he had met Habaek, Taekyon wondered how he could broach the subject, how to tell him everything about his sister, and in what capacity he could hire him for a case that should have remained private from start to finish. Now that Hana’s secret was out, it seemed to him that that goal was closer. Maybe he just needed to wait a little longer; perhaps he needed to trust the causality of life, how nothing stays hidden and how opportunities are provided when one least expects them. 

			Hana was already asleep, and Taekyon locked himself in the study, reading again from his phone that DT Biotech old report he had patiently reconstructed.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			3 – The spy was not the problem

			 

			The new Sakwa Valley Cosmodrome at the Russian border was blown by high winds in the reddish dawn. The porters in their orange windbreakers climbed back into their service vehicles and left the apron, eager to get back into the hangars for a hot drink under the envious eyes of the launchers. Dawn blazed across the arid expanse, and gusts of dust swept across the high pylons like tribal spirits, dissolving as they gathered in the wind.

			Beyond the training buildings available to the astronauts of the orbiting station and the ground crew, the Control Center dishes and a state-of-the-art clinic built for check-ups for those returning from the Space Station, including a research center that rose, circular, above each building. Not far away, the runways took off toward the horizon, impossible to see its end from the ground.

			The launch of a 932 SM shuttle via carriers was ready, close to departure; the pilots of the two side planes were already on board. Two technicians were supervising the loading operations of the sterile refrigerators on the central shuttle; others were pressurizing the cells of the bovine stem cells cargo. 

			The load was complete and on schedule when the two shuttle pilots also took their places in the cockpit. They secured themselves to the protection bar, ready to take the shuttle to the Venice International Civil Orbiting Space Station.

			«Pilots aboard», communicated Commander Dires, after glancing at his colleague and receiving a thumbs up and a serene smile.

			«Synchronization ready».

			The countdown began, and ten seconds later, the two carrier planes, joined by a 130 meters wing, rolled onto the very long runway; the central shuttle of San Marco Spacelines docked and was quietly transported. The two pilots would have waited for the two carriers to reach an altitude of 10 kilometers to start their engines, undock, cross the atmosphere and get to the space where, 400 kilometers above, the SS Venice orbited. They would dock, unload and return to Sakwa, then a bus would take them home. Two hours to go, three hours for docking, unloading, and controls, two hours to return, and one for the report and the medical check. Another two and a half hours for the journey to their homes. If all went as it should, Antonio Dires and Raphael Cilantro would be home for dinner and get hammered for the remaining days of the week.

			They set off, everything was going perfectly. The land below slowly receded, but you could still see mountains, forests, and ruins among clouds, gray mists, and blue waters. 

			After the tragic melting of the glaciers in the 1930s, the oceans were getting bigger and closer together. Each year they ate up one more piece of coastline, an island here, an island there. Like vengeful, hungry specters, they devoured beaches and land insatiably.

			«Will they stop at some point?» asked Dires of his colleague.

			«They will eventually, but I don’t know if we’ll be able to see that day», Cilantro replied.

			The few lighted cities on the continents down there were going out one kilometer at a time.

			About ten minutes more, and they would have reached the launch point. Still, a light that came on, indicating a malfunction in the cargo compartment, caught the attention of the second pilot, who reached out his hand to open communication with Sakwa.

			«Control, do we have a problem with the fifth cell?» asked the pilot. The warning light went out. 

			«No problem as far as we’re concerned», they replied from the ground.

			«Thank you, Control», replied the pilot puzzled, looking at the unlit and absolutely regular indicator.

			The light came on again, and this time Dires saw it too. He freed himself from the belt bar without hesitation, getting up from the seat. 

			«How much time do we have before the release?» asked the colleague.

			«Seven minutes».

			«Okay. I’ll go look».

			Dires walked to the shuttle’s rear and opened the cargo bay door; the blue light tubes lit up. Everything seemed fine, but before returning to the cabin, he approached the cell whose light had come on. Inside were four of the large stem-cell refrigerators; everything seemed fine. But that light they were sure they had seen and Sakwa Control Center had not detected worried him. He slid the heat panel of one of the large freezers; perhaps the problem was coming from the cooling system? Could it be interfering with the one outside the cell? That’s what he was thinking, but then he remained motionless, looking horrified at what he could see from the transparent panel. In that fridge, rectangular, transparent cells were stored in layers. A moment of horror made him jump backward, cut off his legs, and he found himself sitting down; unable to get up, he began to scream. 

			«Cilantro! Cilantro! Call Control! Let’s get back in--» he couldn’t finish what he was saying because, in the blue light, a man dressed like him appeared and smashed him to the ground with a terrible kick on the chest. The pilot got back up and threw himself at the man, still yelling: «CILANTRO!»

			His colleague, alarmed, unhooked himself from the seat and ran as fast as he could, with the suit impeding his movements. He saw Dires struggling mightily with a person in a suit and helmet and ran to his aid, but another man in a suit appeared. Cilantro unleashed a powerful kick, and the intruder crashed to the other side, slamming hard into a pressurized cargo cell that shattered. The outer panels cracked together and fell to the floor with an annoying clangor. Dires’ cries were increasingly muffled until Cilantro saw him lying motionless on the floor, the man above him choking him with a pressure of his arm on his throat. 
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